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CHAPTER 1: 
EXORCISM
 
 
“In some holes there reside only serpents.  Therefore, beware ye the lure of vain curiosities.”
 
-Exhortations 1:19
The Voice of Elohara
 
 
              The undead wolf was on the hunt.
              Like swamp fog, it slithered silently through the underbrush.  Yellow fangs poked through rotting flesh that hung about its twisted maw. Reanimated to life from a partly decomposed corpse and bound to no master, it was a beast compelled by nothing but residual dark instincts.  Fearless and vacant of thought, it prowled the marsh in an endless quest to find warm flesh that might sate its endless and unholy hunger.  
              The wolf paused and stood unnaturally still for a long moment, no breath in its lungs to flex its chest.  It perked its ears and sniffed the night air.  Living prey was near.  With the smooth and deliberate slowness possessed only by the returned dead, it turned its head towards her.  Sparks of orange flame burned in its empty and blackened eye sockets.  Less creature now than machine, its entire twisted body had become a weapon with no purpose other than killing.  It crouched, bore its teeth, and lunged forward. 
              Jathryn snapped open her eyes to chase the vision from her mind.  Involuntarily, her hand shot out to steady her against the stone railing.  She took a few measured gulps of air to control her breathing and return her to the present moment.
              After she felt she had a grip on herself, she asked as calmly as she could, “Are you sure they are coming?”
              Constable Thragg patted her shoulder.  He squinted and looked out across the bridge, folding his arms across his chest.  "They'll be here before sundown.  The letter was clear on that," he said.
              Jathryn brushed back a lock of black hair and shielded her eyes against the setting sun.  She peered down the dirt road into the forest shadows and chewed her lower lip.  The fading light illuminated a cloud of swirling dust motes into an impenetrable molten curtain.  She blinked her eyes several times as though that would wash the glowing sparks from the air.  It was hopeless.  She couldn't see more than a dozen yards beyond the bridge.  "But what if they were delayed?  It is at least a few days journey and maybe something could have happened along the way."
              "It is possible," the constable stroked his graying moustache, "but not likely.  At last report, the roads are clear between here and Chorus.  Besides, they are not ordinary travelers.  I expect they'll arrive on time, don't you worry."  His leather armor creaked as he craned his neck.
              Jathryn turned and looked over the edge of the bridge to the water that flowed beneath.  She stared at her distorted reflection.  She wasn't sure if she was soothed by the constable's confidence or not.  Of course they had to come.  No one in town would have any idea how to deal with this problem.  Even the constable must be at a loss.  He was getting on in years, but still she suspected that an undead wolf was something well beyond his experience.  That's probably why he wanted to keep everything a secret.  Or so she told herself.  
              But, for them it would be different.
She leaned out over the river trying to see her reflection more clearly.  The orange afternoon light smeared her features into ruddy shadow.  Her long hair fell forward and the swirling eddies below showed her a broken and dancing silhouette.  For a moment, Jathryn imagined that her face was framed by a broken black halo.  Or perhaps, it was a hooded shroud, her eyes lost beneath the shadow of the cowl.  The image disturbed her and she looked away.
              The constable shifted his weight and grunted.  He placed his gloved hand on the hilt of his sword and flexed his fingers.  It occurred to Jathryn that he seemed a bit nervous as well.   "Where is that boy companion of yours?" he asked.
              "His father is more stern than mine.  I'm sure he'll be here before they are."
              "He'd better be.  If he's not here when they arrive, I'll have his hide."
              Jathryn turned back towards the town.  The road stretched away a short distance and disappeared over the crest of a nearby hill.  From there, it was a bend and a dip to the outlying farm fields.  The city limits were a few fence posts beyond that.  She knew the way well.
As she looked, Tydelis crested the hill.  "See, here he comes!" she nodded in his direction.
              Tydelis hurried toward the bridge, but there was no spring in his step.  He bowed his head and tucked his hands into the pockets of his butcher’s apron.   A mop of dirty blond hair obscured his face as he shuffled forward.  When he drew within earshot the constable chided him, "You're late."
              "I know." Tydelis apologized.  "I think my parents are starting to suspect.  I gave them your note but they pressed me for more."
              Thragg narrowed his eyes.  "Did you say anything?"
              "No.  I told them that I didn't know what you wanted, but that I didn't think that I was in any trouble."  Tydelis exchanged a private glance with Jathryn, his blue eyes wide with an unspoken question.   She shook her head very subtly in response.
              The constable sighed.  "No, boy, if anyone's in trouble, it'll be me.  Twenty-three years and I've never had to deal with anything like this.  I'm happy that the two of you had the sense to come to me first.  If this news got out to the rest of the village, there would be -- trouble.  Imagine!  An undead wolf lurking in the marshes!  And right here on our doorstep!"
              Tydelis drew up next to Jathryn.  He swallowed hard and she sensed his fear.  He was trying to be brave, but this wasn't easy for either of them.  She wanted to comfort him with an embrace, but instead she simply nodded in greeting.  “Hello Ty,” she said.
              Constable Thragg blew on his gloved hands and rubbed them together as if they were cold.  He mumbled, "When they arrive, I want you to tell them exactly what you've told me.  They might have some more questions.  Answer them the best you can.  Don't leave anything out.  I want to get this over and done with as quickly as possible.  If all goes well, they'll be headed home in a day or so and the townsfolk will be none the wiser."
              Tydelis asked, "Begging your pardon sir, but won't everyone in the town have suspicions the instant they arrive?"
              "They would if anyone saw them, but that's why we're waiting on this bridge at the outskirts of town.  I've made arrangements with the barkeep at the North Wind.  We'll go directly there and he's promised me that he can keep his mouth shut.  Well, that and I've been keeping mine shut for years now about his little side-dealings, if you follow me.  I figure he owes me a bit of courtesy."
              Jathryn and Tydelis looked up at him.  Thragg smiled a crooked smile.  "But, that's a different story now, isn't it?”  After a moment, he stabbed a finger into Tydelis's chest.  “And it’s none of your business either, mind you!”  Tydelis nodded his understanding. 
              The sun sank below the tops of the trees.  Long spikes of red light splintered the road.  The shining dust motes in the air burned down to become dying embers. A gentle evening breeze shook the branches of the overhanging trees and only the gurgling of the river broke the uneasy silence.  Tydelis checked to make sure that the constable couldn't see and then slipped his hand into Jathryn's.  Their fingers intertwined.
A sudden thought struck Jathryn and her heart leapt to her throat.  But what if they didn't come?  The bridge was a fair distance from the lanterns and relative safety of the town.  It would take several minutes to get there, even at a full run.  And somewhere, out there in the growing murk, that thing must be stirring.  Soon, it would be as she had imagined it from moments before: under the cover of night, the undead wolf would stalk through the underbrush, seeking to satisfy its cold hunger with warm blood.  Thragg was not a small man, but Jathryn now wished that he were a foot taller, five stones lighter, and ten years younger.
              As the crimson sky cooled to violet, the faint sound of hoofbeats rose above the noise of the flowing water.  The clip-clop was unhurried, confident, and casual.  "At last!" Thragg said with a sigh.  Jathryn released Tydelis's hand and folded her arms.
              Two figures on horseback emerged from the shadows and the haze.  Both sat straight in their saddles and approached the bridge steadily.  A woman dressed in an alabaster white robe was on the left.  A hood covered her head, but curls of blonde hair spilled out onto her shoulders.  She rode sidesaddle on a spotted horse and her mount picked up its hooves as though it were prancing.  Next to her, a tall and muscled man rode a large brown warhorse.  He had steel grey skin and dressed in purple and black leather armor.  The hilt of a two-handed sword poked up over his right shoulder.  Several heavy packs bounced against the horse's flanks.  A polished violet shield rested atop them.
              Thragg stepped into the middle of the bridge to greet them.  "Welcome to Glademoor!" he said undue enthusiasm.
              The riders reined their horses and came to a stop.  They both looked in silence at the three people on the bridge.  At last, the gray man dismounted.  He held out his hand and assisted the woman down.  She pulled back her hood and took a step forward towards the constable.  The twilight made her white skin glow and her blonde hair glitter.  Her face was smooth, save for a few wrinkles at the edges of her blue eyes.  It was as though she had been crafted of cool and ageless marble.
              Thragg pulled off his glove and extended his hand.  The woman glanced down at it, but made no motion.  Her hands remained clasped together at her waist.  Instead she said, "I am Priestess Najene.  My consort is Thal Khom of the Murkbane Knights.  Are you constable Thragg?"
              Thragg wiped his untouched hand on his pants.  "I am."
              Najene nodded.  "We received your summons, constable, and have come at your request.”
              “I must say, I am surprised to see that the Council sent one of their own.  Had I known, I might have prepared a more fitting reception!”
              “Most of Elohara’s servants normally assigned this task are engaged.  When I heard of your predicament, I decided to come and see for myself.  Are these the children?"
              "They are," said the constable.
              "Very well.  Have you made your arrangements?"
              "Uh, yes.  I have a table prepared for us at the North Wind down the road on the outskirts of town.  You have rooms ready there as well."
              "I do not understand your insistence upon secrecy constable, but for now we will abide your wishes in your jurisdiction."
              Thragg apologized, "Well, as you know, I've been charged with keeping the peace.  Glademoor is a small town, so mostly the things I deal with are small stuff: petty disputes, public drunkenness, the occasional theft.  You know.  But nothing like this has happened in all my years of service.  Knowing the temperament of the townsfolk like I do, I think it would be best if they didn't know."
              "As you wish, constable."  At that, Najene took the reins of her horse and turned her attention down the road.  "Lead on."
Constable Thragg struggled to put his glove back on, but ended up jamming two fingers into one space.  He yanked it back off and stuffed it in his pocket instead.  He stammered, "So, er, how was your journey?"
              Najene cocked her head and said nothing.  Instead, she gestured down the road with an open hand.  Her icy eyes indicated that she had no intention of making small talk. 
              Thragg was still for a long moment.  He turned and grabbed both Jathryn and Tydelis by their shoulders and began walking down the road towards the inn.  He grumbled in a low voice only they could hear, "Thank Elohara that the deadslayers are here."
              They traveled in an uneasy silence to the North Wind.  After Najene and Khom tethered their horses, they went inside together through a back door.  True to Thragg's word, the barkeep had set up a private table in a secluded place.  All except Khom seated themselves. Tydelis and Jathryn ended up opposite Najene.  Thragg sat off to one side.  As Jathryn settled in, she wondered if the arrangement was accidental or not.
              The barkeep entered and asked if anyone was ready for food or drink.  Without looking up, Najene waved him off.  "We will send for you when we are ready," she said.  He hurried away without a word.
              Khom checked the doorways with a tilt of his head and then took a seat.  He eased himself into his chair with a fluid grace punctuated by the gentle creak of his armor. He clasped his large hands together and rested them on the table.  His solid and square face showed no emotion.  His long black hair was woven into a single braid that terminated in an indigo cloth band. He regarded them with violet eyes.  The gray skin and the braid clearly marked him as a Khindonite from the distant West.  Tales of their fierceness in battle had reached as far as Glademoor.  As he leaned forward to rest his massive arms on the table, Tydelis and Jathryn shrunk back in their chairs.
              The centerpiece of the table was a small lantern carved into an oblong cylinder.  Najene picked it up and set it off to one side.  She locked eyes with Jathryn and asked in a soft voice, "So, tell me, when did you first see the beast?"
              Jathryn couldn't abide her stare.  She looked away.  "Tydelis and I were in the forested part of the marsh, not far past the bend in the river.  Right on the edge of the swamp, actually."
              Najene interrupted her with a whisper, "You're telling me where.  I asked you when.  Please answer my questions exactly."
              Jathryn gulped.  "Oh, yes.  I'm sorry.  It was about three weeks ago, I guess."
              "You guess?"
              "Um, it was twenty days ago."
              "What was the time of day?"
              Jathryn’s leg started to tremble.  She steadied it with her hand.  "It was late, probably after midnight."
              "Twenty days ago.  That would be the time of Ormos Dark, would it not?"
              "Yes."
              "And, was he with you?" Najene inclined her head in Tydelis’s direction.
              Tydelis nodded and answered for himself, "Yes."
              "After midnight, you say.  That seems rather late for children to be out doesn't it?"
              This was the second time that Najene had referred to them as children and Jathryn didn't care for it.  "We're not exactly children.  I'm seventeen and Tydelis is nearly my age," she said.
              Najene raised her pale eyebrows.  She sat silently for a long moment before she said, "Perhaps you have forgotten my instructions, child.  You are to answer my questions exactly.  I did not ask for your age.  I asked if you thought that it was late to be out."
              Jathryn didn’t answer, but scowled at her from under her brows instead.  Her cheeks flushed with anger and embarrassment, but she held her tongue.
              After a moment Tydelis interjected, "Yes, it was late."
              "Very good.  Did your parents know you were out?"  Najene’s focus flowed to him.  She seemed unconcerned by Jathryn’s glare.
              Jathryn and Tydelis looked at one another.  They hadn't expected this line of questioning.  They thought that this was going to be like when they had first told the constable.  Now, Jathryn wanted to have a few minutes alone with Tydelis so they could get their story straight, but she knew in the pit of her stomach that it had become too late for that. 
              Najene noticed their hesitation.  “Is there a problem?”
              Tydelis said, "Er, no ma'am, they did not know." Thragg shifted in his chair.  This was news to him.
              Najene clasped her hands on top of the table, mirroring Khom’s pose.  "I see.  So what then was your purpose of going into the forest after midnight without the knowledge or, I presume, the consent of your parents?"
              Tydelis opened his mouth to speak, but Jathryn blurted out, "We wanted to be together and Tydelis’s father doesn’t like me.  So we snuck out.  That’s all.  And, I don't see what any of this has to do with the creature!"
              Najene's gaze was steady and her voice was soft.  "Perhaps nothing.  Still, we must make certain that we have all the facts if we are to have success in destroying it.   I assure you that anything you tell us is kept in the strictest of confidences.  I am a Priestess of Elohara and one of the Ten.  And, as such, I am a sworn defender of truth and my purposes are pure.  You should have no reason to fear me or my questions.  Is that clear?"
              Tydelis nodded.  Jathryn felt guilty for her outburst.  She steadied herself and whispered, "Yes."
              "Good.  Now then, when you say that you wanted to be together, am I correct in assuming that you mean this in -- a romantic sense?"
              “Yes.”  Tydelis's answer surprised Jathryn with its quickness.  She glanced at him and he shrugged.  She blushed a little at the enthusiasm in his voice.
              Najene's eyes moved over them and narrowed slightly.  "Very well, I will press no further upon this issue.  Tell me instead, what the beast looked like when you first saw it."
              Constable Thragg leaned forward.  "It's a pale wolf with patchy fur and bloody yellow fangs.  Its eyes …"
              Najene raised her hand.  "I have read your description from your missive, constable.  Please allow the chil- the witnesses to speak."
              Tydelis and Jathryn exchanged glances again.  After a moment, Tydelis began.  "The constable is right.  The creature looks very much like a wolf, only with ghostly white fur.  The skin is torn and bone and muscle show through in several places.”
              “Are you certain that it is simply not a white wolf?  Perhaps one that is ill or diseased?”
              Jathryn said, “Yes.  This thing is something else.”
              “Why do you think that?”
              “It’s the eyes.  They glow with a sickly orange and yellow light.  You can see them glowing from a distance.”
              “As though there were a burning fire inside?”
              There was a short pause.  After a moment, both Tydelis and Jathryn spoke in unison, “Yes.”
              Najene sighed and glanced down at the table.  She seemed to be nearing the end of her questions.  “Did you notice a prominent wound of any kind on the creature?”
              Tydelis said, “There is a large open gash on the right side.”
              Najene looked over at Khom.  He nodded once.  She then turned towards Thragg.  “Constable, have any of the townsfolk complained of wolves raiding their flocks?”
              Thragg looked towards the ceiling.  “Ah, yes.  About three weeks ago or thereabouts, shepherd Gavron told me that there was a rogue wolf stealing into his farmstead at night.  He hired a hunter to deal with the problem and that was the last I heard of it.”
              Najene bowed her head.  She closed her eyes and prayed in silence, her lips moving wordlessly.  In the space, Jathryn heard the clink of utensils coming from the nearby kitchen.  The noise seemed an odd and out of place backdrop.
              At last Najene looked up.  “The creature is a lesser ghoul.  The wolf which plagued the shepherd’s flocks has been reanimated by a spell of necromancy.  While the beast is very dangerous, it is nothing for which we are unprepared.  You were wise to summon us constable.”
              “A lesser ghoul, eh?”  Thragg seemed intrigued.  “You mean that the wolf that troubled Gavron was killed by the hunter and now has come back to life?”
              “Not of its own accord, constable.  Someone has deliberately reanimated it.”
              “But who could do such a thing?”
              “First things first,” Najene said.  “We will deal with the creature tonight.  Tomorrow, we will begin our inquiry into that matter.”
              A chilling realization dawned upon the constable.  “Do you suspect that we have a necromancer in our town?”
              “Perhaps.  It seems a genuine possibility given what we know.”
              Thragg stammered, “But how?  I know everyone here personally.  I can’t imagine that any of them would be mixed up in such dealings!”
              “Necromancy is a dark and forbidden art and so its practitioners must take to their arts in secret.  And, rightly so!  Such evil should be purged from the lands.  But, as I said, we will deal with that issue in the morning.  Let it trouble you no more tonight, constable.”
              Tydelis shifted in his chair.  “We’ve told you all we know.  Are we free to go?” he asked.
              Najene gave a thin and humorless smile.  “No.  We need the two of you to accompany us.”
              “Why?”  Jathryn’s voice cracked.
              “You were the first to see the creature.  If I am right about my suspicions, the spell which brought it to life is a weak one.  That means that the creature is bound to the place where it was reanimated and cannot stray far.  We need you to take us to the exact spot that you first saw it.”
              “But my parents are expecting me to come home soon,” Tydelis pleaded.
              “The constable can deal with your parents.  Certainly they won’t be too troubled if they hadn’t noticed your midnight excursions previously.”
              Tydelis and Jathryn looked at each other with wide eyes.  Jathryn swallowed hard and her stomach knotted up at the thought of leading the deadslayers into the swamp.
              Constable Thragg mused, “I think I know the place.  I suppose I could lead you there.  They don’t need to go.”
              “I appreciate your willingness to help, but you are dismissed constable.  We will handle things from here.”
              Thragg sat still for a long moment.  Najene didn’t turn to look at him, but it was clear that she expected to be obeyed.  At last with a grumble, he pushed out his chair and stood up.  Najene said, “We are hungry from our journey and we must wait until the lesser moon has risen before we go into the swamp.  Send in the barkeep on your way out.”  Thragg mumbled and nodded his head as he shuffled out of the room.
              Once he was gone, Najene’s tight lipped smile returned.  She looked at the witnesses.  “I’ve heard that the North Wind has some fine potato and leek soup.  Would either one of you like some?” she asked.
              “No, thank you,” said Jathryn.
              “Very well, but soup can sometimes soothe a troubled stomach,” said the Priestess.
              “I’ll take some,” said Tydelis.
              After dinner, the four of them exited the inn through the same back door that they had come in.  Khom headed straight for the horses and began rummaging through the packs.  Tydelis stood by and watched.  The large gray man removed the baldric and the sword from his back and put it away.
              “Won’t you need your blade?” Tydelis asked.
              Khom paused.  He glanced back over his shoulder.  “The edge is bad for fighting ghouls.  Sometimes they bleed poison when cut.”  His voice was deep and thick with an accent.  Tydelis realized that this was the first time that he had heard him speak.  “This is a much better weapon for now.”  Khom pulled out a heavy warhammer.  He swung it around in a gentle arc as if to make his point.  Grooves on its steel head glinted in the twilight.
              Tydelis forced a weak smile as Khom returned to the packs.  The knight next pulled out a long coil of rope and slung it over his shoulder.  Finally, he found a pair of heavy studded leather gauntlets and pulled them on.  He flexed his fingers and Tydelis stared the immense size of his hands. 
              Meanwhile, Najene also gathered some things from her horse and slipped them into the inside pockets of her robes.
              With a start, Tydelis and Jathryn realized that both Najene and Khom were ready.  The deadslayers stood looking at them, waiting.
              Jathryn asked, “Don’t you need to stable your horses?  Couldn’t something be stolen?”
              Khom inclined his head in the direction of the shield displayed on the back of his horse.  “Anyone who sees that will think twice before taking anything.”  He was right.  The white diagonal stripe across the field of violet was the unmistakable sign of the Murkbane Knights.  A would be thief would be more inclined to steal from the home of constable Thragg.
              Najene added, “Please don’t concern yourselves with our welfare.  Lead on.”
              They hesitated a moment longer before Tydelis turned and trudged out into the night.  Jathryn hurried to his side.  The deadslayers followed a short distance behind.
              The party followed the road back to the river.  Soon the lights and the noise of the inn were lost behind them.  Ormos, the smaller of the two moons, was three-quarters full and she cast her sheen of pale blue light across the landscape.  Phandos, the larger, was still hours from rising.
              They crossed the bridge and then turned north, walking along the shores of the river.  The murmur of the water swallowed up the sounds of their footsteps.
              Jathryn drew up next to Tydelis and whispered, “Are we really taking them there?”
              “You want it killed, don’t you?”
              “Yes, but can’t we stop just a little short?”
              Tydelis looked at her.  The dim moonlight reflected in her brown eyes and made her face ashen.  He said, “We’ll only go as far as the second bend.  That should be close enough.”  Jathryn sighed in relief.
              As they continued, a faint breeze tickled the air.  It carried with it the scent of mud and moss.  And, thought Jathryn, of death.  Even though it wasn’t particularly cold, she shivered.  She glanced at Tydelis.  The last time they had made this short journey, he had seemed full of excitement.  Now, he seemed full of dread.
              The riverbank became wet and sucked at their boots.  The gravel shoreline gave way to oily grasses and foul-smelling soil.  As they neared the swamp, the river shallowed and spread out, changing from a single bubbling stream into a murky web of slow-moving watery tendrils threading their way between twisted trees and lichen-encrusted boulders.
              Tydelis jumped from dry patch to dry patch as he led them.  As they drew near the forested area, the canopy of branches overhead threatened to block out the starry sky.  He stopped beside a large fallen trunk where the gurgling river took a sharp turn to the right.  On that side, the ground descended into bubbling muck.  On the other, it rose to a thick copse of vegetation.
              Tydelis pointed.  “It was there, up among those reeds.”
              Najene and Khom peered into the darkness.  It was deathly quiet except for the burbling and dripping of the swamp.  After a moment the Priestess remarked, “I can see why you might want to come here for a romantic interlude.”  Though her voice was even, the sarcasm was biting.
              Jathryn offered, “Well, we are alone here.”
              “Yes. Yes. That you are.”
              Khom squatted down and examined the ground, his violet eyes narrow.  He mused, “The ghoul is near.  This rat carcass is fresh.”  He pointed with two fingers at a half eaten chunk of flesh.
              “You say you first saw the creature on the night of Ormos Dark.  But, even now, the swamp is gloomy.  It must’ve been very difficult to see anything without the moonlight,” said the Priestess.
              Tydelis said, “We had a lantern.”
              “Of course,” Najene said.  “The swamp must seem much friendlier in the presence of fire.”
              On cue, Khom struck a flint.  An instant later and he ignited a small torch from off his belt.  Gold light flooded the murk and stunned Jathryn with its sudden brilliance.  She squinted.  In the flickering shadows, the swamp was only more eerie.  Overhanging moss dripped from the branches above, reaching towards them like ghostly fingers.  A thin fog lurked at their feet.  Khom passed the torch to Tydelis.
              “So, you saw the ghoul this way?”  Najene asked as she began walking up towards the thicket that Tydelis had pointed at earlier.
              Jathryn stammered, “Y-yes.  But I wouldn’t go over there!”
              Najene halted for a moment and looked back.  “Why not?”
              “Because that thing could be in there!”
              “Well that is why we are here, child.”  She continued walking.  Khom followed after her, his right hand on the hilt of his hammer.
              Tydelis and Jathryn stood still for a moment.  Tydelis leaned over and whispered in Jathryn’s ear, “I think they know!”
              Jathryn’s blood ran cold.  She hissed, “What do we do?”
              “We can’t stay out here alone!” his voice cracked.  Jathryn agreed, and the two of them hurried after the deadslayers.
              On the other side of the thicket of trees, there was a small clearing with a patch of dry ground.  Najene stood in the middle and surveyed the area.  A large circle etched into the dirt took up most of the space.  Eleven red wax blobs were evenly distributed around the circumference.  White chalky powder traced out a circle that ended in a bent oval and a hook on one side.  Crumbled ash from a carefully built fire was at the other.  An open pouch of crushed leaves lay spilled off to one side. 
              Jathryn gasped, “What’s all this!”
              Najene whirled upon her but said nothing.  She stared at Jathryn for a long moment, her blue eyes grim and frosty.  At last she advanced, her hand moving beneath her robe.  Jathryn flinched as she produced two small black stones and thrust them towards her.  “Take these!” the Priestess commanded.
              Jathryn took them, surprised by the sudden forcefulness in her voice.  Before she could say anything, Najene turned on her heel and moved towards the darkness.  As she strode across the ground for the edge of the clearing, she said, “The two of you stay here.  Remain inside the circle.  Khom and I will hunt the ghoul.  Should you see it before we return, click the stones together three times in a syncopated rhythm.”
              “A syncopated rhythm?” asked Jathryn.
              “One click, then two more,” said the Priestess.  Then, without so much as a backwards glance, she ducked out into the gloom.  Khom followed after her.  In an instant, both of them were gone.
              Tydelis stood closer to Jathryn.  They were surprised at how suddenly the deadslayers disappeared.  It was as though the murky darkness swallowed them the instant they stepped beyond the first row of trees.  Neither sound nor light marked their passing.  
               In the flickering light from Tydelis’s torch, Jathryn looked at the stones in the palm of her hand.  One was flat and about the size of her fist.  The other was rounded and smaller.  It was clear to her that they had been designed to be struck together with the round one fitting into an indentation in the larger flat one.  She held a stone in either hand, prepared to strike them as she had been instructed.
              Tydelis put his arm around Jathryn’s shoulders as they moved to the center of the circle.  She quivered in his grip.  That inspired him to try and be brave.  He stood up straight and swung the flame out in front of them.
              Jathryn asked, “How long do you think they will be gone?”
              “I don’t know, but I doubt that they would leave us alone if they didn’t feel that we were safe.”
              “I hope you are right,” said Jathryn as she remembered the icy glare of Priestess Najene.
              Even though the clearing was large, the surrounding forest seemed to encroach upon them.  The reeds and grasses leaned in, their leafy stalks heavy with moisture.  The trees clung to one another, their branches intertwined as though steadying themselves from falling inwards upon the ground.
              Jathryn gasped and pointed.  “Look!” she whispered.
              In the underbrush outside the light of the torch, two small floating orbs of fire bobbed and then stood still.  They went out for a moment and then reappeared a short distance away.  For a long space they hovered, still and unwavering, then they blinked in unison.
              “The ghoul!” Tydelis only mouthed the words, his voice stolen by fear. 
              They took a few steps backwards before Jathryn realized that it would be useless to run.  She moved in front of Tydelis and held out the stones towards the floating fiery eyes, her fingers trembling.
              From beneath the shadows, the ghoul stole into the light.  It was even more ghastly than they remembered.  More of its fur had rotted away leaving only scraps of black skin stretched thin across its ribs.  Greenish liquid oozed from the wound in its side.  With bared teeth and a low growl in its throat, it slunk towards them.  They stood frozen, transfixed by the burning flames in the seared black sockets where the wolf’s eyes once were.
              As the creature closed in, Jathryn struck the stones together three times, once then twice more.  They rang out with an eerie sound that resembled the striking of hollow iron.  An instant later, both stones flashed with a bright ruby light.  They suddenly grew very hot in her hands and Jathryn yelped in pain.  She dropped them into the dirt and grabbed her scorched fingers.  She looked helplessly down at the stones now steaming at her feet.  The ghoul paused, its attention temporarily focused upon them.  As the red glow faded, the ghoul looked back up at its prey. It took a few slow steps forward and then broke into a lurching run.
              Tydelis and Jathryn cried out together and scrambled backwards.  The ghoul leapt up towards them.  In that instant, Khom appeared from the shadows and hurled a lasso around its neck.  The ghoul pulled the rope taut and went down hard in a spray of chalk and soil.  It twisted to its feet and turned to face the large gray man.
              The rope stretched tight across the clearing from the ghoul’s neck to where it wrapped around Khom’s muscled left arm.  The knight leaned back to maintain tension.  In his right hand he held the warhammer down to his side.  Other than the curl of his gloved fingers, he remained motionless.  He locked his eyes upon the reanimated wolf.
              The ghoul charged him, fangs snapping.  At the last moment, Khom moved out of the way and brought the warhammer around to catch the creature in the side, knocking it from its feet.  Before it could stand, he cast another loop over it.  He backed away and pulled the rope taut.
              Stunned by the blow, the ghoul struggled to its feet.  As it stood up, one leg got tangled in Khom’s rope and it stumbled.  Khom leapt back and pulled hard.  The creature went down again, its face dragging through the dirt.
              Najene emerged from the trees, her head bowed and her hands clasped upon a book bound in white leather.  Jathryn knew that the book was The Voice
of Elohara.  More commonly known simply as The Voice, it was the sole holy scripture of the lands of Elurion.  The entire law and culture of the kingdom revolved around its verses and teachings.  Najene seemed unfazed by the struggle going on before her.  She closed her eyes and chanted.
              The ghoul snarled and yanked furiously against the rope.  As it pulled, the rope bit into its skin, peeling it back to expose gray and pink flesh beneath.  Khom matched its every move, swiftly sliding from one side to the other, intent upon keeping the rope’s tension high and unrelenting.
              With a howl, the creature attacked Khom again.  As before, he dodged out of the way, but this time he spun backwards and brought his hammer down on its skull.  The crunch made Jathryn wince.
              The ghoul languished on the ground and a clear fluid trickled from its ear.  Khom rushed in and encircled the creature several more times, pinning two of its legs against its body.  As it struggled to get up, Khom tackled it to the ground and threw his body across it, trapping it beneath him.  He tossed the hammer away and gripped the beast’s toothy jaw in his massive gloved hand, forcing it shut.
              The scuffle continued as the ghoul thrashed against the knight.  But Khom was too strong and the creature was too tangled in the rope to escape.  At last, it began to quiet and lay still, its decomposing muscles exhausted from the battle.
              Khom said, “Ready, Priestess.”
              Najene opened her eyes.  She held The Voice in one hand and stretched forward the other.  In soft and melodic tones, she sang:
Peace, peace to the dead
Your time is past and your toil is ended.
Stay no more trapped inside this prison of flesh
But now be free.
Be free from the fire that burns within
Stay no more trapped inside this cage of mortality.
Your toil is ended and your time is past.
Peace, peace to the dead.
              As Najene walked forward, the ghoul twisted and almost seemed to whimper.  She knelt down at its side, her hand hovering above its abdomen.  She continued to sing and the soothing tones seemed to calm the beast a little.  It closed its fiery eyes.
              Khom nodded stiffly and tightened his grip.  Najene pressed her hand against the ghoul’s body.  Steam shot out from beneath her fingers and the ghoul’s skin blistered and popped.  The creature jerked and kicked in pain.  It struggled mightily, but the knight held it fast.
              There was a hiss as the side of the beast collapsed.  White streaks of light snaked down its back and erupted from beneath the rotting fur.  Najene kept her voice steady, her song never missing a beat.
              Jathryn and Tydelis gasped as the whole creature exploded into sparkling white flames.  But, just as suddenly, the fires went out.  The ghoul was gone.  Only large crumbles of ash and smoking fur remained behind.
              Khom stood.  He pulled the rope from the powder and began coiling it.  Najene also rose, her song dying away upon her lips.
              Jathryn felt awkward, as though she was expected to say something.  She murmured, “The stones didn’t work.”
              “They worked perfectly.”  Najene picked them up and turned them over in her hand.  “You see, I thought that the two of you have been acting suspicious all evening, perhaps evasive.  Seeing this circle of reanimation deepened my suspicions.”  She waved her arm about the clearing.  “But, I had to be sure.”
              “Wha-what do you mean?” Jathryn faltered. 
              “The stones were not truly for your protection, child.  These are necromantic stones of binding.  When used properly and with the correct chant, they strengthen the bond between an undead servant and its master.  The way they flared up when you struck them together could have happened only if you were the original reanimator.  My suspicions are confirmed with this last bit of evidence.  Now, I have no choice but to place you under arrest.  The both of you are charged with the capital crime of practicing necromancy.”
Khom moved near them and said, “You’ll come with us properly now, won’t you?  I’d prefer not to have to use this rope again tonight.”  He held it out for them to see.  A thin veil of powdery slime dripped from the coils.  
Jathryn and Tydelis swallowed hard and nodded. 
 
 




CHAPTER 2: 
INQUIRY
 
 
“What is true will stand.  What is false will fall.  Elohara’s will is truth and all else must fall before it.”
 
-Second Bliss 31:1
The Voice of Elohara
 
 
              “Awake!  The morning is come!”
              Constable Thragg’s voice echoed through the jail cell.  Even though he tried to sound positive, his words crumbled in his throat.  As coughed once, then added, “I’m certain we can get this cleared up today and have you out of here in no time.”
              Jathryn and Tydelis stirred.  They had been awake most of the night, tossing and turning in their individual cots.  Red and rusted iron bars divided the cell in the middle, separating them.  The cold stone walls in the underground room were damp and the thin blankets provided little comfort from the chill.  There were no windows.  A heavy wooden door blocked the way to the stairs.  When the lights were extinguished, the room would be black as pitch.  Fortunately, the constable had left a tall candle burning on a small table before he had locked them in last night. 
              Jathryn sat up on the edge of her cot.  She had spent hours watching that solitary candle burn itself down until it had become a smoldering stub.  The small flame reminded her of the eyes of the ghoul.  All through the night, her mind had replayed the events of the past few weeks.  She knew that the arrival of the deadslayers was the culmination of a series of events that had begun long before they arrived: All the planning, the practicing of the phrases, the recovery of the wolf’s corpse, the gathering of materials, the sneaking around --. She wished she could go back to those exciting days and tell her younger self what the outcome would be.  But, it mattered little now.  Here she was, charged with the practice of necromancy and caged like a criminal.  It all seemed so unreal.
              She glanced over at Tydelis.  His blonde hair was tousled into an impossible mane.  They hadn’t spoken a word to one another since the constable had locked the gate and the door last night.  She had heard him flopping about in his cot in the night and she knew that he too had been lost in his own thoughts.  Even so, neither of them felt much like talking.  The hours had slid by in silence.  
              Thragg stood at the cell door.  He held out cups filled with water to them through the bars.  “Well, you had quite an adventure last night,” he offered.
              Jathryn licked her dry lips and rose to stand.  She took one of the cups with a grateful nod.  Thragg folded his arms and tilted his head.  He tried to force a smile through his moustache, but it looked more like a grimace.  “It is dawn.  Priestess Najene has ordered that an Inquiry be held in a few minutes.  I’m certain that we’ll get to the bottom of this and then everything will be fine.  Imagine!  The two of you charged with necromancy!”  Thragg paced the room.  “I suppose that even deadslayers can make a mistake.”  He raised his gray eyebrows and looked at them.  Tydelis and Jathryn exchanged glances, unsure of what to say.
              Thragg’s face darkened as he recognized an admission in their silence.  He shook his head.  After a moment he whispered, “You have visitors.  I’ll send them in.”  He opened the wooden door and started up the stairs, his heavy boots thudding away into the musty silence.
              For a moment, they were alone again.  Jathryn took a sip from her cup and her eyes caught Tydelis’s.  She swallowed hard.  In a whisper she offered, “I’m sorry.  This wasn’t at all how I thought things would work out.”
              “I know.  I should’ve spoken up earlier.  Or at least, spoken up louder.”
              “No, no.  You’ve said all the right things.  I just wouldn’t listen.  This is my fault.”
              “Our fault.” Tydelis amended.  “I’m in here too.  I could’ve said no at any point, but I…”  His voice trailed off.
              “But what?”
              “I want to share as much time with you as I can.”  Tydelis paused before gulping down his water.
              In the back of her mind, Jathryn thought there might be more hidden truth in his words than either of them could admit.  Before this latest adventure had begun, he and she had simply been close friends.  Now, however, the pressure and the secrecy had brought them closer together.  Their friendship had been turning romantic.  There were little touches and lingering glances, but neither of them had yet to reveal their full feelings to one another.  
              Jathryn smiled but her eyes were wet.  “Me too.” she said with a sigh.  She held out her hand through the bars.  Tydelis gave it a small squeeze.
              They heard footsteps on the stairs.  Jathryn had a sudden thought.  She pulled Tydelis towards her and hissed quickly, “You remember what I told you about where I found the spell parchment?”
              “Yes,” he said slowly.  “But I don’t see why…”
              “Just don’t forget.  It might be important!”  Tydelis raised an eyebrow and nodded his understanding.
              The door opened and they let go of one another as they turned to face it.  Jathryn’s father, Trannam, came in.  Trannam used to be one of the best tailors in the region and his reputation for quality work had earned him the surname of “Truestitch.”  But since the sudden death of his wife seven years ago, he had lost interest in his tailoring.  Now he mostly did minor repair work as he sat alone behind the table in his small shop.  He shuffled into the room, his forehead creased with concern.  Jathryn thought that he appeared exceptionally tired, thin, and pale.  Even though he stood on the outside of the bars, she couldn’t help but pity him.
              Behind him came Tydelis’s parents, Kirra and Dussokath.  Kirra was a matronly woman, stout and short.  She spent her day tending after her three boys, of which Tydelis was the eldest.  Dussokath Montance – or more simply Duss as he was widely known – was the town butcher.  He was tall, bald, and notoriously stern.  Some believed that he was once a mercenary many years ago but that he had since retired to a more peaceful life.  Tydelis had heard the rumors, but never had the heart to ask him about them outright.  Judging from the way he wielded a cleaver when it came time for the slaughter, they seemed plausible.
              Dussokath spoke first.  “This is a fine mess you’ve gotten yourself into.”
              “I know.” Tydelis looked down at the floor.  He knew that gruff tone of voice.
              Kirra moved near the bars.  “Why don’t you simply tell them that you didn’t do anything, Ty?”
              “I, uh…” Tydelis’s voice cracked.  He looked into his mother’s pleading hazel eyes and his heart sank.  He gritted his teeth and swallowed hard.  “I’m sorry.” he admitted at last.
              “What?”  Her voice was soft, then louder.  “Are you telling me that there’s some truth to this accusation?  How can that be?”
              Duss spat, “It’s that girlfriend of yours!  I’ve always said she was trouble.”  Trannam squinted up at him.  “No offense intended Truestitch,” he added, “but you must admit that she does have a reputation for troublemaking.”
              “These are serious charges, Jathryn.”  Trannam moved near the cell, his voice barely more than a whisper.  “This far exceeds your ordinary mischief.”
              “I know, father.”
              Trannam leaned against the bars and gazed down at the floor.  He mumbled, “I’m sorry, Ashra.  I’ve tried my best without you.”
              Jathryn knew her father’s resignation was genuine as he rarely invoked the near-sacred name of her mother.  She reached out through the bars, took his hand, and patted it.  
              Trannam looked up at her, but his eyes were far away.  “And so, death begets more death,” he said.
              “What do you mean by that?” Duss demanded.
              The small man sighed.  “You attend the Songhall, don’t you?”
              Kirra said, “Of course!  We don’t miss a single service.”
              “Then you should know the requisite punishment for practicing necromancy.”
              It took only a moment for the realization to sink in.  Kirra’s face went white.  At the same time, Duss flushed red, the anger rising.  He gripped a bar with one hand and shook his finger at Trannam with the other.  “Now, we’ll have none of that!  Everything will work out and then I’ll personally make sure that my son learns a lesson that he’ll never forget.  Nothing like this will ever happen again.  This is all a big mistake!”
              There was a knock at the door and Sister Eila poked her hooded head into the room.  She excused herself, “I apologize for the intrusion, but we have but a few moments before the Inquiry begins.  May I come in?”
              Duss and Kirra composed themselves.  Trannam nodded his head.
              Eila pulled back her hood and entered the room.  She was in her mid-fifties but her face was creased as though she were much older.  Ordinarily her eyes were heavy and sad, but this morning they looked especially gloomy.  She wore her standard vestments: a faded brown robe tied at the waist with a fraying cloth belt.  In her hand she carried her white-bound scripture.  “Priestess Najene has asked me to provide counsel for the children prior to the Inquiry.”
              Duss said, “Very well, Sister Eila.  What do you recommend?”
              “In all my years in Glademoor, I’ve never faced something quite like this.  Necromancy is a most serious charge.  The reanimation of the dead traps the soul and it is explicitly condemned in The Voice.  It is a sin of the worst caliber.  Before the coming of Elohara, many practiced it not understanding the grievous nature of their crimes.  Fortunately, we now live in a more enlightened time.”  She threatened to ramble on, but Duss shot her an impatient look.  She took a deep breath and continued, “But, this is no place for a history lecture.  First things first.”
              She moved near the jail cell and held Tydelis and Jathryn with her steady gaze.  In a low voice, she said, “Priestess Najene tells me that she has gathered irrefutable evidence that the two of you have secretly been practicing necromancy.  I need to know if this is true.”
              Jathryn and Tydelis were still for a moment, unsure of what to say.  They could feel the earnestness in Eila’s question and her aged eyes bore into their hearts.  They felt naked beneath that knowing stare.  At last by an unspoken agreement, they both dipped their heads in unison.  Kirra gasped and placed a hand over her mouth.  
              Eila opened The Voice and turned the pages.  She didn’t glance down at her hands but let her fingers find their way out of habit.  She tried to sound reassuring, “It is better to admit your guilt in this matter than it is to hide it.  If you freely confess, the Priestess may feel inclined to be merciful in her sentencing.  Elohara herself said, “Before one can forsake their sins, one must first confess them.  Only then, can justice be served and the sin undone.”  As if to emphasize her point, she stopped turning pages and held the open book for all to see.
              Jathryn didn’t look.  Instead she asked, “And what sentence does the practice of necromancy usually have?”
              “You must understand that this is a very dark matter.  In the Priestess’s mind, you’ve sinned against the Goddess herself.  This is not as though you have stolen a loaf of bread from the bakery that you must repay five-fold.  No, in her view, you have deigned to change the natural order of things and interfered with the proper processes of life.”  Eila closed The Voice.  The thump and rustle of its pages sounded like a clap of distant thunder.  “The penalty demanded by the laws of justice, in nearly all cases, is death.”
              Jathryn squirmed, “So, should we lie?  Say we didn’t do it?”  Duss scowled at her.
              “Oh no, child!  Certainly don’t do that!  It’ll just make things worse.  That would put you at odds with the Priestess and earn her disfavor.  She’d take your denial as a personal challenge and that is the last thing we want.  Our best hope is to appeal to her sense of mercy.”
              Trannam asked, “It sounds as though the outcome of this Inquiry is entirely in the hands of the Priestess.  Can’t you do anything?”
              “You are right, Truestich.  The Priestess does control the Inquiry and its outcome.  She is one of the Ten and she is the ranking authority in these matters.  Neither I nor constable Thragg have the legal right to challenge her decisions.  But, that doesn’t make us hopeless.  The Priestess will almost certainly ask my opinion.”
              “Your opinion?”
              “She’ll want to know what sort of children Jathryn and Tydelis are.  I hope that my words are enough.  You see, Priestess Najene has a reputation for seeking unremitting justice.  Her experience as a deadslayer has made her especially harsh on the crime of necromancy.  Once she ordered a man drowned merely for possessing some illegal documents on the topic.  But I think he may have been unrepentant.  An exiled citizen of Prexis, or some such thing.”
              Tydelis dropped his head and mumbled into his chest, “So, what hope do we have?”
              “You should tell the truth, confess your sin, and plead for mercy.  After that, your fate will be in the Goddess Elohara’s hands.”
              A heavy silence filled the room.  Tydelis was afraid to look up at his parents so he stared down at his shoes instead.  Jathryn gave her father’s slender hand another gentle pat.  He raised it to touch her cheek, his eyes sad.  She muttered, “I’m so sorry.”
              He smiled.  “Yes.  I know you are.  But sometimes we simply can’t control things no matter how much we try.”  Again, Trannam’s eyes seemed empty and far away.  
              Constable Thragg entered the room.  “It is time,” he said.  Jathryn’s heart skipped a beat.  Thragg moved to the cell door and unlocked it.  “Everything is already arranged.  Priestess Najene has instructed that the proceedings are to be kept small, -- not a spectacle, she said -- so very few people know what’s going on.  Only a handful of witnesses have been permitted to attend.  Oh, and immediate family of course.”
              Jathryn came out first.  She put her arm around her father and tried to reassure him.  She hadn’t felt much guilt until she had seen him enter the cell.  Now, all she could think about was how deeply this must be hurting him.  It wasn’t the sin of necromancy that burned her conscience; it was the pain in Trannam’s face.
              As Tydelis stepped out, Duss grabbed him by the shoulders.  He looked him straight in the eye and lowered his voice to a low rumble.  “Hear me now, boy.  You do exactly as Sister Eila counsels.  Tell the Priestess everything and don’t leave anything out.  I’ll have no more lies from you, girlfriend or not.”
              Jathryn clenched her jaw.  She was used to this sort of treatment from him.  Ever since she and Tydelis had become friends, Duss had complained about her lack of “good moral character.”  The strange thing was that she was sure that if he hadn’t been so suspicious of her, she wouldn’t have encouraged Tydelis to do half the things that had landed them in trouble before.  Duss was so sure that she was a bad influence on her son that she felt obliged to be one.  She secretly enjoyed hearing him explode when he learned about their pranks.  Like the time they had shaved all six of farmer Mick’s cats, or replaced some of the potatoes in the marketplace with disguised stones.  They never did anything that hurt anyone.  She merely looked for ways to liven things up and add a little excitement to the humdrum of daily life.  She had never meant for it to go this far.
              They ascended the narrow stairway and went down the hall.  From there, Constable Thragg led them out through a back door and along a narrow street that ran behind the jailhouse.  It was still early in the morning and the sky was pink and pale before sunrise.  Jathryn glanced up and noticed a few birds flying overhead, their dark silhouettes flittering through the fresh springtime air.  They shared none of her worries and she envied them for it.
              The party arrived at the Songhall and entered in from a side door.  They hadn’t seen a soul.  The time for the Inquiry had been chosen to avoid attracting attention.  Jathryn wondered how many people in the town knew what was going on.  Most of them were probably still fast asleep in their beds.  
              As they came inside, Thragg whispered instructions.  “Family sits on the left.  Jathryn and Tydelis go right up to the front.  Eila, well, you know your place.”
              The Songhall was a familiar place.  Jathryn and Tydelis had attended weekly services many times.  Generally, it was a place filled with the gentle sound of tinkling water-chimes and soft singing, but now there was oppressive silence.  Where stained glass windows once broke the midday sun into cheerful pastels, now they scowled grim and cheerless in the dim light of daybreak.  Rows of dark wooden pews cast deep shadows across the polished hardwood floor.  Rather than the normal warm feelings of community, now the place felt full of tension.
The couple walked up the center aisle, Constable Thragg and Sister Eila behind them.  At the far end of the room, where there ordinarily might be a small chorus singing the praises of Elohara, there was a large oak table adorned with a large glowing candelabra.  Priestess Najene was there and she rose swiftly to her feet as they approached.
“Why aren’t the prisoners bound?” she asked.  Her voice carried an icy chill.
Constable Thragg was taken aback.  “I didn’t think it was necessary,” he offered.
“Perhaps it has been too long since you have participated in an Inquiry, constable.  Regardless of your feelings towards the accused, there are procedures that must be followed.  Thal Khom, please correct the constable’s oversight.”
Khom moved swiftly.  He shackled their ankles and wrists together with iron restraints.  Instead of the leather armor from before, now he wore chainmail beneath a bright purple tunic.  His enormous two-handed sword was again strapped to his back and daggers protruded from his black boots.  His show of weaponry made him appear exceptionally formidable.  As he locked the last bolt into place, he looked each of them in their face, his grey and square face blank like a carved mask of stone.
“Approach!” Najene commanded.
Jathryn and Tydelis took short restricted steps forward.  The clanging of their heavy chains echoed in the silent hall.  Thragg sat down in the front row.  Eila stood in place, a few paces behind and to the left.
As still as a marble statue, Najene awaited them.  She dressed all in white as before, but now she wore a heavier, more formal robe fringed with silver trim.  She had pulled back her blonde hair and clipped it with a single tortoiseshell clip.  On the table before her rested The Voice, a small stack of papers, and an ink well and quill.  She clasped her hands at her waist and showed no emotion as she watched the children shuffle up to the table.
              They stopped and Najene regarded them.  Jathryn glanced over to her right and noticed that several people from the village had pens ready.  The witnesses, she thought.  Gavron the shepherd was there.  It was his wolf that they had reanimated.  Najene had spent the night preparing.
              “As the presiding authority, I, Najene, Priestess of Elohara, a member of the Council of Ten, appointed deadslayer, and defender of Truth and Life, proclaim this Inquiry to be open.”
              Najene sang in a haunting low voice the invocation,
Elohara be with us as we seek after Truth.
Guide us and guard us
Lead us and bless us
May this Inquiry result in furthering your holy will.
No one moved as her voice died away.  She stood still for a moment, then sat swiftly.  She looked over her papers and then spoke in measured tones.  “Jathryn, daughter of Trannam called Truestitch, and Tydelis, son of Dussokath Montance, you are charged with the crime of practicing necromancy.  You have been charged in this matter by myself based upon the evidence that I have witnessed first-hand.  Do you confess your sin?”
The hall fell still for a long moment.  Tydelis spoke first, “Yes, Priestess.”  Jathryn stammered an instant later, “Y-yes.”  A few of the witnesses gasped.  Eila bowed her head and said a few words in silent prayer.
Najene pushed forward two parchments, both marked with the official seal of the Realm of Elurion.  She said, “Very good.  Now sign these confessions that I have prepared for you.”
Tydelis took the pen and scrawled his name on the one marked for him.  As he did so, Jathryn looked at hers.  It read, “I, Jathryn of Glademoor, daughter of Trannam called Truestitch, do hereby confess my sin of practicing necromancy.  In so doing, I commit my soul to Elohara and agree to the justice of the sentence to be pronounced upon me by her servant, the Priestess Najene.”
Tydelis handed Jathryn the pen.  She held it for a moment, the nib hovering above the line where she was to sign.  She thought she could hear her father holding his breath, but perhaps it was her imagination.  At last, she dipped the quill and wrote her name.  She slid the paper back towards Najene.
              “A wise decision,” Najene intoned, “as the process of obtaining a confession from a recalcitrant sinner can be a taxing one.”  She gathered the papers and slid them off to one side. “It requires considerable bravery to admit one’s wrongdoings in a public forum such as this.  Your actions have been duly noted.”  She looked up at them each in turn as if to assess their reaction.  Jathryn returned her gaze and swallowed hard.  Tydelis looked away and kneaded his hands together.
              Najene said, “In order to see that I pronounce upon you a proper sentence, I will ask you a few questions.  Please take care that you are as forthright in answering them as you have been in your confession.”  Both of them nodded.
              “For your crime, you reanimated a formerly slain beast in a necromantic ritual called the ‘Minor Summoning of Spiritfire.’  While this is one of the simplest of the necromantic rituals, I still need to know, how did you learn of this procedure?”
              Tydelis looked at Jathryn.  She said, “I found a parchment down by the riverbanks one morning.  It was buried in the mud.  I think it floated here from upstream.  On the parchment were written the instructions we followed.”
              “Was Tydelis with you when you found it?”
              “No.  I was alone.”
              “That’s very odd, isn’t it?  You’re certain that the parchment wasn’t given to you?”  Najene’s voice twisted with accusation.
              Jathryn steadied herself.  She knew what the Priestess was doing.  If there was a practicing necromancer in the town, she wanted to uncover him or her.  In a small and sincere voice, she answered, “No, Priestess.  I found it by myself.”
              Najene probed her with her eyes.  Jathryn looked down at the floor, unable to abide her gaze.  The Priestess might choose not to believe her.  If that proved to be the case, Jathryn hoped that she could hold out against any additional means the Priestess might use to confirm her suspicions.  She knew it wasn’t the full truth of the matter, but she tried desperately to make herself believe it.  For all Jathryn knew, maybe there was a way for the Priestess to read her thoughts.  Maybe there was even a song for that.
              The Priestess looked back to her documents.  “Very well, then.  Was it clear to you that this parchment described a necromantic ritual?”
              “Yes, but I didn’t think it was real.  It was written so poorly that I thought it was some kind of a prank.”
              “I see.  Where is this parchment now?”
              The accused shifted in their chains.  Tydelis answered, “We burned it about a week ago.”
              “Why?”
              “After the ritual worked, we were afraid that we might get caught.”
              “So you sought to cover your sin?”
              “We were afraid!”  Jathryn whispered.
              Najene spoke a bit louder, her words addressed to the audience as much as to them.  “But your deception did not work, did it?  As it says in the scripture, ‘In time, all your secrets shall be revealed, all your hidden things shall be found, and all your wrongdoings shall be unmasked.’”
              “No, Priestess.  It didn’t work.”  Tydelis fought to keep his voice steady.
              There was a long silence, followed by the scratching of the pens of the witnesses upon their papers.  Najene let her eyes rove over the family members and then she turned her attention back to the couple.  “You say that you did not believe that the instructions upon this parchment were authentic.  So, am I to understand that you seek mercy because you did not understand what the outcome of your actions would be?”
              “Uh, yes, I suppose.”  Jathryn murmured.
              “May I speak, Priestess?” Eila asked.
              “Go ahead.”
              “The children have confessed their sin and I am convinced that this is a first time offense.  I believe that neither one of them could have understood the full import of their actions as they have never been exposed to such evil.  I believe that they were merely curious.”
              “Sister, do you not teach correct doctrine in your weekly services?”
              “Yes, Priestess.  They know that the practice of necromancy is forbidden for it denies the right of the soul to be released upon death.  But even so, they have never experienced such evil firsthand.  I imagine that, though they heard the words, the truth of the meaning was lost to them.”
              Najene turned her attention back to the children.  “Is this correct?  You performed this dark deed without knowing what would result?”
              “Yes, Priestess.”
              “Let us examine the facts then, shall we?  Is it not true that you had to prepare quite in advance for this ritual?  You had to gather materials: chalk, adaliki leaves, and red beeswax candles.  You had to create a Circle of Spiritfire in a secluded location.  You had to smuggle the dead body of the wolf to the site, -- not a small task I am certain.  In addition, you had to sneak out of your parents’ homes and arrange it so that you could meet at precisely the right time: midnight on the eve of Ormos Dark.  Why did you go to all this trouble if you didn’t trust the instructions written on the parchment?”
              Jathryn mumbled, “We thought of it as a prank.  We didn’t expect anything to happen.”  
              Tydelis added, “I was scared at first, but Jathryn was so sure that the instructions were some kind of a hoax that I went along.”
              The witnesses scribbled furiously.  “So, you didn’t expect your efforts to come to fruition?”
              “No.”
              “But then tell me, why put so much effort into a work that you felt was doomed to failure?”
              Tydelis and Jathryn looked at each other.  They really didn’t have a good answer to this.  Jathryn finally said, “We thought that it would be exciting to try.  Maybe we would scare ourselves a bit and then go home laughing about it, but that was all.”
              Najene’s voice was hard, “So now, practicing necromancy is nothing but innocent fun, is it?”
              “That’s n-not what I meant.” Jathryn stammered.
              Again, Najene raised her voice to address the others present in the room.  “So, you see, I am faced with quite a conundrum here.  The children say that they didn’t think any harm would come of their actions, and yet they premeditated, planned, and executed them in secret nonetheless.  What am I to conclude from this?  Should I believe the story they paint with their words, or should I believe the tale told by their actions?”
              No one answered.  Constable Thragg shifted in his seat.  The scratching of the pens stopped and all eyes went to the Priestess.
              At last, she spoke.  “Sister Eila, will you read aloud from the Book of the Waters, third chapter, and eleventh verse?”
              Eila’s face fell.  She stood mute for a long moment.  Finally she answered, “Yes, Priestess.”  She flipped through her scriptures.  Her thin finger traced down the page and stopped midway.  She read, “For unto them that practice the arts of death, death is returned.”  Her voice quivered and faded away.
              Najene sighed.  “There seems to be little opportunity for interpretation, is there sister?”
              “No, Priestess.  Sadly, there is not.”
              “Khom.”
              “Yes, Priestess?”
              “Did you bring the vests?”
              “Yes, Priestess.  As always, they are packed with the horses.”
              “Good.  Constable?”
              Thragg started in his seat.  “Uh, yes?”
              “Bring our horses as we will leave immediately for Chorus following the conclusion of this Inquiry.  Also, see to it that we are not attended by any spectacle.  The family and the designated witnesses may attend, but I want no others.”
              “Begging your pardon, Priestess, but where are we going?”
              Najene stood.  “To the bridge.  We will end this at the riverbank where it began.  I will pronounce my sentence there.  Until that time, this Inquiry is adjourned.”
              A murmur rippled through the room.  Duss shot up the aisle to his son’s side.  As he did so, Khom stepped to interpose himself between them.  Duss looked up at the knight.  He glowered at him for a moment and then said in a low voice, “I mean no disrespect, but the boy is my son.”
              Khom nodded but didn’t move.  “Yes.  And he is a prisoner of the Realm of Elurion in the midst of an Inquiry.  By law, I cannot permit you contact until the sentencing is complete.”
              Duss flexed his hands, the veins on his arms pulsing.  He inhaled once as he digested Khom’s words.  He said, “I respect your station, knight, but you must understand how difficult this is for me.  And for my wife.”
              “Yes, citizen, I do.”  There may have been a hint of compassion in the big man’s face.  “If he were my son, perhaps I would feel likewise.  But as I have no children I can only imagine how it is that you feel.  As it stands, I am duty-bound and your feelings are not my concern.”
              Duss wondered at the knight’s words in stunned silence.  Before he could speak Khom firmly moved him aside to escort the accused outside.
              The procession moved through the village.  Najene led the way, her head high and her hands clasped around The Voice.  Tydelis and Jathryn shuffled along behind her, their abbreviated footsteps stirring up clouds of dust.  Khom followed behind them, stepping one time for every four steps of theirs.  After that, the witnesses and family members trailed in a rabble.  Sister Eila walked alone, her head hooded and downturned.  At the very back of the procession came Constable Thragg.  He brought the deadslayers’ horses and grumbled at the gathering curious townsfolk in an attempt to send them away.
              They passed the outlying fields and crested the hill that led down towards the bridge.  Disappointed by the straggling crowd that they had picked up in spite of his efforts, the constable paused.  He snapped at the nearest one, “I will arrest anyone who comes any further down this hill without an invitation!  What is more, I will personally fine the lot of you for letting another one pass this way!”  He dragged his finger through the air to make his point, then wheeled on his heel and stomped away.  The people decided that he was serious and stayed put.  Even so, they craned to see where the precession led.
              The Priestess stopped at the foot of the bridge.  She moved near Khom and spoke for few moments into his ear.  He listened and nodded his head in understanding.  Afterwards, she took a step back and instructed in a loud and clear voice, “Give the vests to the prisoners!”
              Khom returned to the horses and produced two large cloth vests from his packs.  He gave one each to Jathryn and Tydelis.  The vests were made out of heavy wool and covered front and back with large pockets.
              “Fill the pockets with gravel from the riverbank,” said Najene.
              Tydelis and Jathryn hesitated before dropping to their knees and scooping up sand and stones into the pouches.  Khom brought the horses near the bridge and spoke a word into the constable’s ear.  He nodded and then moved to keep the witnesses and family from drawing too near, his arms outstretched.  “We’ve been instructed to stand here,” he said.
              Once they finished filling the vests, Khom unlocked the shackles on their wrists.  He then helped them slide into them.  They moved mechanically, following the knight’s lead without question.  With the added weight, the vests were heavy, and the pressure bowed them both.  Khom rebound their hands in the shackles, but this time he did so behind their backs.
              Khom escorted them to the center of the bridge and then lifted each one in turn so that they were sitting on the stone railing, their backs to the water and their feet on the inside.  A damp breeze tickled the back of their necks.  The sun crested the trees to the east and the bright light lit up the river like the scales of a silver serpent.
              Jathryn glanced back over her shoulder.  It was a short fall, perhaps four or five feet to the surface.  But beneath that was another dozen of dark and cold water.  She knew that between the vest she wore and the shackles upon her hands and feet what Najene’s sentence would be.  Her heart pounded in her chest and her mouth went dry.
              Najene moved to stand nearby the children and turned back towards the hushed audience.  “It is now time to conclude the Inquiry.  I am ready to pass senten…” she began.
              “How can you do this?”  Kirra cried out.  “They are only children!”  The constable moved to try and calm her.
              Najene regarded her with wide eyes and her jaw flinched.  She ignored the outburst.  “I am ready to pass…”
              “By Elohara!  Have you no mercy in your heart?!”  Kirra exclaimed.  Eila placed her hand on Kirra’s arm.
              “Kirra, mother of Tydelis, I am told that you have two younger sons at home.  Is that correct?”  Najene’s voice was quick and sharp.
              “What do you mean?” she cried.
              Najene lowered her voice, “The practice of necromancy sometimes runs in families.  Do you think they knew anything about their elder brother’s doings?”
              Kirra recognized the threat.  She swooned into her husband’s arms and began sobbing against his chest.  Tydelis whispered, “They didn’t know anything Priestess.”  Though Najene heard him, she chose to ignore his words.
              After things quieted down, Najene began a third time.  “I am ready to pass sentence upon the prisoners.  Before I do so, I shall read from the Book of Rising, chapter two, beginning at verse six.”  Eila opened her scriptures and held them out in front of the family members and witnesses so that they could follow along.
              “6 And Lo! She rose above the waters and was unharmed.
              7: And the wicked who had cast her into the great deep were amazed and they marveled at the sight.  Some rent their garments and fled, while others fell to their knees in worship, their eyes opened at last.
              8: And the Goddess began to sing.  And her voice was heard by all.
              9: “See you me now before you.  I am the Goddess Elohara and those who believe in me shall rise from the grave even as I have risen from the depths of these waters.”
              10: “My Voice shall go forth to all the ends of Elurion and all those who confess their sins and are pure of heart I shall call mine.”
              11: “Therefore my faithful, fear not the slumber of the grave, for if I call you mine, your suffering will be but an instant, like the passing of the waves upon the shore.
              12: And, truly, I shall summon you to my heart and you shall reside with me in bliss forever and ever.”
              Najene closed the book.  She surveyed the audience for a long moment, letting the words sink in.  At last, she turned to the children and called out, “Tydelis, son of Dussokath and Jathryn, daughter of Trannam, do you accept Elohara as the One True Goddess?”
              Tydelis cried out, “Yes, I do!”
              Jathryn closed her eyes.  Her response was softer, “Yes, Priestess.”
              The Priestess bowed her head.  “Then you have no reason to fear death.  For, if you speak the truth and believe in your heart, your soul will partake of Elohara’s Bliss and live on eternally in peace and joy.”
              Tydelis and Jathryn both nodded vigorously.  Tydelis started whispering over and over to himself, “I believe, I believe, by the Goddess, I believe.”  Jathryn tried to feel the assurance of peace of which Najene spoke, but all she could feel was fear.  Her eyes misted up with tears.
              “Before I pronounce sentence, you may now say any words of farewell you wish to your family.”
              Something about the way that Najene said “words of farewell” struck them both.  It was filled with such implications of finality that it demolished any remaining hopes they had of survival.  Jathryn’s tears overflowed and trickled down her face.  
              Tydelis sobbed.  He cried, “I love you mom and dad!  Tell my brothers I love them!”
              Kirra tried to move towards her son, but Constable Thragg held her back.  She pulled against him and then called out, “I love you too, Ty!”  She collapsed into tears at the feet of her husband.
              “Be brave, son!  We all love you!”  Duss called out, but his voice broke mid-sentence.  Tydelis cried harder.
              Jathryn clenched her eyes tight.  She tried to call to her father, but she was breathless and only a croak escaped her throat.  “I love you father!”
              “Priestess, I cannot bear this!”  Trannam’s voice quivered.  “My wife was taken grievously ill and passed away seven winters ago.  I cannot bear to lose my daughter as well.  Please take me in her place!”
              Najene replied, “While your intentions are noble, Trannam Truestitch, you must recognize that our laws can permit no such thing.  The innocent cannot be punished in the stead of the guilty, lest the sin be compounded.  Your daughter, and your daughter alone, must bear the responsibility for her actions.”  Trannam sank to the ground and buried his face in his hands.  Sister Eila placed a soothing hand on his back.
              “Thal Khom, it is time.” Najene’s voice was remarkably calm for all the emotion in the air.  Through the haze of her thoughts, Jathryn realized that executions of this sort might be routine for the Priestess.
              Khom gripped each of them by the collar and leaned them back over the water.  Only his strong arms held them from the plunge to the waiting river below.  Jathryn clawed at the air behind her back, though she knew it was useless.  Tydelis mumbled to himself, the tears streaming down his face.
              “Tydelis, son of Dussokath and Jathryn, daughter of Trannam, I now pronounce sentence upon you both.”  Najene’s voice rang out so that even the stunned onlookers still waiting back on the hill could hear.  “You are hereby convicted of the capital crime of practicing necromancy.  As written in the Holy Scriptures, the punishment for which is death.  In my judgment, your lives must be sacrificed to Elohara to satisfy the demands of the law.  There can be no other way.”  Khom’s grip upon them tightened and he pushed them out a bit further.  Only their ankles rested upon the bridge.
              Jathryn inhaled and awaited the inevitable plunge.  Instead, she heard Najene’s voice calling out to her.  “Jathryn, daughter of Trannam, are you pure of body?”
              Jathryn blinked open her eyes and looked up at the pale sky.  She gasped back, “I don’t understand!”
              “We know of your relationship with Tydelis.  Have you, at any time in your life engaged in intimate physical relations with him or with any other man?”
              Jathryn was puzzled, but she answered nonetheless.  “No!  We’ve never even kissed!”
              “Tydelis, son of Dussokath and Kirra, are you likewise chaste?
              “Yes!”
              “Then because you remain pure, I shall suspend your sentence upon one condition.  From henceforth you both shall sacrifice your lives to the Goddess Elohara and serve her from now until the day you die.  Your service begins immediately.  This Inquiry is closed.”
              Suddenly they were falling, but they fell upwards.  Khom flexed his massive arms and pulled them both back onto the bridge.  He set them down upon the cold stone and they sank back against the wall.  Without a word, Khom unshackled their wrists, removed their vests and poured out the gravel into the cool waters below.  He moved so fluidly that it was clear that the Priestess’s pronouncement gave him no surprise.
              Kirra leapt to her feet and forced her way past the constable.  She ran towards the bridge.  “Oh thank you, Priestess!  Praise Elohara and praise Her mercy!”
              Before she could arrive, Najene halted her with an outstretched palm.  “I have pronounced sentence.  Tydelis is your son no longer.  He now belongs to the Goddess.  Both new servants will come with us to Chorus to begin their training and service without delay.”
              Kirra stopped in her tracks, a blank look on her face.  A new mix of emotions overwhelming her.
              Najene motioned to Thragg to bring the horses.  As he led them towards the bridge, she smiled upon the audience and said, “Elohara has been most kind to your village this day.  Truly, her mercy has moved me and now you can take comfort in knowing that the children who so clearly deserved death have been spared.  They will be kept safe and protected -- provided they serve Elohara faithfully.”
              The horses arrived.  Khom unlocked the children’s shackles around their feet, but rebound their hands.  He lifted them onto the backs of the horses, Tydelis landing upon his and Jathryn upon the back of Najene’s steed.
              The constable looked as if he wanted to ask a question, but Najene cut him off with raised finger.  She said, “The children have bid you their farewells, and now I bid you mine.  Take peace in knowing that everything that you have witnessed today happened because it is the will of the Goddess.  I am certain that Sister Eila can answer any questions that you may have.”  At that, she mounted her horse and started down the road.  Khom saddled up and followed behind.
              Right before they ducked behind the trees and into the forest, they paused and turned to look back.
              Though they were well out of earshot, Najene whispered nonetheless.  “Remember well this scene, children.  It may be a very long time before you return to Glademoor.”
              Jathryn and Tydelis lifted their heads and peered out from bleary tear-filled eyes.  The small group of witnesses on the far side of the bridge remained where they had left them, but now they had been joined by dozens of others who had run down the hill to converge with the bereaved parents.  Eila had her scriptures open and was busy explaining the results of the Inquiry to the gathering.  Standing off by himself to one side was Trannam.  Seeing them turn, he lifted his thin arm and waved.  Jathryn wiggled her hand behind her back where it was invisible to him.  
              “Goodbye daddy” she mouthed without a sound. 
 
 




CHAPTER 3:
 JOURNEY
 
 
“And in that dark day when all had forsaken me, I cried out to the Goddess!  And Lo! She took pity on me and I was comforted.”
 
-Dirge of Departure 9:19
The Voice of Elohara
 
 
              For the next few hours, the four of them rode in silence.  Najene led with a slow but steady pace.  Khom followed a short distance behind, his chainmail clinking against the pommel of his saddle.  Jathryn found it difficult to keep her balance with her hands bound.  Each bounce of the horse felt like it might jolt her off.  At first, she tried to grip the horse with her legs, but she soon tired of the effort.  She looked over at Tydelis and saw that he leaned forward and let his weight rest against Khom’s back.  The metal links pressed through the knight’s violet tunic and against Tydelis’s face, but he seemed fine.  Jathryn looked at Najene’s robe and thought that it would be far more comfortable.  Even so, she disliked the thought of leaning into the Priestess’s back and instead resolved to sit upright on her own for as long as she could.
              As the morning wore on, Jathryn let her head lull forward, her black hair falling around her face to become a hood.  She closed her eyes in thought.  She replayed the scene at the bridge over in her mind.  In the motion of the horse, she could imagine herself falling from the bridge.  She hit the water and the shock of the impact stole her breath.  She gasped, but got only a mouthful of air before she sank beneath the surface.  Misty darkness washed over her eyes and she began to writhe and struggle against her bonds.  Like a stone, she fell until she hit the sandy river bottom.  The silt erupted into a white stormcloud around her.  Already her air was gone.  She gulped water into her burning lungs.  The gravel in her vest melted into icy mud.  An eternity away, sunlight splintered the water’s surface.  She thought she could hear screams above the surface, but they were lost as tendrils of water flooded her ears and began burrowing like starving worms for her brain.  She spun and looked for Tydelis, but could see nothing but liquid fog.  Blue and white sparks flashed across her vision.  She choked in mouthfuls of water and her chest exploded in pain.  A flood of numbness rushed across her cheeks.  The roar of the river faded into dank, clinging, and never-ending silence.
              Jathryn snapped open her eyes.  None of it had happened!  She flexed her thighs against the motion of the horse again and for a moment enjoyed the resulting ache in her legs.  She was alive!
              They stopped for a morning meal a short while later.  Jathryn realized that they hadn’t eaten yet and the break was welcome.  Khom released them from their bonds without a word.  They rubbed their wrists as Najene handed them strips of dried fruit.  She motioned with her hand that they should sit down on a nearby embankment beside the road.
              As they chewed, Najene moved near.  She paced before them and said, “While you may not fully recognize it now, one day you will see that everything that has happened in the past two days has transpired according to Elohara’s will.  The decision to sin was yours.  But the Goddess, in her wisdom, foresaw that your dark and secret actions could be turned to good.  Hence, Khom and I arrived to bring about Her will.  She knew that the end result would be that the two of you would become her lifelong servants.  You were chosen by her to this fate.  Your purpose in life, probably pre-arranged even before your birth, is to serve her faithfully.  Do not forget that.”
              Jathryn glanced over at Tydelis.  He appeared to drink in Najene’s words, his eyes wide.
              The Priestess continued, “Understand, however, that a life of service to Elohara will not be an easy one.  You can take comfort in knowing that at the end of your lives, Elohara will be waiting to embrace you into never-ending happiness.  If you are faithful, you can redeem yourselves of your sin and all will be forgiven.  The pure Bliss of the Goddess awaits.” 
              Najene paused.  She clasped her hands before her and looked each of them in the eye.  “But if you find yourselves beginning to waver, always remember that I have your signed confessions.  Your sentence is suspended, but not forgotten.”
              Jathryn swallowed and the fruit went down in a lump.  Tydelis nodded slowly.
              “Very good.  Now, listen carefully.  Each of us who serve the Goddess has come to do so by a different means.  Many who have taken upon themselves this holy charge have done so by choice.  Others, such as yourselves, have been conscripted to atone for their sins.  But we are all united in that we seek to be true to Her holy purposes and designs.  It is not important why we serve, it is only important that we do.  In the eyes of Elohara, we each are notes to be played in her grand composition, some lesser and some greater.  The first thing that you must do in the service of the Goddess is a simple one, but it is very important.  Each of you must promise never to reveal to anyone how you came to serve Elohara.”
              Tydelis said, “I promise.”
              Jathryn paused for a moment.  She thought about asking Najene why this was so important.  Did all new servants promise not to tell anyone how they came to serve?  That seemed hard to believe.  Or, maybe this was something specific that only Najene wanted?
              The Priestess raised her eyebrows showing that she grew impatient with the delay.  Jathryn remembered Sister Eila’s warning about challenging her.  She decided to keep her concerns to herself and said, “So do I.  I won’t say anything.”
              Najene glanced over at Khom.  He dipped his head in acknowledgement that he too was to remain silent on the matter and then walked towards the horses.  She turned back to them, a faint smile on her lips.  “Good.  Your willingness to do what is right gives me confidence that you will make fine servants.”
              Khom reached into one of the packs and pulled out two small jewelry boxes.  They were made of fine dark wood and polished to a high gloss.  He presented one each to Jathryn and Tydelis.  They looked up at him and then over to Najene.  The Priestess indicated that they should open them with a sideways nod.
              While Jathryn watched, Tydelis gingerly cracked open his box.  Inside, a small gold pendant rested atop a black velvet lining.  The pendant was shaped like a flattened oval.  Inside the oval a silver crossbar ran above the center.
              “The charm represents the mouth of Elohara.  The simple kiss of her blessing, if you will.  For the rest of your lives, you shall now wear it as a symbol of your devotion.  In return, and provided you prove true to her teachings, the Goddess will keep you from unnecessary harm.”  Najene’s voice had dropped to be barely more than a whisper.  Tydelis lifted the pendant by the chain, the morning light sparkling across its polished surface.
              “How did you know to bring these?” Jathryn asked.
              Najene smiled.  “As I said, all that happened today was foreseen by the Goddess.  As one of her most trusted servants, I needed only to listen to her whisperings in my heart.”
              “You knew before you came that we would be coming back with you?”
              Najene looked off to one side and was quiet for a moment.  “I didn’t know for certain, but when I read the missive from the constable, I felt that the outcome of our journey might include the addition of more servants for the Goddess.  My many years of service have helped me to become uniquely attuned to her will.  In time, perhaps you will become so inclined as well.”
              Tydelis and Jathryn put on their necklaces.  The cool metal pressed gently against Jathryn’s chest.  She touched her fingers to it.
              “Now that you are entering into Elohara’s service, you must also recognize that the Goddess comes first in every aspect of your lives.  This means that the fledgling romance that may have been building between you must end.  You cannot split your devotions between Her and one another.  Do you understand?” The Priestess cocked her head and leaned in.
              Tydelis glanced away for a moment.  Jathryn rubbed her arm and followed his gaze.  She knew that they both felt something growing between them but that it hadn’t yet fully blossomed.  Still, she didn’t like the thought that Najene could sunder things with merely a word.  But again, she knew that this wasn’t the place to say anything.  She looked back to the Priestess and said, “Yes, I understand.”
              Najene straightened and her voice brightened.  “Very good!  This is a truly remarkable day, isn’t it?  So much is changing for you that it must seem like a dream!  There, back that way, lies your old life.”  Najene waved her hand down the road from which they had just come.  “And there, ahead to the future, is your new one!”  She pointed the other direction.              After a moment, she continued, “Tell me, how do you feel?”
              “Happy to be alive!”  Tydelis’s words tumbled out.
              Najene nodded.  “Indeed, life is a beautiful gift, isn’t it?”
              Jathryn hesitated a moment.  “I’m a little confused.  I feel tired and strange.  It is like a dream, one in which I’m there but only as someone watching things, not really participating.”
              “Yes.  This is normal.  When your world changes so drastically it can sometimes seem like it is not yet truly your world.  The best thing to do is to meditate upon your new station.  Your lives are permanently set upon a new course.  Let that sink in.  As you do, gradually you will come to feel the love of Elohara warming your hearts and you will accept that you have been fated for this path.”
              Khom returned to the horses.  He removed his chainmail as he went, changing into more appropriate traveling clothes.  Jathryn watched him for a moment.  With an odd twist of her thoughts, she found that in the matter of the past few moments, she had gone from seeing the deadslayers as persons to be feared to that of traveling companions.  Najene’s sudden change in demeanor from someone who sat in judgment over them to that of a concerned teacher was striking, but also somehow comforting.
              The Priestess said, “Know too that this is a difficult time to be called to serve the Goddess.  There are many troubles facing Elurion.  First, there are a growing number of reports of the undead, especially in the far-flung towns east and south.  I fear that many are being seduced into necromancy, just as you were.  Second, the Ahavites are filtering in among us from their northern lands and bringing with them their heresies and false doctrines.  Third, and perhaps most distressing of all, the border guards at Wetstone Keep report that there are war bands of gnolls crossing the Malapa River and setting up camp within our territory.  Some among the Council think this may be a precursor to invasion.”
              Neither Jathryn nor Tydelis had heard any of this.  They rarely concerned themselves with the world outside of their small home town.  Priestess Najene continued, “But the solution to all these matters is much the same: Elurion needs an infusion of faith and discipline.  If we had more faithful servants, I am confident that we could overcome all our problems.  I’m certain that the Goddess knows our need and that is why she has summoned you to her, in spite of your past evildoings.”
              “Priestess, what will happen to us once we reach the capital city of Chorus?” Jathryn asked.
              “Both of you will begin your training at the Academy.  You will become a songmaiden and Tydelis a page.  If you work hard and learn your lessons well, you will grow and one day receive a promotion to serve in a higher capacity.  Who knows, perhaps one day you may rise to prominence as high servants of the Goddess, much as Khom and I have done.”
              Tydelis asked, “What sorts of lessons?”
              Najene said, “Oh, a great many things regarding the will of Elohara, my young page.  I can sense that you are curious and eager to learn, so perhaps I should begin your new lives with an illustration.  Please, follow me.”
              Leaving Khom to attend to the horses, they walked a short distance off the road into the forest.  The morning sun dappled the ground and the last bit of dew from the night before glistened on the leaves.  Najene looked around and then knelt down near a small growth of bright green flowers.
              “Springbloom.  Aren’t they beautiful?”  She touched the petals with the tips of her thin white fingers.  “Their beauty is enhanced even more when you recognize that they have been placed here specifically for us to find this morning by the Goddess herself.”
              “For us to find?”  Tydelis asked as they crouched down beside her.
              Najene continued, “Yes.  You see, my young servants, in these flowers lay your first lesson.  The purpose of all things in life is to live out the fullness of their creation in accordance with Elohara’s desires.  These flowers, these trees, and even the very ground itself all exist at her behest.  They are imbued with Elohara’s purpose and they strive to fulfill it.”
              “I’ve heard Sister Eila say much the same thing at the Songhall.  I’m not sure I understand.” Jathryn said.
              “Indeed.  It can be difficult to grasp at first.  But, as your knowledge grows, so too will your understanding.”  Najene took one of the flowers by the stem and plucked it.  She held it between her fingers and turned it slowly in front of them.  “Note the radiant color of the petals.  See the smooth grace of the stem.  Think of this beauty, this natural perfection, as representing Elohara’s purpose.”
              Najene placed the delicate flower in the palm of her hand and looked at it lovingly for a long moment.  Suddenly, she brought her other hand down on top of it and rubbed vigorously.  The flower twisted and flipped about under the pressure.  She showed them again.  The flower was now bent and crippled, its leaves crushed and its petals mangled.  “And this represents the frustration of Elohara’s purpose.”
              She let things sink in before continuing, “But, such frustrations are only temporary.  It is our work to facilitate the will of the Goddess.  We heal where healing is needed and we purify where there is disease or corruption.”
              She brought the crushed flower near her lips.  In a very soft and gentle voice, she sang a lilting lullaby.
Harm undone and purpose pure,
Elohara’s will brings all to cure.
              As they watched, the flower straightened itself and the leaves stretched out anew.  As Najene’s voice died away, the pastel petals bloomed and restored themselves to their original beauty.
              “I’ve never seen Sister Eila do that!” Tydelis whispered.
              Najene smiled.  She said, “Do you understand a little better, now?”
              Tydelis and Jathryn nodded.  Najene added, “And so, perhaps you better understand why your sin of necromancy was such an affront to the Goddess.  All proper magics work in accordance to Elohara’s purposes.  Necromancy corrupts the natural order of life and death.  It must be undone.  When we exorcised the lesser ghoul last night, we were only setting things right.  To heal and cleanse and protect is our calling.  And now, it has become your calling as well.”
              Najene held the flower near its severed stalk from which she had plucked it.  As they watched, it miraculously flowed together, tiny tendrils reaching out across the gap as it stitched itself back together.  In an instant, the flower had rejoined its siblings as if it had never been touched.
              Tydelis looked up at the trees overhead and then around at the other plants in the forest.  He thought aloud, “The world is filled with such beauty and intricacy!  It makes me feel so small, and yet somehow, filled with … wonder.”
              Najene smiled on him as she stood.  “Very good!  Already, the Will of the Goddess whispers to you, my young page.  Listen to it and you will learn!”
              Jathryn followed Tydelis’s gaze and her eyes came to rest on a fallen trunk some distance away.  She could see the boring worms and beetles feasting on its fallen pulpy innards.  She silently pondered what role decay must play in the grand scheme that the Priestess had described.
              They returned to the horses.  Khom had changed his clothes and now wore light riding leather.  He had stowed his weapons and put away the packs.  Wordlessly, he helped Najene and Jathryn up on their mounts.  Next, he and Tydelis climbed atop his horse.  Soon, they were on the road again.
              Jathryn mused over things.  Even though she and her father had been regular attendees at the Songhall, especially since her mother’s death, she realized that she hadn’t paid much attention to the services.  Things began with some singing by the five member choir comprised entirely of elderly women from the village.  Jathryn always thought they sounded a little off-key, but she knew they put their hearts into it.  Afterwards, Sister Eila would address the audience and read a few passages from the Voice.  Occasionally, Jathryn listened to some of this, but mostly she watched the colored shadows from the stained glass windows creep across the floor while she tried to estimate how much longer the service would last.
              As far as she could recall, the message always seemed to be pretty much the same: Be good.  Be kind.  Be honest.  Know your place and your purpose.  Beware of wrongdoing, especially necromancy.  If you do these things, the Goddess will nurture and protect you.
              Then, there was more singing by the choir while some of the people approached the front to place tithes on the offering table.  Sometimes this last part seemed to drag on and on.  Jathryn figured out that the duration of this period seemed to depend upon how much money was put on the table.  When there was a lot, it was brief.  And when there was a little, it was long.
              At last the choir would cease in their hymns, Eila would sing a short melody of closing and the service would end.  By that time, Jathryn could hardly wait to get outside and do something interesting.
              Now, however, as she rode behind the Priestess on the road to Chorus and her new life, she found herself wishing that she had paid a little more attention to the content of Sister Eila’s sermons.  Not that anything that Najene had said today seemed especially new.  Indeed, it had a very familiar ring to it.  But the ghoul, the inquiry, the bridge, and Najene’s flower all flooded her thoughts at once.  She tried to sort things out.
              “Priestess?” she asked.
              “Yes?”
              “I don’t understand.  If everything happens according to Elohara’s will, how can something like necromancy exist at all?”
              Najene stiffened and reined in her horse so that they slowed.  She tilted her head to one side, but did not look back.  Jathryn started to feel a little guilty for asking the question.
              In a measured voice, Najene said, “You are certainly a curious one, aren’t you Jathryn?  I would think that you would have enough to consider about your new station without adding to it through such bold questions.”
              “I’m sorry,” Jathryn apologized.  “I’m only trying to understand.”
              The Priestess drew a long breath and then spurred her horse back to its regular speed.  After a long and pensive pause she said, “The solution to the question you ask is a more advanced lesson than I think you are currently prepared for.  Nevertheless, I will try to explain the gist of the answer in terms that you might understand.”
              Najene extended her hand at the passing scenery.  “Look around you, my young maiden, and consider the richness of existence.  You will see rocks and plants, trees and sky, birds and animals.  Note how they all interact and are intimately tied together.  The soil supports the tree, the tree provides a place for the bird to nest, the bird feeds upon the beetles that would harm the tree, and when either bird or beetle dies, it returns to the soil.  And so on.  Each thing has its place and purpose.  All are tied together in an intricate web of life.”
              Najene paused for a long moment before continuing.  “Now then, consider what choice each thing has in fulfilling its purpose.  Consider, say, that rock there.  Do you think it can do anything of itself except lie there mute and helpless?”
              Jathryn didn’t answer, but she looked and shook her head.
              “Clearly, it cannot.  And so too the rain has no choice in its falling, nor the river in its flow. These sorts of things are at the simplest end of Elohara’s will.  They have no choice in their existence.”
              “Look now to the plants and trees.  Surely you can see that they have a bit more opportunity to grow and define themselves?  They arise from the simpler things: the soil, and the rain, and the rocks.  And so, they have a bit more will in what they become.”
              “And so on up the scale we proceed: to the insects, the birds, and the animals, each one building upon the foundation beneath it -- each one having greater opportunities and freedoms, until at last we arrive at us.  We, the inhabitants of Elurion are the pinnacle of Elohara’s creations, and we are also the beings with the greatest opportunity for choice in who and what we are.”              
              Jathryn realized that Tydelis was listening intently from his position behind Khom.  He was leaning so far over in his seat that he threatened to fall out.
              The Priestess continued.  “Think then what we would be like had we no more choice in our actions than the stone!   Without the opportunity to choose, we would be nothing but empty beings, powerless and miserable.
              Tydelis asked aloud, “So the Goddess has permitted necromancy in the world because it provides us with an opportunity for choice?”
              Najene smiled on him. “You are indeed a wise one, my young page.  Necromancy is evil, but in time its effects can be undone and then all returns to its natural state.”
              They digested Najene’s words.  The question on Jathryn’s mind boiled up to her lips.  She asked, “But then, if the Goddess permits necromancy to exist, doesn’t that mean that it is also – in some way - a part of her will?”
              This time Najene brought her horse to a complete stop.  Khom stopped alongside her.  Both he and Tydelis stared at Jathryn.  She wished she could swallow her words.
              The Priestess exhaled.  Even though she tried to sound calm, there was an edge to her voice.  “It is as I feared.  This lesson may be too much for your neophyte mind to understand.  It would probably be best if you focus your mind on your station and not upon such notions lest you slip into the sin of blasphemy.”
              She twisted in her seat and looked back over her shoulder. With narrow eyes she added, “For now, you must only understand that the practice of necromancy is evil and that your questions will be answered in time.  Is that enough?”
              Jathryn recoiled at her glare and resolved not to ask so much in the future.  She slowly nodded her head.
              “Good.”  Najene snapped to face forward and spurred her horse on again.  Tydelis continued to stare at Jathryn with wide eyes.  His gaze filled her with guilt.  She tried to ignore him and looked away.
              As the day wore on, Jathryn did her best to control her thoughts.  Tydelis had often told her that she was too curious for her own good.  In fact, it was that same curiosity that had driven her interest in the parchment.  At first, Tydelis wanted her to destroy it or, at least, give it to an authority like Sister Eila or Constable Thragg.  But Jathryn was intrigued by the strange words and hastily scribbled designs on the page.  As she mused over it, the instructions seemed far too simple to be real.  How could some common materials and a few strange words chanted at just the right time and in just the right way possibly bring something dead back to life?  It seemed impossible!
              So, she tried to convince Tydelis that the parchment must be nothing more than a child’s notion of how necromancy worked.  It was a silly hoax.  Even after she said this, Tydelis insisted that they shouldn’t play around with things like that.
              His fear made her more determined to prove to him the truth.  Or so she told herself.  Secretly, there was a small part of her that wondered if the spell was, in fact, real.  Not merely wondered at it, but hoped that it was.  With all the talk about the horrors of necromancy, Jathryn found it difficult to believe that anything so simple as the ritual described on this parchment could be so powerful.  Difficult to believe – and thrilling!  There was only one way to find out for sure.
              But there was an even deeper lure to the spell than simple curiosity.  Something secret that she had kept completely to herself, not even letting Tydelis know the truth.  While she had told him that she found the parchment at the riverbank, she had actually found it buried underneath a rosebush in the garden alongside her house.  She had noticed it one day when she was out tending to the flowers.  There, protruding slightly from under the ground and entangled in the roots, she had found a small hardwood and iron box that had been sealed with wax.  Inside, the spell was neatly folded and well preserved.  Jathryn knew that someone had placed it there with intent that it remain hidden and protected.
              And, although she dared not let herself think too deeply about it, she knew that the garden had been the pride and joy of her mother when she was still alive.
              In any case, Jathryn started collecting the materials and making plans.  Of course, Tydelis protested every step of the way, but helped out nonetheless.  And, each time she reassured him that nothing would happen.  Sometimes, she feared that he would take a stand and refuse to go any further and that would be the end of things.  She didn’t have the courage to try this by herself.  But she also knew how Tydelis looked at her when he didn’t think she could see.  He went along with things for her and she knew it.  She told herself that she wasn’t manipulating him into helping her, but she also knew that each warm smile or gentle reassuring touch she gave him was a sort of a reward.
              Jathryn looked over at Tydelis as they continued on.  She could tell that, already, he was giving himself over to his new station.  His blue eyes drank in his surroundings and a faint smile shadowed his lips.  She could guess at what he was thinking.  He was seeking and seeing Elohara’s purposes in the world of nature around him.  He was working to adopt the mindset of a new servant in exactly the way that the Priestess said he should. That was how Tydelis usually was: trusting and obedient.
              Why was it so different for her?  Sometimes she wanted desperately to be able to give herself over to the simple peace that Tydelis seemed to have.  But try as she might, she couldn’t.  Instead, she found her thoughts returned again and again back to the night they had performed the ritual.  She recalled the way the strange words flowed from her lips and the sudden rush of blood to her head as she sprinkled the burning leaves over the corpse of the wolf.  She remembered the sheer exultation she felt as the beast started to twitch.  Exultation that turned to fear as the thing clambered to its feet and opened its eyes.  She had looked into those pits of fire and then she and Tydelis had run like mad back to Glademoor.
              In hindsight, she knew that she hadn’t finished the ritual.  Her voice had given out and fear clenched her heart.  But now, she wondered, what would have happened had she said the final few words?  Would the ghoul have been hers to command?  Would the creature have bowed to her when she held Najene’s talisman in hand? The thought caused her blood to pound and the excitement to return.
              No! She told herself.  This necromancy had almost cost her her life! Indeed, it had cost her life, she amended.  This was a danger beyond her understanding and she needed to get her mind in order.  She needed to think less about what might have been, and try and get align with what was.
              She was now a servant of Elohara, dedicated to the preservation of life.  Her questions about why this practice was so evil weren’t important.  Her curiosity needed to be curtailed.  Yes, that was it.  She needed to dwell upon who she was and what Najene had said earlier.  As was proper, she must let these thoughts of necromancy die.
              After a few more hours of riding in silence, Najene motioned them off the road and into the trees.  There, they found one of the many prepared campsites that dotted the longer roads between cities.  It was complete with a stone cooking pit and grill, some pre-cut firewood, and flasks of water.  It was the duty of the traveling armsmen that patrolled these roads to see that the campsites were kept in good order.  This one was no exception.
              They dismounted and Khom set to tending to the horses.  As he passed Tydelis he said, “Prepare a fire.  There are rabbit-traps nearby and with any luck we may have a bit of meat tonight instead of dried fruit.”
              While Tydelis picked through the stacked firewood, Jathryn came over to help.  As she lifted a log, she whispered to him, “I don’t think the Priestess likes me!”
              Tydelis smiled and hissed a playful reprimand.  “Well, she might if you wouldn’t ask her such ridiculous questions!  ‘Is necromancy actually Elohara’s will?’  What kind of a question is that?”
              “Well, I still think it’s a good one.”  Jathryn shot back.
              “Why didn’t you just ask her if birds swim?  You probably would’ve got the same look.”
              Jathryn elbowed him.  “I’m only trying to understand.  I didn’t mean any harm.”
              “I’ve always said that your curiosity would be the death of me.  I had a near miss this morning and I’d prefer it if I don’t have another one.  So, I’d appreciate it if you’d be a little more careful in the future.”  He raised his eyebrows at her, but his lips curled in a crooked grin.
              “You seem to be taking this rather well.” Jathryn put her hand on her hip.
              Tydelis threw some wood into the pit. “I don’t know.  I suppose that a lot of things are starting to make sense to me.”
              “What do you mean?”
              “This might sound a little strange, but for a long time I’ve felt like I was fated to be more than just the son of a butcher.  Like I had some sort of purpose in life that I didn’t yet understand.”
              Jathryn cocked her head.  “You’re right.  That does sound strange.”
              “Make fun if you like, but as soon as the Priestess started talking about how we were chosen by Elohara for this path, I knew in my heart that she was right.  These feelings started making sense to me.  I knew that I was a step closer to discovering my purpose.”
              Jathryn looked in his face and could see that, even though he was smiling, he was serious.  She narrowed her eyes.  “So, you’re happy that we’re prisoners?”
              “Is that how you see us?  As prisoners?  No wonder you’re so confused!”
              “Oh come now, Tydelis!  Of course we’re prisoners!  If we tried to get away, Khom would catch us before we made it ten yards.”
              Tydelis glanced over at Khom and Najene.  They were engaged in a quiet conversation of their own.  By their sideways looks, Jathryn guessed that they were talking about them. 
              “But that’s just it, Jath.  You’re looking at it all wrong.  Why would they go to all the trouble of bringing us back to Chorus with them if they didn’t genuinely believe that we were fated to serve the Goddess?”
              “Servants.  Prisoners.  Whatever.”
              Tydelis found a flint near the cooking pit and struck a spark.  The fire started to crackle.  He watched the flames for a long moment.  In a soft voice he said, “Oh, I think there’s a difference.  If you’d quit trying to figure it all out right now in this instant and listen to your heart instead, you’d see that too.” 
              It was quiet for several moments as Jathryn watched him against the flickering light.  He stood a little straighter and his jaw seemed sharper than she remembered.  She sensed a wellspring of confidence growing inside him.  The thought flashed across her mind that maybe Tydelis was right.  And that made her feel even more guilty about her own inability to see things as he did.  She wasn’t ready to concede that she was wrong just yet.
              “But what about your family?  Don’t you think about them?” she asked.
              Tydelis glanced down.  “Actually, I’ve been thinking about my brothers a lot.  Especially Misk.  He’s the youngest and I know that he looks up to me.  I wonder how my parents are breaking the news.”
              “The deadslayers said that it might be a long time before we return to Glademoor.
              “Yes they did.  But I think that one day we will return.  And, when I go home, I plan to make sure that everyone there forgets about the old immature Tydelis.  Instead, they’ll know only the new one who has grown to become noble and powerful servant of the Goddess.”
              Jathryn held out her hands over the flames.  She thought for a moment.  “It seems that you’ve changed quite a bit already.”
              “I’m only doing what the Goddess wants.”  Tydelis smiled.
              “There were two!  We will eat well tonight!”  Khom startled them as he appeared standing next to Jathryn holding a pair of dead rabbits by the ears.  They were astounded at how quietly he had come up next to them.  In an uneasy silence, they wondered how much of their conversation he had heard.  They glanced around.  Priestess Najene was nowhere to be seen.
              Khom produced a large hunting knife and skinned and fileted the animals with amazing speed.  He put the thin cuts of meat on the grill.  The air filled with the sweet smell of searing flesh.  As the smoke rose, the knight sprinkled the steaks with some pepper.  He added a few spits of roots that he had collected from the nearby forest. Jathryn’s stomach rumbled softly and she wrapped her arms around herself to quiet the noise.  Khom lifted his eyebrows and smiled at her.
              The three of them ate dinner alone.  The Priestess remained conspicuously absent, but Khom didn’t seem the least bit concerned.  He dug into his meat hungrily.  Tydelis and Jathryn were a little slower to dive in, wondering if Najene was coming back to join them, but they soon followed the knight’s lead.  After the day’s long journey, the food tasted exceptionally good.
              The sun had set and it was almost completely dark before the Priestess emerged from the forest.  Her head was hooded and downcast as though she were deep in thought.  As she drew near, she looked up at them, her eyes wet and dark.  She had the face of one who had just awoken from an exceptionally vivid and moving dream.  They stopped eating and fell silent.
              In a soft voice she said, “I have been communing with the Goddess.  I am concerned that, despite the events of the past days, her two new servants may still not fully understand the seriousness of their crime.”  Jathryn and Tydelis glanced at one another.
              “And so, in her wisdom and mercy, the Goddess has revealed to me her desires.  Although we are only a couple days journey from Chorus, I believe that we must follow a necessary, and perhaps dangerous, new path.”  Khom took another bite of meat and nodded his head as though he had anticipated this.
              “So we’re not continuing on to Chorus?” asked Jathryn.
              “No.  Not at this time,” said the Priestess.  “We will first make a detour.”
              The quiet resignation in the Priestess’s voice chilled Jathryn.  She asked, “What kind of detour?”
              The Priestess spoke slowly and deliberately.  “The Goddess has let me know that it is critical before you begin your studies at the Academy that you understand the great horrors of which necromancy is capable.  Perhaps the Goddess knows more of your hearts than I do.  There must be no doubt in your minds that such dark crafts are thoroughly and completely evil.  We will therefore travel north towards the Ahavite Highlands and the borders of Elurion.  There you will learn firsthand of the depths of the necromantic menace.  Although I do not like the idea, I am certain that the Goddess wills us upon this path.  And so, as is right, we will obey.”
              “Where are we going?” Tydelis asked breathless.
              Najene frowned.  In a whisper she said, “Elohara wills that we travel to the Battlegrounds of the Damned.” 
 
 




CHAPTER 4: 
TOWER
 
 
“The heart soars and the spirit lifts where ground meets sky.  And so, seek high places if ye seek knowledge.”
 
-First Bliss: 1:7
The Voice of Elohara
 
 
              Late that night, Jathryn lay awake on her bedroll looking up through the trees towards the starry sky above.  Even though it was early spring, the air was still crisp.  The embers of the cooking fire had died down, but she could feel a hint of warmth down by her feet.  She thought that the others were asleep.
              The look in Najene’s eyes as she had announced their new destination haunted her.  Up until then, the Priestess had always appeared in complete control of her emotions, calm and confident.  Though there were moments where she seemed barely able to restrain her impatience or anger, she always maintained her composure.  But in that one instant, those icy blue eyes had lost their edge.   Instead of confidence, they hinted of fear.
              Jathryn knew that her earlier questions were what had prompted the Priestess to make the change in plans.  Certainly it wasn’t because of Tydelis.  He was eager to adapt to his new station and they all could sense it.  No.  The Priestess was worried about her.  The notion filled Jathryn with guilt.  
              But why?  Just a few days ago she had never even heard of the Priestess Najene.  Now, she found herself deeply concerned about how this woman felt about her.  She hung on every word and every glance.
              Of course, she knew that a large part of this was because of the way that she had spared her life at the bridge.  But there was more to it than that.  Though she didn’t want to fully admit it, Jathryn knew that the something in Priestess’s stern manner reminded her of her dead mother.  When she was a young girl, it was her mother, far more so than her father, who had provided the order and discipline in their home.  After she died, her father had tried to pick up the pieces.  But, both he and she knew that he didn’t have the heart for it.  Consequently, Jathryn did as she pleased.  She came to rely more upon her own judgment than that of anyone else.  And that freedom of conscience was what had led her to keep and then to try the necromantic spell over the protestations of Tydelis.
              But now, she was in the care of Priestess Najene and that freedom was gone.  Part of her resented that.  But, another part of her was thankful that she had some structure and direction.
              Jathryn wondered if the Priestess was starting to regret her decision to let her live.  Then again, perhaps she didn’t have a choice in the matter.  If it was, as she said, Elohara’s will that they became her servants, then maybe the Priestess was merely obeying an unseen master of her own.  Maybe it wasn’t Najene who made the decision to let them live, maybe it was the Goddess.  So too, maybe this change in plans to head North truly wasn’t Najene’s doing either.  At least, the Priestess had said as much.
              For some reason, this thought gave her comfort and eased her guilt.  What was it that the Priestess had said earlier that day?  Everything that happens is fated?  She looked at the stars overhead.  They sparkled as permanent gemstones affixed to the tapestry of night -- another testament to Elohara’s boundless creation.  Everything from the ground beneath her to the pinpricks of light overhead moved according to Elohara’s will.  Everything had a place and a purpose, including her.  As Jathryn mulled the thought, her eyes grew heavy and she fell fast asleep.
              They traveled briskly for the next few days.  When they came to the next crossroads instead of proceeding west towards Chorus, they turned right and headed north.  This new road was narrow and much less traveled.
              The forest became thick and dense.  The undergrowth intruded upon the path, choking it until it became overrun with brambles and weeds.  Only a thin jagged stripe ran through the brush before them.  They ascended through a series of hills that undulated ever higher. The air cooled and thinned.
              The Priestess took the opportunity of their travel time to begin teaching Jathryn the simplest of the vocal etudes.  “Before you can summon the blessings of Elohara, you must first learn how to praise her in a manner that is pleasing.  In the Voice, the Goddess often speaks of her delight in soothing music that serves the pure purpose of uplifting the heart and brightening the mind.  Once you arrive at the Academy, you will learn many of these etudes.  Perhaps, if you prove talented, you will even be asked to sing in a choir.  But, for now, we will begin with the most basic and simple of them.”
              “All of the etudes are short passages taken from the Voice.  All of them underscore a central tenet of faith.  And, most importantly, learning them to perfection will prepare you for learning the more powerful songs which invoke Elohara’s blessings.”
              “Here, then, is the first etude.  Listen carefully!”  The Priestess turned her head. She took a deep breath and sat up a bit straighter in her saddle.  She sang out melodic and clear, her voice rising and falling in a measured fashion.
              “Praise unto thee, O Elohara!  For great and boundless is thy power and wisdom!”
              “Simple, yes?  There now, you try it.”
              Jathryn felt awkward with the three others listening on.  She hadn’t ever sung before, at least not in public.  She decided to do her best.  She inhaled and sang,
              “Praise unto thee… “
              “Much too low and murky, Jathryn.  The first note is higher and brighter.  Listen: “Praise!”
              Jathryn nodded and started again.
              “Praise unto thee, O Eloha..”
              Najene slashed the air with her hand.
 “You’re singing from the throat.  You must draw from the diaphragm.  Again.”
              “Praise unto thee, O Elohara! For great and boundless is the power and wisdom!”
              “Better, but you are missing several of the notes.  See how the note drops down at the end of ‘wisdom’.  ‘Wis-dom.’ Also, the correct phrase is ‘thy power and wisdom’, not ‘the power and wisdom.”
              Jathryn sighed and mumbled, “This is tougher than it seems.”
              “Indeed.  But that’s why we have the etudes, so that you can practice and perfect your skills.  Excellence is important.  Keep in mind that the Goddess herself is your ultimate audience.  Many of the more advanced songs invoke magical powers from on high and only when you are exact will Elohara see fit to shower her blessings upon you.  Now then, let’s try again.”
              And so it went for much of their time during the journey.  Jathryn disliked the lessons at first as they made her self-conscious.  Gradually, however, she relaxed and found that they helped to pass the time.  She discovered that she enjoyed the challenge of trying to get everything, from the timing, to the inflection, to the melody, exactly correct.  The Priestess seemed to be pleased with her progress and a few of her frequent corrections gave way to words of congratulations.  She said that Jathryn was blessed with a musical ear.  It was one of the first truly kind things that the Priestess had said to her and Jathryn basked in the praise.
              One day, as Jathryn worked over the second etude, Tydelis started humming along to the melody.  This prompted a swift, but gentle rebuke from Najene.  “My dear page, even though there is little harm in the etudes, you should be aware that the Goddess has expressly forbidden men to sing to her.  Some scholars believe that doing so might even draw her anger.  You would be wise to hold the song in your heart and away from your lips.”
              Tydelis swallowed hard.  “Sorry, Priestess.  I didn’t know.”
              “It is a trifle, at least for an etude such as this.  But, it is better for you to know now than to blaspheme later.”  Tydelis furrowed his brow and resolutely determined to remain silent for the rest of the afternoon.
              On the fourth day of their journey, they reached the top of the rise.  A large stone tower that stretched seven times the height of a man towards the sky greeted them.  The white and blue banner of the Realm of Elurion snapped proudly above.
              As they approached, a tall and muscular man dressed in green leather armor came forward to greet them.  A bow was strapped to his back and a short sword hung at his side. He raised his hand in greeting as Khom dismounted.
              The man looked over the party and then smiled broadly.  “What brings you to the northern border, Murkbane brother?”
              Khom removed his glove and extended his hand.  “I am in the service of the Priestess Najene.  We were summoned to Glademoor on a mission of deadslaying.”
              The man shook Khom’s hand and clapped him on the back.  He seemed to have an easy manner about him but the deep creases at the corners of his eyes indicated that he was no stranger to squinting.  “Deadslaying in Glademoor you say?  Well then, you’re quite a bit off course, I’d say.”
              “Our work there is done.  The Priestess now wishes to visit to the Battlegrounds.” 
              The man’s smile faded.  He paused a moment and looked curiously first at Tydelis and then at Jathryn.  “Ah.  I see.”
              Najene dismounted and approached the man.  She nodded and spoke, “Knight of the Antyllic Order, we are pleased to find you well.  Is there any news of the Ahavite borderlands?”
              The knight bowed.  “Your visit honors us, Priestess.  The border has been quiet for many months.  We have seen only a few of the heretics and none of them appeared to have hostile intent.  The few trade caravans that we have let pass were inspected and proved to be in compliance.”
              “That is good.  Perhaps the treaty will hold.”  The Priestess began walking towards the tower.  The rest turned to follow.  Jathryn noticed a distinct change in Najene’s manner.  Now, her face was stern and expressionless, her voice cool and level.  She had resumed her formal persona and it commanded respect.
              Khom took the reins of the horses and led them.  The man in green walked alongside the Priestess.  “Your consort tells me that you have come to visit the Battlegrounds.”
              “That is correct, my good knight.”
              “My apologies, Priestess.  I have not properly introduced myself.  I am Favann, keeper of the Northern Tower.”
              “Very good, Thal Favann.”
              Favann’s grin returned.  “Please, just Favann.  The frontier doesn’t lend itself to such formal titles.”
              “Indeed.”  The Priestess’s voice was flat and she kept her eyes focused on the tower.
              “Ah, yes.  In any case, I feel it my duty to express concern over your purpose in coming.  Even though you are one of the Ten, the Battlegrounds are not exactly a holiday destination, if you follow me.”
              “I am well aware of the danger, Thal Favann.”
              Favann was quiet for a long moment.  He glanced back over his shoulder at the couple still on the horses.  He brushed back a curl of graying hair from his temple and furrowed his brow in thought.  At last he asked, “Might I inquire as to what your purpose in traveling to the Battlegrounds may be?”
              “Of course, Thal Favann.  We are here in accordance with the will of Elohara.”
              Favann cocked his head waiting for more.  When Najene remained silent, he realized that she had said all that she intended.  At first, he squinted at this, but then he brightened.  “With the borders quiet, I can trust my men to keep an eye on things.  The Battlegrounds can be a tricky place to find if you are not familiar with the area, so I will guide you there.  If you are not too tired from your journey, I believe that we can make it there and still have a few hours before nightfall.”
              “We welcome your guidance, Thal Favann, but we will not be going to the Battlegrounds tonight.  Our wish is to be there in time for dusk two nights from now.”
              “In two nights?”  Favann paused and his hand twitched involuntarily.  “That will place you there on the eve of Ormos Dark!”
              “It certainly will, Thal Favann.  As the Goddess wills it.”
              Favann asked, “Dear Priestess, have you been to the Battlegrounds before?”
              “I have not.  But I know the rituals and I have faith that Elohara will guide and protect me.”  She paused.  “Us,” she corrected.
              Jathryn and Tydelis glanced at one another.  The Priestess seemed assured of herself now, but they both remembered the hint of fear in her eyes from several nights ago.
              “Well then, in that case, Priestess, you’ll please excuse me if I lead you to the site but if I return to the tower before the, ah, festivities begin.  I don’t think my wife would appreciate it if I were to turn up missing on the account of a, uh, premature accident.”  Favann cocked and eyebrow and offered a weak smile.
              The Priestess clenched her jaw.  She kept her voice level, but the sarcasm oozed through.  “Of course, Thal Favann of the Antyllic Order.  We must all perform according to our degree of faith in Elohara.”
              Favann was quiet for a moment and then he shrugged.  “Fair enough, dear Priestess.  In the meanwhile, please permit me and my men to afford you our hospitality.  We have meager provisions, but I’m certain that we can take care to serve an honored guest as yourself.”
              “That will do, my good knight.”
              At that, Favann jogged ahead to the tower.  Khom remained silent and stony.  If he shared any of his fellow knight’s concerns, he didn’t show it.
              In accordance with Najene’s direction, they spent the next two days resting at the tower.  Favann’s contingent consisted of two pages, both of whom were about Tydelis’s age, one squire, and one armsman.  Favann seemed to run an orderly group and they kept themselves busy with various tasks.  When Tydelis learned that the two young men were pages, he tried to make friends or at least learn a little bit about them.  He found them to be polite, but very curt and distant.  After a few hours of getting nothing but simple “Yes” or “No” answers punctuated with a nod or a bow, he gave up and retreated to Jathryn.
              “I don’t get it.  Neither one of them will give me more than the time of day!”
              Jathryn mused, “I’ve noticed it too.  All of them are making it a point to politely avoid us.  My guess is it’s because we’re companions of Najene.”
              “What do you mean?”
              “Do you think they polish the swords and armor this much when we’re not around?  And patrols every hour?  I think that they fear she’s come on some kind of unannounced inspection.  They don’t know what to think of us.”
              “Well, she told the knight why we came.”
              “She did, but who knows what he told them.  You saw the way he reacted to her mention of the Battlegrounds.”
              Tydelis thought for a moment.  “Yes.  He did seem rather disturbed by it.  In fact any time anyone mentions that place, I get a chill.”
              “Me too.  Of course, what can you expect?  The Priestess says we’re going there to learn an important lesson about how evil necromancy is.  It’s always spoken of in a hush.”
              “I wonder what happens there.  Maybe we should ask someone.  The squire perhaps?  He at least has smiled at me a few times.”
              Jathryn shook her head.  “You ask!  I’m done asking questions for now.”
              As they talked, Knight Favann appeared.  He asked, “Where is Priestess Najene?”
              “I don’t know,” answered Jathryn, “probably somewhere secluded studying the Voice.  She’s seemed preoccupied with it since we arrived.”
              “Ah yes.  Preparing herself for what’s ahead no doubt.  And Thal Khom?”
              “I don’t know.  We haven’t seen much of him about either.”
              “I see.”  The green knight looked about for a moment, before continuing.  “Well then, in the meanwhile, have you two been to the top of the tower?  There is quite a view!”
              Tydelis and Jathryn both indicated that they hadn’t.  Favann beamed.  “I’ve got a few spare moments between tasks, why don’t you follow me?”
              Favann led them up several sets of stone stairs that ran around the inside circumference of the tower, then up a ladder and through a trap door.  At last, they emerged at the top.  The smell of pine scented the afternoon air.  A strong and cold mountain breeze whipped Jathryn’s long black hair across Tydelis’s face.  She pulled it away, but not before it had caressed his neck.  He flushed and looked away.
              Favann took them to the edge of the parapet where they could look out across the land.  The view stole their breaths.  Evergreen trees formed a carpet that stretched away for miles.  A brown ribbon of road snaked through the growth until it was lost from view.  Away in the distance, dark mountains capped with silvery snow peeked above the mists.
              “There, to the north, are the lands of the heretic Ahavites.  It’s all forest and mountain with almost no suitable farmland, but they seem to be doing well enough.”  Favann pointed across the landscape.  “If they tried to bring an army down that road, we’d see them from miles away.  That’s why we’re here.”
              Favann then led them to the other side where they could look out towards the gentle rolling hills to the south.  Away to the west, they could see a patchwork of brown fields and yellow grasses.  Flat and white low-lying clouds, many lower than the tower, drifted like unshorn sheep through the valleys.  “The rich fields of Elurion!” Favann beamed.  “On a clear day, you can sometimes see a hint of smoke rising from the forges at Chorus.  Alas, today you can only see half that distance.”  Favann clapped both of them on the shoulders with a firm and reassuring grip.
              The chill wind blew in their faces but the sun warmed their cheeks.  The beautiful scenery lifted their spirits.  Favann seemed far more open and approachable than anyone they had met since they had left Glademoor. So much, in fact, that Tydelis asked, “Why is it that you and your men always wear green, while Khom wears violet?”
              Favann chuckled.  “Why, my young friend, I am an Antyllic Knight, while Khom is Murkbane.
              Jathryn and Tydelis turned to face him.  The puzzled looks in their eyes made Favann laugh.  “You mean you don’t know of the Order of Antyl?”  They both shook their heads.
              “Ah well!  You are young.  New recruits for Elohara, says Thal Khom.  I will tell you then.”
              “The Church recognizes three Orders of Knighthood.  There is the Order of the Crimson Hand, which, not surprisingly, favor the color red.  Next, there is the Order of Murkbane.  Your friend Khom belongs to this worthy group.  And, thirdly, there is the noble Order of Antyl, the knights in green, of which I am a part.”
Favann turned and looked out over the battlements to the landscape beyond.  “You see, when a man hears the call of Elohara and proves himself worthy in his commitment to Her cause, he can be pledged into any of the three Orders.  In return, the Priestesses will confer to give the man a blessing.”
              Jathryn asked, “A blessing?”
              “Yes.  While the blessing itself involves quite a bit of ritual, pageantry, and song, the end rewards are marked and powerful.  Each of us who are raised to the higher station of knighthood have a distinct role to play in the tale of fate that unfurls in accordance with her will.  So, the Crimson Hand knights are the arms of the Goddess, the Murkbane knights are her eyes and ears, and, in my case, the knights of Antyl are her legs upon which all the realm runs.”
              “The legs?” asked Tydelis.
              Favann turned back towards them and winked.  “When I lead you to the Battlegrounds tomorrow, you will see.”  Tydelis nodded.
              A moment later, the knight took a step back.  He lowered his voice and narrowed his eyes.  “I must admit, however, that I didn’t bring you here merely to impress you with the view and to talk of knighthood.  Now, why don’t you tell me why the Priestess is taking you to the Battlegrounds?”
              He stood between them and the trap door.  His hands were on his hips and, though he smiled broadly, the stern cut of his jaw and the tilt of his brow indicated that he was serious.  Jathryn and Tydelis were quiet for a long while.
              At last, Jathryn offered, “She says we need to learn a lesson.”
              “So, she says she comes here for you then?  A lesson!  Hmmm.  I suppose that might make sense in her mind.  Well my friends, I hope that whatever lesson it is that the Priestess has planned for you doesn’t prove to come at too high a cost.  You see, there are some who fear that Najene has become a bit, shall we say, overzealous in her religious devotions?  Of all the Ten, she seems to be the one most frequented by visions of Elohara.  Far more than any in the realm have seen for years.”
              Tydelis asked, “What are you saying?”
              “I don’t know to what degree you need to be concerned, but many rumors attend her.  Some feel that she is destined to be a prophetess unlike anything we have seen in centuries.  Others fear that she is slowly going mad.  And that, perhaps, she spends far too much time imbibing the Waters of Communion and has begun to lose touch with reality.”
              “The Waters of Communion?” asked Jathryn.
              “The blessed waters that allow Elohara’s servants to better know her will.  Nearly all the sisters drink them occasionally, but it is said that the Priestess Najene has a special fondness for them.”  Jathryn remembered the strange look in the Priestess’s eyes when she had announced that they needed to take this detour.  She had said that she was returning from communing with the Goddess.  Now Jathryn knew what she meant.
              Favann glanced behind him and added, “Not that I mean disrespect to her or to her station.  I merely think that you should keep your eyes open.  Should the Priestess ask anything of you that seems a bit – too far from the ordinary, I recommend that you reconsider.”
              Jathryn swallowed.  “So, you don’t think that we should go with her to the Battlegrounds?”
              “Oh no!  I’m not suggesting anything of the sort!  Far be it from me to encourage disobedience!”
              “Then what?”
              “How can I put this delicately?”  Favann paced a few steps.  “Shall we simply say that no Priestess, indeed, no human has survived a visit to the Battlegrounds during Ormos Dark in over a century?  The last one that dared to set foot upon that unholy ground never returned.”
              Favann pointed his gloved finger at them.  “So, one might be led to conclude that the Priestess isn’t taking you there simply so that you can learn a lesson.  Rather, perhaps the Priestess is going to pit her precious faith against the darkness.”
              Jathryn felt dizzy as though the tower were shifting beneath her.  She asked, “The Priestess is doing this to prove something to herself?”
              “That, or to the rest of the Council.  Perhaps.”
              Tydelis’s eyes were wide.  “What do we do?” he asked.
              “Unfortunately, I’m afraid that you must go.  It is clear that the Priestess wants you and Khom to witness her ordeal.  If you defy her, she’s likely to brand you heretics and you’ll be hunted down and killed.”
              “Yes, we’ve seen that side of her,” Jathryn whispered.
              Favann cracked a wry grin.  “Of course, there’s also the possibility that the Priestess really is communing with the Goddess as she says.  In that case, I suspect you’ll be fine.  And, the Priestess will return to Chorus with a clear edge over the other Nine.  The political influence she would gain by surviving the night would be considerable.  No one would doubt her devotion or faith and she would be a strong candidate to become the next Arbitress.”
              It was silent save for the whistling of the wind as the youngsters tried to fathom Favann’s words.  At last, he said, “Of course, I expect that you’ll keep our little conversation to yourselves.  You’ll agree that it’s the prudent thing to do.”  He lifted the trap door and held it open.
 
              The next morning, Khom, Najene, Jathryn and Tydelis mounted the two horses in their standard riding order.  Favann stood off to one side.
              Jathryn examined Najene’s face as she climbed up behind her.  The Priestess seemed as calm and assured as ever.  She certainly didn’t seem to have the look of a madwoman.  Still, Favann’s warning had kept her up half the night before.  She tried to catch Favann’s eye, hoping for reassurance, but he engaged in a quiet conversation with Khom.
              “Lead on, Thal Favann,” Najene commanded.
              Favann cut his conversation with Khom short.  He looked back over his shoulder at the Priestess for what seemed to be a long time.  Then, with a half-smile, he bowed and said, “Of course, Priestess.”
              Favann turned and ran up the road.  It quickly became apparent what he had meant when he said that Antyllic knights were the legs of the realm.  His long strides carried him at what seemed to be an impossibly fast pace.  Najene and Khom spurred on the horses to follow.
              After a short distance, Favann turned off the road to the right and followed a small worn trail instead.  The horses trotted swiftly, but Favann sprinted through the forest even faster.  He leapt over bushes and dodged through the trees with stunning grace and agility.  At several points he paused and waited for the others to catch up.  When they did, he appeared fresh and without any hint of fatigue.
              For most of the morning, they continued in this fashion: Favann always dashing out ahead and then pausing whenever he lost sight of them.  He kept a very quick pace and from his demeanor it was clear that he could easily have run much faster if he wished.  In the lush undergrowth, it was obvious that he could have easily outrun them, even with their horses.
              As they traveled, the landscape began to change.  First, the smaller weeds and bushes withered away until the ground was free of any plant life at all.  The trees became twisted and black.  Many appeared dead and leafless, as though scorched by a flash fire.
              Favann stopped one last time and waited for them to approach.  As they drew near he said, “You will want to tether your horses here and walk the remainder of the way.  Any nearer and they are likely to bolt once night falls.  The Battlegrounds lie a short distance directly due north from here.”
              In silence, they dismounted. They saw no animals, birds or insects.  The sky pressed down on them and the air seemed to hold its breath.
              “Now then, seeing that I have completed my charge, I will return to my men at the tower.  It is about three hours until nightfall.  That should give you the time you need to travel the remainder of the way and prepare yourselves.”
              Najene nodded, her face composed and expressionless as though it were made of marble.  “Thank you, Thal Favann.  Your assistance has been duly noted.”
              Favann bowed deeply, but as he rose his eyes fell on Jathryn and Tydelis.  “Priestess, in the, ah - unlikely event that you do not return to the tower tomorrow, do you wish me to send a rescue party?”
              Najene didn’t look at him as she collected some things from their packs.  “That will not be necessary.  Elohara is with us, Thal Favann.”
              For a long moment, Favann stood and chewed his lower lip.  At last he said, “Very well then.  The Goddess keep you.”  He bounded away and disappeared from view.
              After he left, there was a long silent moment during which no one moved or spoke.  The eerie absence of sound filled the space.  There was neither wind nor rustle; neither movement nor noise.  The stillness enveloped them so completely that it was as though someone had gummed up their ears.
              Khom secured the horses.  His steps seemed unnaturally violent against the cracked ground.  Each footfall thudded like a drum on a skin stretched taut.  After he had tied the horses to a sturdy stump, he pulled his two-handed sword from the packs.  As he strapped the baldric across his back, the Priestess remarked, “Your weapon will do you little good here, my good knight.”  Her voice seemed to carry for miles into the noiseless distance.
              The big gray man paused a moment.  He said, “I know,” and then finished preparing his weapon nevertheless.
              Najene led them on foot through the blasted trunks, her head high and her steps steady.  The other three lagged behind.  As they walked, fine ash-colored dust sprang up from their steps.  It didn’t stay aloft for more than an instant before it sank back to the earth.
              Tydelis whispered, “The ground feels strange, like thick mud, but it’s dry and doesn’t stick to my boots.”
              “I noticed it too,” Jathryn responded and wondered why she felt compelled to speak so quietly.  As far as she knew there was nothing nearby for miles except gnarled trees and seared earth.
              They slogged ahead for a while, transfixed by the mysterious hollow noises that their feet made with each step.  At last, they emerged from the trees to look out across a great open plain.  It fell away before them, sloping down into a tremendous flattened bowl.  Though there were no mists in the still and heavy air, the far side of the bowl shimmered as though underwater.  Twisted and bare trees, much like the ones they had just left, ringed it on all sides.  But these trees leaned outwards away from the empty ground.  Many of them tilted so far back that they exposed rotted roots.
              Priestess Najene looked out across the valley for a long moment.  “Behold.  The Battlegrounds!” she said in a low voice.  “The black heart of the greatest scene of necromantic evil ever recorded in all of history.”  She closed her eyes, spread her arms, turned her face towards the sky, and smiled.
 
 




CHAPTER 5:
BATTLEGROUNDS
 
 
“We are not so different, the living and the dead.  Even so, the grace of the Goddess sustains the living, but favors not the dead.”
 
-Virgin’s Light 6:11
The Voice of Elohara
 
 
              “It is now about two and a half hours before sunset.  We have much to prepare.”  Najene walked along the edge of the enormous clearing, the Voice of Elohara clasped tightly between both.  Jathryn realized that she hadn’t seen it out of her grasp since they had arrived at the tower.  She wondered if the Priestess slept with it cradled in her hands as well.
              Najene ascended a small rise and looked around.  They were not far from the tree line but still well away from the center of the open clearing. She said, “Yes.  This is the place.  The ground is level and firm.  From here we will both be well secured and have a suitable vantage point for the duration of the evening.”
              The Priestess knelt upon the ground and opened her book.  She glanced back over her shoulder and said, “I will now begin my final preparations prior to performing the necessary ceremonies.  So if you need a private moment before I begin, this is the time.  Once I consecrate this ground, you must stay here beside me until morning.”  She hooded her head and began reading silently.
              Jathryn tugged on Tydelis’s sleeve and they moved back into the blackened forest.  Once she felt they were out of earshot of both the Priestess and the knight, she hissed, “This place is eerie.  I don’t like it at all.”
              Tydelis took a deep breath and said, “I don’t either.”  They both surveyed their surroundings in silence.  The nearby trees were clearly dead, but they showed no signs of being rotten.  There were no insects or grubs chewing away at their bark.  Instead, it was as though they were made of stone.  Like leafless twisted statues, they stretched in vain towards the empty heavens.  Above them, the sky was dark blue and cloudless, almost like a painted ceiling.  The weight and stillness of the air made it seem like they stood underground inside a vault or cave.
              Tydelis asked, “Do you think Favann is right?  That Najene has come here to test her faith.  And that we are meant to be witnesses?” 
              “I don’t know.  Even Favann didn’t seem sure.  But I do know that I wish we weren’t here.  I have a knot in my stomach.”  Jathryn held her side.
              They looked back through the trees where they could see Najene sitting on the edge of what appeared to be a large flattened crater that stretched for miles.  It was as though she knelt on the shore of a dry and barren lake.  Khom was nowhere to be seen.
              Jathryn said, “Najene says she can feel Elohara’s will.  Do you think she really does, or do you think she’s merely speaking with herself?”
              For a moment Tydelis mused on the question.  “She didn’t seem too excited to come here.  If she were delusional, wouldn’t she hear only the things that she wanted to hear?”
              “I don’t know.  After my mother died, sometimes my father would say that he could feel her presence.  Then he would retreat into himself.  Sometimes his eyes filled with tears.  As much as I tried, I never could feel what he did.  I love him but I still think that it was all in his head.”
              Tydelis said, “Sometimes I feel like the Goddess is near me.  Almost like she’s there, in the back of my mind watching, giving me a hint as to what I should or should not do.  So what Najene says makes sense to me.  I feel that, if I learn to pay attention to those feelings, then maybe I can begin to sense the purposes of Elohara - like she does.”
              Jathryn looked at Tydelis from the corner of her eye.  She sensed his sincerity, but felt nothing but doubt and fear.  She swallowed hard and said, “I suppose we’ll know soon enough.”
              Khom appeared in the trees a short distance away.  He waved to them and called out, “The Priestess is ready to begin.  Return quickly now!”
              Tydelis raised his hand in response as they started back.  Jathryn drew near him and whispered in a low voice, “I wonder what Khom feels.  He hardly speaks and when he does, it is curt and official.”
              “He probably believes her,” Tydelis offered.
              “Or, perhaps he feels duty-bound to do what she says without question,” said Jathryn.  “Remember, he brought along his sword against her wishes.”  Tydelis shrugged.
              They returned to Najene’s chosen site.  Already, the sky bled red in the west and the air whispered of the chill of approaching night.
              Najene rose to her feet and turned to face them.  Although she looked them in the eyes, her focus seemed to be on a point far behind.  “This is a monumental time.  In my years of service, I have brought many servants to Elohara, but never before have I felt prompted to bring them to the Battlegrounds so that they could witness both the dangers of necromancy and learn firsthand of the grace of the Goddess.  This can only be because she has great things in mind for one or for both of you.  Remember well what you see and learn here tonight.”
              Najene continued, “The sun will soon set.  We must be ready before then.  I will begin my ceremony. Khom?”
              “Yes Priestess?”
              “Do you recall the lore of the Battlegrounds from your days at the Academy?”
              “Yes Priestess.”
              “Then please recount the tale for Jathryn and Tydelis while I consecrate the area.”
              “As you wish, Priestess.”
              Najene began singing softly.  She then walked a few steps away from them and knelt down.  She sketched out a wide arc in the dust with her index finger, stopping every few feet to create a short inward spoke.  Clearly, she intended to draw a large circle to encompass them.  Jathryn thought that it reminded her of the circle she and Tydelis had created back in the swamp at Glademoor.
              Khom began his story, his Khindonite accent coloring his words. “Over three hundred years ago, at about the time of the coming of Elohara, all the known lands were ruled by a single kingdom, that of the Ancient Rahkons.  These mighty people prospered and spread across the land.  They built a network of roadways, large sprawling cities, and immense monuments and temples to their false gods.  Many of them studied all manner of magic and music.  Much of their great knowledge has been lost or justly forbidden in our time.”
              “Eventually, the Rahkons came under attack by barbarians, known as the Vugors, who came from the west and the south.  While the Rahkons were much more advanced and civilized and should have easily been victorious, the Vugors brought with them a well-practiced knowledge of necromancy.  At the end of each day’s battle, the Vugoric necromancers would revive the fallen dead from both sides and conscript them into their armies.  While the Rahkons grew weaker with every battle, the Vugors grew stronger.”
              “The Rahkon generals, recognizing the value in the Vugoric strategy, conferred with their scholars.  They quickly determined that, in order to stand a chance, they had to adopt them as well.  And so, they too turned to the dark arts of necromancy to keep their armies full.  As the living forces on both sides wore thin, the importance of the undead increased.  Soon, both Rahkon and Vugor armies became engaged in a necromantic power race.”
              Najene completed her circle around them.  It was several feet across, large enough for all of them to fit comfortably within.  She produced a flask of water from under her robes and began sprinkling it around the inner circumference.  Jathryn wondered if was the same as the communion water that Favann said the Priestess would drink to enhance her visions.
              Khom continued, “In their fury, both sides dared to explore realms of necromancy unlike anything that the world has seen before or since.  The entire nature of warfare changed.  Battles took place under the cover of darkness when the undead are at their strongest.  Regular soldiers couldn’t stand against the magically enhanced undead and they were mown down without mercy.  In turn, the necromancers raised their corpses into their armies.  Once all the living soldiers were gone, ordinary peasants and civilians were murdered to provide more bodies for the necromancers to raise and command.  Soon, there were almost no living citizens left anywhere in either of the warring civilizations of the Vugors or the Rahkons.  Even the necromancers themselves gave themselves to their black arts, voluntarily extinguishing their own lives in horrific rituals so that they could return as half-undead wizards known as liches.”
              “Liches?” asked Jathryn.
              “When an undead creature is raised, it has no thought or will of its own.  If it is not bound to a master, it will exist in a state of pure and uncontrolled instinct.  The wolf you reanimated at Glademoor, for example.  But such masterless undead are useless for war as they obey no commands.  And so, the binding of the undead is a key requirement if a necromancer wishes to subsume that blind instinct to his or her own designs.  But such binding exacts a terrible cost upon the living.  Each creature that is bound creates whispers of its past life within the mind of the master.  Hence, it is rare that a living necromancer can maintain his or her sanity while continuing to rule over more than a handful of minions.”
              Khom lowered his voice.  “And so, the darkest and most powerful of all the necromantic musics is a hymn that transforms the necromancer from a living being into something that exists in the twilight between life and death: a creature that is neither fully alive, nor is it fully dead.  The necromancer becomes a lich.  In this form, the master no longer hears the whispers of its minions and so can rule over as many of the undead as it can bind.  But such power comes at the cost of one’s heart and mind.   Hence, the circle of undeath closes in and feeds upon itself, like a foul disease upon festering rot, consuming everything into oblivion.”
              Jathryn swallowed hard and nodded her understanding.
              “Eventually both armies gathered all their forces for a final battle.  When they met, the fearsome combat pitted hordes of undead against one another.  They fought each other to extinction, right down to the last ghoul.  The lich necromancers who commanded the armies were slain.  Both the Rahkons and the Vugors were utterly destroyed; a testament to the eventual doom that awaits all who practice necromancy.  As it says in the Voice, For unto them that practice the arts of death, death is returned.”
              “But the magics that the necromancers had used were staggeringly powerful.  Upon the next Ormos Dark, the undead armies rose again.  And again they fought one another to their complete destruction.  There were no longer any lich necromancers to lead them, but they remained damned to rise again from the grave and to carry out their orders.  Forever.”
              “It has been the same for every Ormos Dark ever since.  We stand upon the site of that final battle.”
              Tydelis was breathless.  “The undead armies have been fighting one another once a month for over three-hundred years?”
              “Yes.”
              “Why haven’t we - I mean the modern Eloharans and our deadslayers – released them?” asked Jathryn.
              “As I said earlier, the necromancers who raised these armies were powerful indeed.  Releasing these undead is beyond our knowledge and skill.  We will be blessed simply to survive the spectacle.  The Voice of Elohara does, however, prophesy of a day when the tortured dead of the Battlegrounds shall have peace at last.”
              Jathryn couldn’t restrain herself and burst out, “Favann told us that no one has survived a visit to the Battlegrounds in over a century!” Najene paused in her preparatory ritual and looked over.
              Khom tried to soothe her.  “That is true,” he said. “But also understand that there have been some who have in the centuries prior.”
              “H-how many?” Jathryn stammered.
              “I believe that there have been four.”
              “Four?  In three hundred years!  How many have tried?”
              Najene interrupted.  “That is unimportant, Jathryn.  What matters is that the Goddess chose to protect those four.  Those that are truly in tune with Elohara and have sufficient faith will abide the night unharmed.”
              The sun set and only a few veins of glowing crimson showed above the silhouettes of the distant trees to the west.  The east sky blackened.  A cold wind tickled their faces.  After the stillness of the day, that caress prickled them like needles.  The ground trembled and then groaned beneath their feet.
              Jathryn’s brown eyes went wide.  She sputtered, “That’s enough!  I’ve learned my lesson!”
              Najene fixed her with an icy glare.  “Have faith, maiden.  The time is gone and there is no longer opportunity for retreat.  Now, expose your medallion.”
              She hesitated for an instant before pulling open the top of her tunic.  The mouth of Elohara glinted against her exposed skin in the gloaming light.
              The Priestess stepped forward and pressed her fingers against the medallion.  She sang low, almost baritone, notes:
              “In Elohara’s name, let your blood be veiled and the chill of death be upon you.”
              Freezing cold pierced Jathryn’s chest.  The blood drained from her face and her skin paled.  Liquid ice pulsed through her veins, down her arms, and into her legs.  She stumbled backwards, gasping.
              “Now Tydelis!” Najene cried.
              Tydelis looked at Jathryn.  She doubled over and her lips blued.  Tydelis set his jaw, gave himself to his faith, and stepped forward.  He exposed his medallion and closed his eyes.  The Priestess repeated the chant and touched his chest.  Tydelis dropped to his knees as the chill rushed through him.  His eyes glazed over as though covered with frost.
              Najene performed the same chant for Khom and for herself.  As her cheeks whitened, she croaked, “The armies of the undead have been commanded to slay the living first.  Indeed, the companies of ghouls hunger for the warmth of human blood above all else.  But now, with Elohara’s blessing, the warmth of our beating hearts is hidden and we can appear as one of their own.”
              “But this is not the end of the danger.  Whenever the undead sense any who are not of their own army, they will attack.  And so, for the remainder of the evening, I must invoke the Veil of Elohara.  Provided I please her with my pleadings, she will cause all undead who draw near to see us as allies and not attack.”
              Jathryn rasped, “What do you mean, if you please her?”
              Najene ignored her and moved to the exact center of the consecrated circle.  She bowed her head and held the Voice in her clasped hands as before.  Khom moved near Jathryn and answered, “The Veil will only hold as long as the Priestess maintains the exact rhythm and cadence of the chant.  It is crucial that she make not the slightest mistake or the illusion will fail and both armies will see us for who we are.”
              The Priestess dropped to her knees and posed still as a statue.  Overhead, the first few stars began to twinkle into view.  The earth shuddered again and cracks snaked across the ground, hissing and steaming as they spread.
              Khom unsheathed his sword and sat cross-legged upon the ground.  He laid the sword across his lap.  He said, “We might as well get comfortable.  This may be a very long night.”  After a moment, he cocked his head and added, “Or a very short one.”
              Tydelis sat beside him.  “Why the sword?” he asked.
              “Should the Priestess falter, I plan to die fighting.”
              They both looked to Jathryn, who stood a short distance away, her arms wrapped tightly about herself.  She shivered and glared back.  In a whisper she said, “No thanks.  I prefer to stand.”
              The last remnants of the sunset faded away.  On cue, the ground rumbled and split again.  Misty purple and green haze began boiling up from under the dust, shrouding the soil with churning and colorful fog.
              Najene pulled back her hood and thrust her hands out wide towards the sky.  She chanted,
              “O Elohara, hear your servant!  In humility and truth, I beseech thy blessing.  Look upon me and have mercy, for I stand in dire need.  All about, my enemies press upon me, but I have not the strength to resist them.  Therefore, if it be your holy will, I ask that you blind the eyes of those that would harm me.  Let them see me not as an enemy, but as a friend.  Veil me with your mask that I might live to serve thee another day!”
              As she spoke the final word, a ring of blue light rippled along the ground outwards from her.  Every place where she had sprinkled the consecrated water glowed with a soft sapphire hue.  The edge of the circle illuminated as though it were made of liquid moonlight.
              The glow lasted but a moment before it began to fade.  Najene had time to take a single deep breath before starting her chant again.  “O Elohara…”
              Khom cracked a sardonic smile.  “By morning, I expect that we’ll know the chant by heart ourselves.”
              Jathryn listened breathlessly to the complex inflection and notes.  Some of the phrasing reminded her of the chant she had learned for the raising the lesser ghoul, but there were also elements of singing infused into it as well.  It was a tricky mixture that seemed at once neither thing and yet both.  Jathryn half expected the Priestess to vary a tone or change the pace or stumble over a word, but she repeated every bit of it perfectly as before.  Again, the ripple of blue light streamed from her right as the last vestiges of the previous glow faded away.
              The Battlegrounds shook and shifted.  Everywhere and all it once, it moaned.  Fountains of swirling vapors erupted from the ground.  The emerging mist didn’t drift away, but instead congealed into figures.  Even in the far distance across the Battlegrounds, they could see thousands of similar shadows emerging from the earth.
              “For dust is all, and all is dust,” whispered Khom.
              The ascending silt congealed into human shapes.  Nearby, a squad of warriors formed up.  Each one wore oddly pointed armor and carried a halberd that stretched towards the sky.  Jathryn took an involuntary step backwards as she recognized that beneath the strange armor were fleshless skeletons.  In unison, their bony hands lifted their weapons and they wheeled about, marching together in precise formation towards the Battlegrounds.
              “That one is looking right at us!” Jathryn gasped.  She pointed in the direction of the creature that had turned its empty eye sockets upon them.  It peered at them from beneath an ornate helmet, its halberd lowered threateningly.
              Jathryn stifled a scream as she noticed her own arm.  It was nothing but bare bleached bone; her hand now skeletal and skinless.
              She spun and looked at Tydelis and Khom.  They too appeared as skeletons and she gasped in horror at the sightless holes where Tydelis’s eyes once were.  Even Najene had become a minion of the undead army, her bony arms stretching out from under her white robes towards the sky.
              Jathryn felt faint and collapsed down next to Tydelis and Khom.  Khom’s fleshless face said, “Stay calm.  As long as the Veil of Elohara holds, each time we are scrutinized we will appear as the investigating creature expects.  As long as you appear dead, you will live.” Jathryn thought that Khom might be grinning at his own clever turn of phrase, but without any lips, it was all he could do.
              The skeletal minion looked at them a moment longer and then, satisfied, it moved away to join its contingent.
              “…if it be your holy will …” Najene chanted on.
              As the flesh returned to Khom’s face, he said, “I am certain that the Priestess would want me to teach you what I can.  You will learn more about the undead tonight than some deadslayers do in a lifetime.”
              “First, let us get our bearings.  The undead wearing the orange armor and bearing the black crescent, such as those warriors who just moved by us, are allied with the barbarians of Vugor.  Those in green and bearing the mark of the yellow star are Rahkon.  Already, you can see that they are separating out into two distinct forces: Vugor to the left and Rahkon to the right.  I suspect that each creature is rising from the exact spot where it fell during the last battle.  They are returning to ranks.”
              As they looked out across the Battlegrounds, they could see the undead forces marshalling in an orderly fashion.  The vast number of them was hard to comprehend as they swirled about and moved into orderly rows and boxed ranks.  Banners and flags rose from the columns as they moved into position. Strangely, there didn’t seem to be any fighting, even when a group of warriors clad in orange walked right through a mass of green ones.  It was as though they had an unspoken truce.
              Khom remarked, “It appears that the bulk of the armies are skeletal warriors.  That would make good sense as skeletons are one of the less costly creatures to animate.  They are mindless and feel neither pain nor emotion.  They will fight till destroyed without fear or self-concern.  They make excellent soldiers.  If I were a necromancer, they would likely be my first choice as well.”
              All over the battlefield, skeleton warriors closed ranks.  There were skeletal archers, skeletal pikemen, skeletal swordsmen, and skeletal halberdiers.  They moved into position and then froze in place once arrayed.
              “There go some greater ghouls for Rahkon.”  Khom pointed.  Partially decayed human corpses, male and female, lumbered past, their torn flesh hanging from their twisted limbs in ragged sheets.  Most carried no weapons, but relied upon glistening black fangs and sharpened nails.  A few dragged rusted axes or pitted swords behind them in the dirt.  Unlike the skeletons that moved in silence and order, the ghouls hissed and dodged about in a rabble.
              One glanced in their direction and Khom’s extended arm rippled over with festering sores and oozing skin.  He held up his hand in front of his face and slowly turned it over, fascinated by the flexing of his exposed muscles.  The ghoul looked away and the illusion faded.  Tydelis remembered that he and Jathryn had animated what the Priestess called a lesser ghoul.  The thought made him ill and closed his eyes until the queasiness passed.
              Khom continued, “Ghouls are the enemy of the living.  They burn with hatred towards all things that are warm blooded.  While not intelligent, they will seek out live flesh wherever they can and devour it.  On the Battlefield, this could be a liability if some of your own forces are living.  But, in an army of the dead, I can see that their speed and ferocity might have some utility.”
              Tydelis said, “There are little red fires appearing all over the battlefield!”
              Khom squinted for a moment.  Jathryn remembered that Favann said that the Murkbane were the eyes and ears of Elohara.  She wondered how he perceived the world.
              At last he said, “Corpse lights!  That’s odd.  They are incorporeal and cannot fight.  I wonder why a necromancer would spend the time…”  His voice trailed off as he watched the ghostly fires moving through the assembling ranks.  “Ah!  Each one marks a company.  Very clever.  The ancient necromancers must have recognized that in the chaos of a battle at nighttime that they couldn’t readily see where their forces were located.  The corpse lights must move with their assigned forces to serve as markers much like standard bearers do among the armies of the living.” 
              Another pulse of blue light trickled across the ground.  Najene continued her chant in a trance-like state.
              “See those dark patches forming there?  And there? And over there?” Khom asked as he pointed.  Tydelis and Jathryn looked and saw places on both sides where the undead forces had spindly spider-like shadows growing within them.
              “Specters!  They are truly dangerous undead creations, composed of not one trapped and compelled soul, but many.  They ooze and flow like black clouds, consuming everything they meet.  Only magical flame can harm them.  It would take several of our finest deadslayers to stand against even one.  There are dozens materializing on the battlefields below.”
              The undead began to slow in the process of filing into ranks.  Various siege engines, such as catapults and ballistae, creaked into existence from under the dust and then rolled into place.  The hollow sound of thousands of marching feet began to fade.
              Tydelis pointed off to the far left. “What are those?” he asked.
              Khom and Jathryn turned.  Small translucent human shapes floated above the earth.  They had no feet and rode upon swirling mist.  A halo of green light hung about them and tiny pinpricks of red light shone from their eyes.  Rows of sharp yellow teeth protruded from their oversized mouths.
              The knight answered in disgust, “Wraiths.  They are far more dangerous than their small size might indicate.  Quick and deadly, they feast upon the life-force that animates all things in nature leaving nothing but a withered husk behind.  The more they imbibe, the stronger, larger, and more deadly they become.  Fortunately, there is probably very little life-force left here.  Their presence, however, may explain why all the surrounding trees are dead, no animals are near, and the earth is barren.”
              All at once, the preparations for the impending battle ceased.  The plain fell silent and only the Priestess’s soft chanting filled the space.
              In front of them, thousands upon thousands of undead minions stood in rank and file.  Dozens of green and orange banners protruded from the masses.  Tiny red corpse lights hovered like ethereal campfires in geometric arrays.  But, in spite of the vast numbers, there was no movement anywhere.  Neither sound nor scuffle pierced the stillness.  Frozen in time, the two tremendous armies stood apart and surveyed one another.
              Ordinarily upon the verge of battle, armies of men would shift and stamp.  Commanders might bark orders.  Some soldiers might faint or vomit, while others might beat their chests or brandish their blades.  There would be some kind of motion.
              But here, there was none.  The skeletal minions stood at perfect attention, row upon row, each warrior a mirror image of its neighbor.  Even the ghouls in their disorganized pockets of rabble stood as statues.
              As the minutes slid by Tydelis asked in a hushed voice, “What’s going on?  Why do they wait?”
              Khom was puzzled.  “I don’t know.  It’s very odd.”
              Jathryn had a flash of inspiration.  She whispered, “They are waiting for instructions!”
              The knight thought for a moment and agreed.  “Yes. Or perhaps they wait for a sign.  The ancient necromancers must have commanded their armies not to attack until all was ready.”
              It remained silent.  Although there was tension in the air, it was different from what might be expected upon a battlefield.  There was neither malice nor anger, only expectation.  It was like the long ponderous pause between waves that crash upon the shore.
              Suddenly and without seeming cause, the rows of skeletal archers on both sides of the field raised their bows.  The siege teams pulled back their catapults and loaded their ballistae.  A shriek of metal announced the pulling free of thousands of blades from their scabbards.  The front lines raised their shields to position.
              Then, again, the battlefield fell silent. 
              “It is like the precision of a clock that moves to unseen gears.  Never in my life have I seen armies so well disciplined!” Khom mused aloud.
              A few more ticks passed and then, in perfect unison, the archers released their arrows and the catapults launched their stones.  The hailstorm of projectiles arced overhead, crossing above the middle ground, and fell upon the enemy.  The thump and crash of stone and steel rose up in a deafening cacophony, but there were no screams of pain.  Instead, there was only the sickening crunch and clatter of bone.  In that precise moment, the front lines of both the Vugors and Rahkons advanced towards one other.
              The lines crashed as the battle began.  Steel flashed and bloodless body parts flew into the air.  Again, the fierce sounds echoed across the fields, but they bore neither the emotion nor the weight that human combat would have.  Instead, it was like the noise of an avalanche or the howling wind of a storm: deafeningly loud and yet strangely sterile.  Violent and powerful, but void of feeling.
              The Rahkon armies pushed back the Vugors in the center of the field.  In fact, their advance moved so fast that Tydelis remarked, “The green army is winning.”
              Khom shook his head.  “No.  It is a feint.  The Vugors are drawing them forward so that they can flank them.”  Even as Khom spoke, fresh skeletal forces poured down from the trees and caught the advancing Rahkons from both sides.  The pincer closed in upon them and they were cut off and slaughtered.
              In response, the Rahkon archers released another fusillade of arrows into the tightening Vugoric lines.  Dozens of undead soldiers collapsed.
              A short distance away, Jathryn noticed that the upper torso of an armored skeleton crawled along the ground.  It was missing everything below the hips, and yet it scurried along on its bony arms, a dagger in its teeth.
              As she watched, an enemy ghoul leapt upon it and began tearing at its ribcage.  The skeleton spun over and severed one of the ghoul’s arms with its knife.  The ghoul was undaunted and pounded the skull of its enemy against the earth with its blistered feet.
              Suddenly, a dark shadow appeared and swallowed up both ghoul and skeleton.  The specter tore both of them into dust with purple tendrils that exploded from underneath its black cowl.  Only a cloud of glittering fragments of broken bone remained.
              A moment later and a party of skeleton warriors armored in orange and bearing blue flaming torches attacked the specter.  They touched their fire to its robes and it began to twist and writhe in silent agony.  A plume of violet light erupted from beneath its shroud.  The specter crashed to the ground, unseen trapped souls struggling to free themselves.  Streaks of swirling light shot towards the sky, only to twist in upon themselves and collapse back into the ground.  The band of torch-bearing warriors moved on.
              As the battle raged, it became clear that for every attack that one side made, the enemy had a counter attack.  For each undead creature, there was an opposing creature dedicated to its destruction.  The forces pitched and flowed and destroyed one another, but neither side seemed to gain the advantage for more than an instant.  The only clear outcome was that both sides, with their thousands of warriors, were resolutely and mechanically destroying each other.
              As curiosity began to blunt Jathryn’s fear, she noted that all of the undead combatants on both sides were alike in their single-minded devotion to the battle.  They attacked without fear or hesitation.  They killed without mercy or celebration.  And they were destroyed without suffering.  To her, their bloodless and bleak precision was both terrifying and, at some deeper level, fascinating.
              Tydelis held his breath as a dozen Vugoric wraiths drew near their circle.  They skimmed up to the outskirts of the consecrated ground and stared at them with their emotionless scarlet eyes.  In turn, Khom, Najene, Jathryn, and Tydelis all dissolved into patches of floating and fanged green haze.  Najene couldn’t lift her arms quite as high as she had when the night had first begun, but her voice remained as pure and clear as ever.  The wraiths lingered a moment then spun away to attack a cluster of spear-wielding skeletons.
              The battle raged through the night.  At several points, various groups of undead approached them, but in each case, Najene’s chant protected them.  The undead saw them as friendly allies.  At one point, opposing ghouls fought near their feet, just outside the circle.  They ferociously ripped each other to shreds, tearing limbs and skin from one another mercilessly.  During the combat, Tydelis and Jathryn shimmered allegiances from Vugoric to Rahkon and then back again.
              Khom noted in a whisper that, while the battlefield should have been littered with thousands of broken bodies and weapons, there was nothing.  Instead, as each creature met its doom, it dissolved away into the earth leaving no hint behind.  Fallen skeletons, ghouls, wraiths, and specters all melted back into the dust from which they had come.  Even the weapons and machines of war crumbled into powder and dispersed into nothingness.
              As the night passed, the remnants of the forces regrouped in the center of the field.  Instead of thousands, now there were mere dozens. As before, they moved with perfect precision, like the gears of an orderly machine.  Once arrayed exactly for maximum impact, they smashed against one another, the futility of their endless combat apparently lost to them.
              In that moment, Najene coughed.
              They had grown so accustomed to the regular rhythms of Najene’s chanting that they had nearly forgotten it.  The spectacle before them had held their attention.  Najene’s voice had become like the steady murmur of a summer’s rainstorm: rising and falling gently upon the edge of consciousness.
              But this one tiny interruption erupted like a deafening thunderclap.  Najene spun her head to look at them, her eyes wide and white with fear.
              Khom jumped to his feet.  He held his sword in front of them.  In a low growl he said, “Here they come!”
              The undead paused in the middle of combat, their blows frozen midway.  Fifty skulls and fifty pairs of hollow eyes turned in unison towards them.
              Tydelis gasped and tugged at Khom, “Let’s run!”
              Khom nudged his head to the side.  “Too late,” he said.  Already, several fast moving wraiths were gliding around behind to encircle them.  They were trapped.
              Khom’s bright eyes grew wide.  He grabbed Jathryn by the neck and hissed, “Get down!”  He threw himself and the two youngsters to the ground.  They hit hard and lost their breaths to the impact.
              A dozen skeletal archers released a volley of arrows.  The dirt exploded as the shafts plunged down around them.  A contingent of skeletons wielding curved swords.
              The Priestess moaned in agony.  She had been hit.  Decayed green feathers protruded from her right shoulder.  Blood darkened both sides of her white robe.  Her eyes filled with tears.
              The warriors closed in.  Khom sprang to his feet and prepared to defend his party.  He swung his sword around his body, squared his shoulders and planted his feet.  They knew that it was a hopeless gesture.
              Najene murmured to herself.  “No, no, no!  This cannot be!”  She blinked several times and tears trickled down her cheeks.  “I am called by Elohara to perform this task and I will not be dissuaded!”
              The soldiers closed in and bore down upon them.  Najene screamed at them, “No!  I am Elohara’s servant and her vessel!  You cannot and will not defeat me.”
              At that, she straightened and thrust her arms towards the sky against the excruciating pain in her shoulder.  She clenched her teeth and closed her eyes.  An eerie calmness washed over her.  She began the chant again.  “O Elohara, hear your servant! … ”
              Her voice was as pure and as perfect as ever.
              Jathryn stood and pulled Tydelis to his feet.  She hissed, “They’re coming too fast!  She won’t complete the chant in time!”  They spun around looking for an escape.  There was none.
              “… have mercy, for I stand in dire need.”  
              Khom glanced back over his shoulder to gauge which group of undead would arrive upon their position first.  He stepped forward outside the circle to meet the advancing skeletons.  The wraiths moved in upon them from behind.
              “… that you blind the eyes of those that would harm me.”
              Khom engaged the first of the skeletons.  He lunged forward.  The skeleton parried his attack and then spun fluidly with a counterstrike.  The blade narrowly missed Khom’s torso as he dodged backwards.
              Another skeleton joined the attack and Khom brought up his sword to block.  The impact of the blades knocked the knight down to one knee.
              “Veil me with your mask…”
              Two more skeletons were upon Khom.  He somersaulted on the ground away from their attacks and then sprang sideways as another one stabbed at him.  He lost his sword in the dirt and scrambled back inside the circle.
              “… that I might live to serve thee another day!”
              Elohara’s blue light washed over the party and they flickered into a kaleidoscope of flashing illusions.  The undead stopped in their tracks.  Like tumbling leaves in a hurricane, the four of them changed their appearance from skeleton, to ghoul, to wraith, and back again depending upon which particular creature looked upon them.
              Najene began her chant again.  There was a long moment of tension while no one moved.  Jathryn sucked in her breath, her illusory skeletal rib cage expanding with a crackle.
              Tydelis noticed a tickle on the back of his neck.  He turned around to stare into the open fangs of a wraith.  Its mouth hung open, but its red eyes were blank. It too was frozen in place, apparently confused by the sudden change in appearance of its prey.  He scrambled away.
              Another ripple of blue light emanated from the Priestess.  The undead forces looked around.  They noticed that they had become intermixed with the enemy.  With renewed fury, they fell upon one another.  Jathryn exhaled as the flesh returned to her bones.
              Khom reached out to retrieve his sword.  He glanced down at himself and swung his sword in a vicious arc that shattered the lower spine of a nearby green armored skeleton into splinters.  He retreated back near the others.
              “A Vugor captain was watching me and I didn’t want to disappoint.” he explained between gasps.
              The sky paled in the east as the last of the undead clawed each other to pieces.  As they fell to the ground, silence washed over the Battlegrounds.  The remaining fallen bodies and bits of equipment evaporated in the breaking light of day.  The warmth from the morning sun thawed the chill of death from the party’s skin.
              Najene completed her chant a final time and then pitched forward and fell on her face.  Khom rushed to her side and lifted her from the ground.  Perspiration matted her gold hair to her forehead and flecks of dry skin cracked her lips.  Loss of blood paled her face to the point of being ghastly.
              She turned her head to regard the youngsters.  She smiled weakly and in a breathless voice she said, “It is as I foresaw.  The will of Elohara has been served.”
 
 




CHAPTER 6: 
CHORUS
 
 
“Let my servants gather together and meet in hallowed halls; Let them raise their voices in a chorus of praise and beauty.  And I shall guide them.”
 
-Exhortations 21:12
The Voice of Elohara
 
 
              Khom lifted the Priestess and briskly carried her back towards the horses.  Tydelis and Jathryn hurried after him.
              As they walked, Najene slumped against the knight’s chest and clung weakly to him with her good arm.  She looked small and frail, her stately and formal manner now gone. The right side of her white robe was crimson-black with blood.  After a few moments, she gathered up her strength and, with a wince, bent her injured arm up so that the fingertips pressed against her crippled shoulder.  She took a deep breath and sang,
Harm undone and purpose pure,
Elohara’s will brings all to cure.
              Though she couldn’t see it, Jathryn imagined Najene’s wound knitting itself closed.  Perhaps her skin was pulling itself together, much as the springbloom flower did.  She wondered if the Goddess was also restoring her lost blood for her.
              The knight gently placed Priestess Najene into her saddle.  She sat hunched and silent for a moment before taking the reins.  She blinked several times, her eyes red and misty.  At last, she flexed her wounded shoulder and nodded, a hint of a smile tugging at the corners of her mouth.  She straightened up and with a gentle dip of her head, indicated that she was ready to travel.
              As they mounted their respective horses, Najene said in a low voice, “Remember well what you have witnessed.  Were it not for Elohara’s protective grace, none of us would have survived the night.  That is twice now that She has extended her hand to protect you.  Let that knowledge become the fountainhead of your faith.  Think on it while we ride.”
              They traveled in silence.  Jathryn tilted her head and looked over at Tydelis.  From his expression, she could imagine the thoughts that played upon the stage of his mind.
              Everything about his demeanor spoke of how true the Priestess’s words rang for him.  His resolve and devotion to the Goddess was growing by the moment.  If it weren’t for the protection of Elohara, how else could they have survived the horrors of the Battlegrounds?  So, truly, the Priestess Najene must be in tune with Elohara, just as she said.  His growing fondness and trust in the Priestess shone in his eyes.
              Jathryn looked away and out into the twisted trees.  But, for her, things weren’t so simple.  She couldn’t deny that they had been protected last night.  What troubled her was that she couldn’t make sense of exactly what it was that the Priestess intended them to learn from her life-threatening lesson.  She said that the Goddess had spared their lives twice, but Jathryn also noticed that in both cases, it was Najene who had first placed them in jeopardy.
              Her memory returned to the fresh spectacle of the undead from the night before.  When she had raised the lesser ghoul back in Glademoor, it had been wild and uncontrollable.  But the undead from the Battlegrounds followed a rigorous and exacting set of instructions.  Indeed, they perfectly performed their duties three hundred years after their masters were gone.
              She knew that the undead warriors could have killed them all.  And yet, rather than abominations against nature,  Jathryn saw them as tools -- or maybe weapons -- that simply followed the impulses of their creator.  Deadly?  Yes.  But they were, perhaps, no more inherently evil than was a razor-sharpened sword.
              She stopped herself, wondering if the Goddess could hear her thoughts.  What if She could?  Would She be offended?  A wave of fear washed over her and her mind turned upon itself.
              What was wrong with her?  Here she was questioning the evil of necromancy again only hours after she had narrowly escaped from certain doom.  Why did she feel so compelled to think about things in this manner?  Why couldn’t she simply accept what she was told?
              It had always been like this, she told herself.  It was part of her nature: always asking questions, always wondering about things, never accepting anything on the surface.
              It was this inquisitiveness that had repeatedly landed her in trouble.  She may not have always expressed it, but inwardly she knew that she challenged everything she was told.  In Glademoor, that silent rebellion had bubbled up to become outward action.  There was more to her frequent pranks than simple thrill seeking, and she knew it.
              Others in Glademoor knew it too.  Dussokath, Tydelis’s father, insisted that her disobedience and mischievous ways were destined for nothing but trouble.  She knew this because at times she had hid outside and eavesdropped while he lectured Tydelis.  She knew the message well.  “Jathryn’s lack of respect for authority will only lead to more and bigger problems in the future.  Her little games are but the edge of the storm.  The heart is still to come.”
              Duss had tried to keep them apart, complaining that she was a bad influence.  He inquired into Tydelis’s whereabouts constantly and checked up on him whenever possible.  He went so far as to have his younger brothers spy on them.  While Tydelis secretly chafed under his father’s iron hand, he found a way to abide it.  Jathryn, however, saw him as overbearing.  At several points, she had come close to speaking her mind, perhaps giving him a stern lecture of her own.
              But Dussokath had been right!  As much as she hated to admit it, she finally understood why he had tried so hard to keep control of his eldest son.  The pranks had gotten out of hand.  More than likely, they blamed her for the whole mess. With a sinking realization, Jathryn recognized that if Tydelis were her son, she might feel likewise.  The thought stung her.
              Jathryn took a deep breath and shut her eyes.  She mentally steeled herself. So, enough then with these questions about necromancy!  Enough with her silent rebellion!  Dussokath had been right.  Priestess Najene had been right.  From now on, she resolved to focus upon the wisdom of the adults around her.
              What was it that Najene had scarcely said?  Concentrate upon Elohara’s Grace as a source for her faith?  Well then, that was what she was going to do.
              It had been a century since anyone had done what the Priestess just did.  Certainly that must count for something.  And, were it not for Elohara’s protection, Jathryn knew that she would be dead.  It didn’t matter if Najene had brought her to the brink, there was that absolute:  Jathryn’s death.  Without the Goddess, there wouldn’t be a Jathryn at all.
              Thinking about things in this way was calming.  Her questions about necromancy began to fade.  Feelings of gratitude replaced them.  Jathryn was here because of powers well beyond her control.  Her life, ultimately, was not her own.
              Maybe, she reasoned, this was the heart of faith: to put her doubts and questions away and, instead, trust in the wisdom of unseen powers greater than herself.  She must give herself over to the role that fate had chosen for her.  Or, as Najene had said earlier, not fate, but rather that the Goddess Herself had chosen.
              In that moment, Najene’s words started making sense.  Everything happened according to Elohara’s will, they were chosen servants of the Goddess, and She wanted to protect them and help them grow.  
              For the first time since her mother died, Jathryn felt a glimmer of peace.  When she examined the events that had brought her to this instant in her life, her guilt and rebellion melted away.  From her rebellious childhood, to her mother’s death, to Najene’s mercy at the bridge, to the harrowing events of last night, it all tied together.  And yet all of it had happened regardless of the choices that she had made.  She was a product of dozens of things that had happened beyond her control.  Powers that she could not perceive were pulling the strings.
              The lifting of responsibility soothed her.  She basked in her calmed conscience for a long moment.  When she opened her eyes, she was surprised to see that her reverie had lasted most of the morning.  They were drawing near to the tower.  Its stalwart shape rose like a monument out of the trees.
              As they approached, Favann stepped out of the doorway to greet them.  At first, his jaw fell and his face showed surprise.  But shortly, he grinned and rushed forward to meet them.  He crossed the distance with amazing speed, his legs a blur.  Jathryn noticed that the Priestess drew back her shoulders and raised her head up a little taller as he drew near.
              “Goddess grace!  I am delighted to see you!” Favann beamed as he ran alongside the horses.
              “Greetings, Thal Favann.”  The Priestess’s said, her voice even.
              “Are you hurt?” he asked as he saw the blood on her robe.
              “I was, but now I am only weakened.  The Goddess takes care of Her own.  Do not concern yourself.”
              Favann’s smile melted a bit, but his eyes remained bright.  “Well then, this is a memorable day!  One unlike any that has passed in over a century!  Tell me, what was it like?”
              Najene cocked her head to the side.  She said, “The blessings of Elohara were with us.”
              There was a brief pause.  Favann continued, “The lore of the Battlegrounds speaks of a battle of forces unlike anything else that the world has seen.  Certainly, you must have something more to say, a tale to tell?”
              The Priestess glanced down from her horse at him.  “Indeed we do.  But, I think it is proper that we speak naught of it until we have reported before the Council of Ten.”
              “Ah yes.  That would be proper.”  Favann’s enthusiasm faded.
              “I’m afraid that we must impose ourselves upon you again, Thal Favann.  I am too weak to travel more today and I suspect that my companions are exhausted from last night as well.”
              “It is no trouble, Priestess.  Again, we will be honored by your presence.  Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ll run on ahead and inform the boys to prepare you a place.  Besides, it is time we dismissed Patches back home anyway.”
              The Priestess stiffened.  “Patches?” she asked.  “Who is Patches?”
              Favann’s eyes darted about and it was clear that he wished that he hadn’t said his last sentence.  “Uh, he is an Ahavite missionary.  He shows up every now and then trying to give us a copy of that damned heretical book of his or at least let him pass into Elurion.  Of course, we send him away.”
              “And you are friendly enough to know his name?”
              “Not exactly.  That’s a nickname we coined for him.  You see, he always wears this horrible woolen robe that is a quilt of mismatched fabric and desperately in need of repair.”
              Najene pursed her bloodless lips and her blue eyes pierced Favann like daggers.  “You’ve permitted this heretic to enter the tower?”
              “When we refuse him passage, he always asks for a drink of water.  I didn’t see any harm in allowing him that one minor thing before he starts his long and lonely journey home.  He is very old and frail, you see.  And maybe even a bit senile…”  Favann’s voice trailed off.
              “Have you forgotten the terms of the treaty, Thal Favann?  It is illegal for Ahavites to proselytize in Elurion!”  Najene barely restrained her anger.
              Favann stumbled over his words in a rush to explain, “Well, of course we don’t listen to anything he says.  And, I think the pages enjoy seeing him, what with his odd appearance and all.  Truly, he is quite a sight being hairless.  You should see his bald head and complete lack of eyebrows!  He’s like a newborn babe, only he’s an old man.  Oh, but he is a very animated and interesting character.  Almost a self-important jester who doesn’t recognize that the joke is on him.  I think my boys can hardly restrain their laughter.”  Favann forced a pathetic chuckle as emphasis.
              Najene hissed like a viper.  “Your duty, Thal Favann, is to patrol this border and inspect all travelers to see that they are not in violation of the terms of the treaty.  If your ‘Patches’ is bringing his heresy into Elurion, then he should be jailed, not encouraged!”
              Favann thought for a long moment.  At last he asked, “You want me to imprison him?”
              The Priestess closed her eyes.  She calmed herself and then spoke softly, “Send him away this one last time, but give him a stern warning that should he ever return you are under strict orders from me, Priestess Najene of the Council of the Ten, to bring him to trial for his violation of the Treaty of Separate Doctrine.”
              “Yes Priestess.”  Favann moved to leave.
              “And, Thal Favann, you can be certain that I will inquire at a later date to see if you have abided my instructions.”
              “Yes Priestess.”
              Favann sprinted away to the tower.  They watched him go, again impressed by his speed.  A few moments later and a stooped old man dressed in little more than rags shuffled his way out of the door, his bald head reflecting the morning light.  Favann followed closely after him.  The two exchanged several words but they were out of earshot.  At last, the old man turned their way.  He stared at them for a long time, flapped his hands in their direction, and then spit upon the ground.  He turned and shambled away down the road back towards his homelands.
              They spent the day and the night at the tower.  As before, the men stationed there kept their distance, but they proved to be hospitable hosts nonetheless.  They fed them well and replenished their supplies in preparation for the journey to Chorus.  After having spent the last night awake, all four of them retired early, with Najene dismissing herself for bed shortly after lunch.
              The next morning dawned fresh and cloudless.  All around the tower, a blanket of tiny white and gold wildflowers had sprung up overnight.  A warm breeze fluttered through the high treetops and the chirping of birds filled the air.  Spring was everywhere.
              Najene had changed back from her robes into her white riding clothes.  There was no hint of her injury in either her movement or demeanor.  Elohara’s healing had been swift and complete.
              After checking the packs, they left the tower with little more than a curt word of thanks to Favann.  Tydelis had told Jathryn earlier that he felt that the reason that the Antyllic knight and the Priestess didn’t seem to get along very well had more to do with Favann’s nonchalance regarding his duties.  As a knight in charge of the tower on the borderlands, Tydelis felt that he should have been far more strict with both himself and his men.  The Priestess was cool to him but Tydelis thought that he understood why.  She simply didn’t have much patience for his neglect.  If she wasn’t so stern, who knows how relaxed he might have become?
              The next several days were pleasant ones.  The Priestess seemed more at ease.  She still wasn’t bubbly or lighthearted, but the icy edge was gone.  She spoke with deliberate precision and an unwavering confidence seemed to fill her every motion.
              So too, part of her improved demeanor was certainly due to Jathryn’s change of heart.  Instead of questions and doubts, she now focused upon practicing her etudes.  The Priestess noted her improved attitude and praised her.  Jathryn appreciated the kindness and a tiny spark of warmth between them began to develop.
              In the meantime, Khom took to teaching Tydelis basic husbandry and care for the horses.  Tydelis already knew a fair amount from having been raised not far from the stables at Glademoor, but Khom filled in the gaps in his knowledge.  Soon, Tydelis was caring for them on his own while Khom checked the local traps at each campground for a nightly bit of fresh meat.
              They returned to the main road and turned west. The forest gave way to lush farmland.  Green shoots sprinkled the brown earth.  Young crops of various vegetables sprang up from the tilled ground on either side of the road.  The rich smell of warming soil filled their lungs and they drank it in.
              Before long they began passing other people, many of them farmers out working the fields.  Some pulled carts, while others led teams of oxen.  Most of them bowed or doffed their straw hats when they saw the Priestess passing by.  She graciously nodded and smiled in response.
              In the late afternoon, they ascended a gentle rise.  Upon cresting the hill, they could look down into the wide valley below.  Before them, in its entire splendor, was the magnificent city of Chorus.  It sprawled across the wide plain from the deep and slow-moving Malapa River in the distant west to the faster and muddy Redwash nearer them in the east.  A faint blue haze from numerous cooking hearths and blacksmith forges cast a veil over the buildings.
              Neither Jathryn nor Tydelis had ever been to the capital city before.  It seemed mind-bogglingly large to them.  Glademoor was a small village composed of maybe a few hundred people.  From the proper vantage point, one could take in the whole of it with a single gaze.  Chorus, however, seemed to expand broader and wider as they stared.  Instead of hundreds of people, there must be thousands or even tens of thousands.
              They rode down the road to the great city.  The throngs of people and animals who filled the streets overwhelmed Tydelis and Jathryn.  They had never seen so many unfamiliar faces at once.  There were men, women, and children by the score.  There were merchants selling their wares and farmers lugging their goods to market.  There were mules pulling carts, horses pulling carriages, and shepherds herding sheep.  All of them moved past one another in a sort of churning chaos, and all of them paused to salute or greet the Priestess as she rode by.
              The number and variety of the buildings was staggering.  They went by shops selling tools, shops selling weapons, and shops selling clothing.  They passed smithies, taverns, stables, apothecaries, and inns.  Many of the larger edifices stood two-stories tall, with the upper level overhanging the lower. 
              Jathryn noticed that, while most of the people seemed happy to see them and raised a hand in greeting, there were a few who ducked out of sight.  Some appeared to be beggars in rags, embarrassed of their appearance before the Priestess.  Others slipped away, a look of disgust or anger upon their faces.  Jathryn knew in that instant that behind the cheerful outward appearance of Chorus, there lurked an unseemly element.  She wondered what sorts of villainy might be found deep in the backstreets and alleys. 
              They crossed a wide wooden bridge over the Redwash River and continued towards the center of town.  They headed towards the huge stone structure that stood stately upon the hill before them.  Its soaring parapets stretched toward the sky.  A score of blue and white banners waved in the warm breeze. Jathryn knew in an instant that it was the Academy.
              As they drew near, the rabble of the city faded behind them.  Armsmen dressed in polished chainmail and bearing the oval of Elohara on their white shields guarded the grey brick path.  They saluted the Priestess and the knight as they passed. 
              The party crossed an outer wall and entered into the Reception Gardens.  Immediately, Tydelis and Jathryn were struck by the magnificence of the carefully tended grounds.  Sculpted bushes, towering trees, and flowerbeds filled with rainbows of color surrounded them.  Elegant marble sculptures of Elohara and tributes to her more valiant servants served as centerpieces.  Many of them depicted the Goddess smiling down upon a humble woman with her arms outstretched and her mouth permanently frozen in a song of praise.  Jathryn wondered if any of them depicted one of the previous four who had survived the Battlegrounds.  Would there one day be a new statue erected to commemorate Najene’s success as well?
              Even more impressive than the gardens and the statues were the pools and fountains.  There were miniature waterfalls and reflecting ponds.  In places, slender fountains of clear water sprang up and cascaded against each other to create a variety of complex shapes: some that imitated flowers or trees, some that weaved abstract forms, and some that seemed to float inexplicably as gemlike droplets in midair.  The effect was otherworldly, as if they had stepped into a place where water had suddenly cast off its ordinary behavior and instead become a playful and living entity.  
              Several young women dressed in green or brown robes that resembled the plain garb of Sister Eila walked the floral paths or sat on the marble benches.  Nearly all of them carried the white-bound Voice of Elohara, but most seemed busy with other tasks.  Several engaged in gardening, others talked softly, and a few bowed their heads in meditation or prayer.  Again, they paused in their duties to greet the Priestess as she rode by.
              When the party reached the inner gate, they dismounted and handed their horses over to young stable hands.  A woman in a blue robe approached the Priestess.  She said nothing, but bowed long and deep.
              Najene said, “Tell the Arbitress that I have returned and that I feel it is necessary that we hold a Council to report the events of my journey.”  The woman in the blue robe glanced briefly at Jathryn and Tydelis, but said nothing.  She nodded her understanding.
              Najene continued, “Please see that these two servants are made presentable for the Council.  They, along with my escort, Thal Khom, will be summoned as witnesses.”  
              The woman waved over another sister in brown.  As she stepped forward, she smiled at Jathryn and Tydelis and said, “I am Sister Kalma.  Please follow me.”
              Leaving Khom and Najene behind, they followed her down a spacious hall.  They ascended a broad stairway and then went along a walkway where one side was open to view the gardens below.  Though they walked quickly, they both noticed the rich and ornate decorations of the Academy.  They passed several friezes, paintings, and more of the wondrous fountains along the way.
              At last, Sister Kalma stopped.  She said, “You must be weary from your journey.  As honored guests of the Academy, we have prepared for you individual rooms where you can bathe and get a fresh change of clothing.  I will be back to retrieve you once the Council summons.  Please be ready.  Should you need anything, there will be a maiden waiting outside your door.”  She gestured down a nearby corridor.
              Much like an inn, this section of the Academy was devoted to housing guests.  A young woman dressed in green waited by each door ready to usher them inside.  Jathryn entered the first room and Tydelis the second.  The maidens closed the doors behind them and remained outside.
              Jathryn looked around her room.  It was small but sumptuous.  It had a bed, a full length mirror, and a large marble tub already filled with steaming water.  Neatly folded nearby was a stack of freshly laundered towels.  The closet had a selection of clean clothes in various sizes and colors.  Small stained glass windows set in the ceiling illuminated everything with a warm rosy glow.
              Shortly after Jathryn had finished bathing and picked out a new set of clothes, a maiden knocked on the door.  Outside, Sister Kalma and Tydelis were waiting.  She said, “The Council is underway and wishes your presence.”
              After a brief trip through the beautiful hallways and up two more sets of stairs, Sister Kalma led them before tremendous wooden doors that were twice the height of a person.  On either side of the door stood a Khindonite woman dressed in tight-fitting black armor intermixed with sharp pads of yellow.  Each one carried an iron-shod quarterstaff that ended in a metal point.  Jathryn thought that their coloring reminded her of hornets.  They looked every bit as fierce.
              Sister Kalma gave them brief instructions.  “When you enter the chamber, proceed up the center aisle to where the light falls upon the platform.  Remember, you will be entering the presence of the Arbitress and the Council of the Ten.  Please maintain an appropriate level of reverence.”  She nodded at the guards and they pulled open the massive doors.  Jathryn and Tydelis entered cautiously.
              The chamber was immense and airy.  Although it was completely enclosed, dozens of pale blue and white windows made it feel like they had stepped outside on a summer’s day.  Dancing fountains lined the walls and rows of neatly tended plants stretched towards the distant ceiling.  Near the center of the room, a shaft of bright yellow sunlight shone down from the roof to illuminate a dais. 
              At the far end of the chamber, a semi-circular ledge raised taller than the height of a man extruded up from the floor.  On top and along the edge, an ornate steel and glass table sparkled in the sunlight.  Behind it sat eleven women clothed in white.  The five to the left and the five to the right wore robes trimmed in silver.  The one in the middle sat a little higher than the others and her robe was trimmed in gold.  Jathryn knew instantly that she must be the Arbitress.
              Standing upon the illuminated dais was Khom.  The Arbitress spoke, “Thank you, Thal Khom.  Your testimony has been noted and appreciated.  Do you have anything else then, Priestess Najene?”
              Najene sat to the Arbitress’s immediate right.  She said, “No.  As always, Thal Khom, you have been a true and faithful servant.  I release you from my charge with my commendations.  You may return to duty.”
              Khom bowed and turned to exit the chamber.  As he passed Tydelis and Jathryn, he paused to look each of them in the eye as he smiled and patted them on their shoulders.  He left and the great doors closed behind him.
              The Arbitress asked, “Are these Elohara’s new servants of which you spoke?”
              “Yes Arbitress,” said Najene.
              “Approach!  Do not be afraid!”
              Jathryn and Tydelis walked the long distance to the dais.  Now that they were closer, they could see the faces of the Council.  All of them were women and most of them appeared older than Najene.  The Arbitress was clearly the oldest of them all.  Her silver hair shone like steel.
              “Priestess Najene has already told us how she sensed the will of Elohara compelling her to bring the two of you to the Battlegrounds of the Damned.  She has also told us of the events of that night.  Thal Khom has confirmed her story.  We, therefore, have but only a few questions for you.  Please see that you answer them directly and honestly.”  Remembering the strict manner in which Najene had questioned them back in Glademoor, both Jathryn and Tydelis agreed.
              “Very good.  Tell us then, did you witness the battle of the undead with your own eyes?”  Both Tydelis and Jathryn indicated that they had with a nod. 
              “You recognize that enduring such an experience is extremely rare.  Do either of you know why the Goddess might have prompted the Priestess to undertake such a thing on your behalf?”
              Tydelis glanced over at Jathryn.  She swallowed.  The skeptical words of Thal Favann concerning Najene’s more selfish motivations to test her faith sprang to her mind, but she suppressed them.  Instead, she said, “Priestess Najene said that she needed to show us the dangers and horrors of necromancy.”
              The Arbitress asked, “And why do you think she felt compelled to do that?”
              Jathryn’s first thought was to recount how they had been convicted of practicing necromancy, but then she remembered that Najene had told them never to reveal how they had come to serve Elohara.   Perhaps the Priestess had already told the Council that story anyway?  Jathryn decided to choose her words carefully and offered, “During our journey, I had many questions about necromancy.  I didn’t recognize the full depths of its evil.”
              “Hmmm.  I see.  And now, have those questions been answered?”
              The Arbitress had asked her to be direct and honest.  “Not all of them.  But I think I have a better understanding of how it can go horribly awry.  I am better prepared to serve the Goddess now than before.”
              The chamber fell silent for a long moment.  The soft murmuring of the fountains filled the space.  At last, the Arbitress turned to Najene.  “Is it not remarkable to you, Priestess, that the Goddess would compel you to risk the lives of yourself, Thal Khom, and these two young ones merely to teach them that necromancy is an evil practice?”  Though the Arbitress was even, Jathryn thought that she could detect a veiled tone of accusation in her voice.
              Priestess Najene answered, “Indeed it is remarkable, Arbitress, but I have no doubt of my communion.  I consider it proof that one, or perhaps both, of these two young servants of Elohara have been specially chosen by her to do great works.  I believe that we should take this as a sign that they should be accelerated into training.”
              The Arbitress glanced around the chamber, her eyes narrow.  She commented, “Something else that I find remarkable, Priestess Najene, is the way you pledge more servants to the Goddess than does anyone else of this Council.  Already the Academy is brimming over with young ones that you have brought here.”
              “The will of Elohara is my guide, Arbitress.”
              “Indeed.  Your devotion is quite apparent.”
              “Thank you, Arbitress.  My only wish is to serve.”
              Again, the chamber went still.  Jathryn noticed that the Arbitress closed her eyes and took a slow deep breath.  It was almost a sigh and as if she was shrugging her shoulders and resigning herself to a course of action of which she didn’t fully approve.  She appeared to grow older and more tired as she exhaled.
              “In light of your remarkable success at the Battlegrounds to which these youngsters were witnesses, I will grant your request that they be entered into the Academy.  I will send word to the Abbess that she is to find a place for Maid Jathryn.  So too, young Tydelis will be pledged a page.”
              Though she had only a small smile, Najene’s eyes beamed.  “Thank you, Arbitress.  I am certain that the Goddess is well pleased.”
              The Arbitress said flatly, “Elohara’s will be done.”  She waved off Jathryn and Tydelis.
              As they left the chamber, Jathryn found her mind filling up with new questions.  The Arbitress sure seemed to be acting strangely.  She didn’t know what she had expected, but that certainly wasn’t it.
              She leaned over to whisper to Tydelis, but before she said anything, she noticed his look of resolution.  Apparently, he hadn’t picked up on any of the strangeness that she had.  His jaw was set and his eyes were distant.  Jathryn reminded herself to suppress her questions and trust in those unseen powers once again.
              Outside the chamber doors, Sister Kalma waited for them.  Beside her stood a young woman in green.  Somehow, Sister Kalma already knew what had happened.  She smiled and congratulated them.  “Welcome, my young friends to Elohara’s Academy.  Classes are already underway and hence, you are several days behind in your lessons.  There is no time to waste.  Jathryn will follow me.  Tydelis will follow Maid Vali.  If you wish to say your goodbyes to one another, this would be the time.  The Academy is segregated into separate areas for men and women.  It is likely that you will not see each other for a few years during your training.”
              Tydelis’s mask of faith cracked and he turned his head sharply.  “Years?”
              “Yes, my young page.  In fact, much of your training will take place in the field under the care of a knight whereas Maid Jathryn will spend almost all her time within these hallowed halls.  And so, this moment is your one opportunity for farewell.”  At that, sister Kalma smiled and bowed as she and Maid Vali moved a few steps away and waited.
              Jathryn turned to face Tydelis.  She grabbed his elbow and turned him towards her.  She gathered her strength and said, “Don’t worry.  I’m sure we’ll see each other again.”
              Tydelis’s hand twitched.  He stammered, “But this is so sudden!  How can I say goodbye like this?  Nobody told me that we’d have to do this right here, right now!”
              “It’s alright.  Like your father said, I’ve always been a bad influence on you.  Now you can be free of my grip and really shine.”  Jathryn forced a playful smile.
              “But…”  Tydelis was at a loss for words.  He glanced over at Sister Kalma and then back at the guards in front of the chamber doors.
              Jathryn didn’t know what else to do, so she pulled Tydelis to her and hugged him.  Through his clothes, she could feel his heart racing.  She stood on her toes and whispered in his ear, “I’ll miss you!”
              Tydelis didn’t say anything.  Instead, he wrapped his arms tightly around her and pulled her closer. 
              They embraced for a long moment.  At last, Sister Kalma said softly, “I’m sorry, but the night fast approaches and we still have much to do.”
              Jathryn started to move away, but Tydelis pulled her back.  He put his lips to her ear and in a quick and breathless voice said, “I love you!”  He then broke away and followed after Maid Vali without a backwards glance.
              Jathryn looked after him.  She knew that Tydelis intended more in his words than a mere friendly gesture of parting.  It was a long pent-up confession.
              Now it was her heart that pounded. 
 




CHAPTER 7: 
MAIDEN
 
 
“Do not lament or fear, for ours is the way of truth and peace.  Have we not endless cause to rejoice?  Therefore find joy in your service and happiness in your work!”
 
-Hawn’s Mirth 7:9
The Voice of Elohara
 
 
              After Tydelis left, Sister Kalma led Jathryn back into the Academy.  Though they traveled in the same general direction as before, they descended several flights of stairs and turned enough corners that soon Jathryn felt helplessly lost.  The night rolled in and the shadows lengthened.  They passed several brown-robed sisters lighting silver-plated candelabras in the hallways. 
              As they walked, Sister Kalma said, “I’m afraid that you have missed the dinner meal.  I’ll have something sent up to your room.”
              At last, they came to a clean, but rather plain stone corridor.  Evenly spaced darkwood doors ran down either side.  The floor was tiled in pale green.  Even though the craftsmanship was good, compared to the beauty and richness found in other parts of the Academy this hallway felt quite austere.
              “Here we are! Living quarters for first season maidens.  We have a space for you at the end of the hall.  It’s the last cot we have, so hopefully we’ll get no more latecomers this session.  Come, I’ll introduce you to your roommate.”
              Sister Kalma walked to the end of the row and then rapped on the door.
              “Enter, please,” said a small voice.
              Sister Kalma pushed open the door.  A young girl no older than Jathryn sat on a small cot to the left.  Her head was unhooded and her shoulder length reddish-brown hair sparkled like brass in the flickering candlelight.  It shone in bright contrast to her green robe and pale white skin.  She held a slateboard in her hands.  As they entered, she put it aside and rose to her feet.
              With a bow, she spoke softly, “How may I be of service, Sister Kalma?”
              “Maid Telise, this is Maid Jathryn.  She will be your new roommate and take the unused space here.  She is a latecomer to this session, admitted by special providence of the Arbitress.  I trust that you will orient her and help her feel welcome.”
              Telise dipped her head and smiled.  She waved her hand to the open cot across from hers.  “Of course, dear sister, she is welcome.”
              Sister Kalma said, “Maid Jathryn, you will find your slateboard and robe on the shelf above your bed.  Like Maid Telise, you are assigned to the Second Neume and will engage in the same service and training as she does.  Just do as she says and you’ll be fine. I know that you must be excited about joining the Academy, but you are a week behind the others so try to get a good night’s rest.  Tomorrow will be a very full day for you!”  At that, she closed the door with a gentle click and left the two girls alone.
              Immediately, Telise tossed her slateboard out of the way and flopped down on her cot.  She pushed herself back against the wall and regarded Jathryn with a wide white grin.  She asked brightly, “So, what’s your story?”
              Jathryn was a bit taken aback by Telise’s sudden change in demeanor.  She paused for a moment then asked, “What do you mean?”
              “What do I mean?  You’re a week late to the session and the Arbitress herself made an exception so that you could be admitted!  You must have a story to tell.  So tell it!”  Telise pulled her knees up under her chin and stared at Jathryn with large hazel eyes.
              Jathryn wasn’t sure what to say.  She wasn’t even sure what she could say.  She picked up the neatly-folded robe from her shelf and noticed that it felt heavier and softer than it looked.  She looked at Telise from under her eyebrows.  “So, um, what do you want to know?” she said quietly.
              Telise scrunched up her face.  “Oooh!  So, you’re one of those secretive types, huh?  Don’t want to talk about it?”
              “A lot has happened in the past few days.  I’m just not sure what to say, Maid Telise.”
              “Oh please!  Don’t call me by my title.  That’s what the sisters call me and it gets tiresome by the end of the day.  It’s so formal!  Just call me Tel.  Everyone else here does.”
              “Alright, Tel.”
              “Good!  Now then, you can start by telling me who pledged you.  That’s no big secret.”
              Jathryn thought for a moment.  “I suppose that would be the Priestess Najene.”
              “Najene!  You’re one of hers?”  Telise rolled her eyes, but her playful smile remained.  “Oh my!  Well, that explains a lot right there.  No wonder you’re so reserved.  All the maidens she pledges are like that: serious and formal and dreadfully stiff.  I didn’t get a wet blanket for a roomie, did I?  A spy for the sisters?”
              Jathryn glanced about the room.  “Well.  I, erm, I don’t think I’m all that reserved, really.”  Her voice trailed off.                  
              Telise stared at her for a moment and then laughed.  Her laughter was pure and infectious and Jathryn couldn’t help but smile in spite of her awkwardness.  
              Telise stood and took the robe from her.  She said, “Here, we better get you into this.  We don’t want anyone to think that you’re some kind of a rebel wearing those fancy clothes.  Get undressed.”
              Jathryn hesitated.  She didn’t much care for the idea of changing her clothes in front of Telise only moments after meeting her.  
              There was a gentle rap on the door.  Telise threw the robe on Jathryn and promptly sat down on her cot.  She picked up her slateboard and made like she was studying it.  She said sweetly, “Enter, please.”
              The door swung open and a blond haired maiden stood in the doorway.  She carried a plate of food.  “Sister Kalma told me to bring this for the new girl,” she said.
              “Oh it’s just you, Rika!”  Telise popped back to her feet.
              Another pair of maidens peeked around the doorframe, their eyes big.  Telise stepped forward and took the plate of food from Rika while gently pushing her out of the room.  “Her name is Jathryn and she was pledged by everyone’s favorite Priestess.  Now then she’s my roomie, so the lot of you can hear her tale tomorrow.”  Rika wiggled her fingers in farewell at Jathryn as Telise closed the door in her face.
              Telise picked up a cooked carrot and popped it in her mouth before handing the plate to Jathryn.  As she chewed, she pointed to the back corner of the room.  “Through that door is the bathroom.  We share it with the two girls next door.  It’s got a tub and a chamber pot, but it’s pretty small.  You can close and lock the other door if you want to change in private.  Just make sure you unlock it before you come back out or, believe me, we’ll hear about it in the middle of the night.”
              Jathryn looked down at her plate of food.  It was nothing but steamed vegetables: carrots, broccoli, potatoes, and other things she didn’t recognize.  She put it aside for the moment and took her robe with her into the bathroom.
              After she had locked and closed both doors, she stood in the dim candlelight for a long moment.  There was a small window open near the ceiling and she could see the ghostly white light of the greater moon, Phandos, trickling over the leaves of a nearby tree.  She watched the shadows for a moment while she collected her thoughts. With a sigh, she changed into the robe.
              When Jathryn came back into her room, Telise had already turned down her bed and was lying on her back with a hand behind her head.  She held another carrot in her fingers and nibbled at the end.  As Jathryn entered, she rolled over on her side to look at her.
              “My!  Don’t you look lovely!  Of course, you could stand to brush that beautiful black hair of yours more.  Maybe even pull it back.  But otherwise, you look like a perfect servant of the Goddess!  Just like that.”  She snapped her fingers.
              Jathryn glanced down at herself.  She certainly didn’t feel much different.  The heavy robe was comfortable, but after wearing tight-fitting work or riding clothes for most of her life, it felt awkward to have so much space around her legs. 
              “Well, you’d better grab a bite to eat.  It’ll be bedtime soon, so you’ll want to change into your nightclothes.  You don’t want to wrinkle your robe by sleeping in it.” Telise pointed to a new stack of light garments on her cot.  Jathryn cocked her head and glared at her.  She picked them up and trudged back into the bathroom.
              By the time Jathryn was ready for bed, Telise had eaten half of the plate of food herself.  Jathryn wasn’t very hungry, but she still chewed on a few sprigs of broccoli and slivered potatoes.
              Telise opened the window above her bed and a warm spring breeze stole into the room.  She lay on her back and stared at the ceiling.  She said, “You’re the new girl and I should probably at least try to mind my manners, so I’ll go first.”
              “I was pledged by Priestess Greylin.  She’s the oldest member of the Council next to the Arbitress, but you probably already knew that. Anyway, my mother knew her back from the days when she was here, so she pulled a favor to get me in I think.”
              Jathryn’s question tumbled out, “Wait a second.  Your mother was a servant of Elohara?”
              “Yes.  She was the sister in the Songhall for my hometown of Hearthfire.”
              “But I thought that the Goddess’s servants were not permitted to marry.  Much less, to have ah … children.”
              A wry grin twisted Telise’s mouth.  “That’s true.  Like I said, she was a sister.  But that’s a whole different sordid story and all that.  So anyway, my mom came to Chorus and talked to Priestess Greylin one day over lunch.  The next thing I knew, I was being pledged.”
              “You didn’t want to come?”
              “Well, now that we’re here, we’re all equals in the sight of Elohara, right?  So that doesn’t really matter one way or the other.  But, I guess it’s not so much that I didn’t want to be a servant as it was that my mom wanted me to be one.  I mean, that’s not a bad thing. I was accepted and that means that the Goddess wants me here, right?”
              “Yes.  I suppose.”
              “Of course, since my older sister refused to go when my mom tried to get her into the Academy that probably has something to do with why I’m here.  I always was the good daughter.”
              Jathryn was silent for a long moment.  She asked in a whisper, “So, do you know your father?”
              Telise turned on her furiously.  “Of course I do!  He’s married to my mother.  What kind of a question is that?”  There was fire in her eyes.
              “Sorry.  I just thought...”
              “I said it was a sordid story, but it’s not that sordid!”  Telise interrupted and scowled at her, her nose wrinkled in anger.  A spackling of freckles stood out on her cheeks.
              Jathryn repeated, “I didn’t know.  Sorry.”
              Telise closed her eyes and sighed.  Finally, she forced a small laugh and said, “No problem.  Our family has its share of skeletons in its closet, just like everybody else.  But there’s nothing that can be done about it now, and all that.”
              Jathryn made a mental note that she needed to be a little more cautious in her questions.  Telise seemed open, but she clearly had a few sore spots of her own.
              “So, what about you?  Any skeletons in your closet?”  Telise rolled over to look at her.  Jathryn thought that was an odd choice of words considering the past week.
              “Well, I’m an only child.  My father is the tailor in Glademoor.  My mother died several years ago.”
              Telise reached out to touch Jathryn’s leg.  “I’m sorry.”
              “Oh.  It’s fine.  It was a long time ago.”  Jathryn looked into Telise’s eyes.  She was surprised at how much genuine compassion there was there.  Jathryn continued, “It caught us all by surprise.  One day she seemed fine, and the next she was under quarantine for having a horrible sickness.  My father said it was the Blood Plague.”
              “Goddess Grace!  That’s horrible!” Telise gasped and covered her mouth. 
              Something in Telise’s reaction touched Jathryn.  Her eyes grew wet and she looked away.  “I was only ten years old.  I don’t remember much else other than I wasn’t allowed to see her.  And then, a few days later, she was gone.  Because of the plague, I never got to say goodbye.  In fact, the townspeople were so worried about anyone else catching it that we barely held a proper funeral.  I stood at a distance while I watched them burn her closed casket.”
              Telise said, “Oh Jathryn!  How awful for you.  I don’t know what I would do if my mother were to pass away suddenly like that.  I’m so, so sorry!”
              “Thank you,” Jathryn said as she swallowed hard.  “But, like I said, I was many years ago.  I barely remember the details.  I’m fine now.”              The two girls sat in silence for a long time.  At last, Jathryn dabbed at her eyes and looked back to Telise.  
              Telise whispered, “So, you’re an only child and your father wanted you to come to the Academy anyway?”
              “Not really.  In fact, I bet that he would much rather have me home.”
              Telise straightened up.  She smiled and tried to brighten the mood.  “See!  I knew you had a story!  Tell me!”
              Jathryn asked, “What do you mean?”
              “If you’re here against your father’s will, how in the world did you get Priestess Najene to pledge you?”
              “Actually …” Jathryn trailed off.  She remembered again that Najene had commanded both her and Tydelis to never reveal how they came to be servants.  There didn’t seem to be any obvious way to dodge the question.  “Priestess Najene told me that I shouldn’t talk about it.”
              Telise was puzzled.  “So, you’re not going to tell me why you’re here?”
              Jathryn didn’t want to offend her new roommate, but she was also afraid of what the Priestess might do if she found out that she had betrayed her confidence.  After all, she did have her signed confession.  “I’m here to serve Elohara the best I can.  I think that’s all I should say.”  She smiled weakly.
              “Ah.  I see.”  Telise looked at her for a moment, then withdrew.  “Well, you had best do whatever you think is best.”  She lay back down on her cot.
              After the openness from mere moments ago, Jathryn sensed an invisible wall springing up between them, but she didn’t know what to do.  She found that she wanted to be friends with Telise.  Her lack of formality was refreshing.  She didn’t want Telise to think of her as serious and stiff.  That wasn’t her true self at all.  Plus, she really needed a friend right now.  Already, she missed Tydelis terribly.
              With that, an idea flashed into her head.  “So, uh, do you have a boyfriend?” Jathryn asked.
              Telise’s eyes roved over her way.  “Why do you ask?” she said suspiciously.
              Again, Jathryn wished she could retract her question.  She realized it could be taken the wrong way.  “No reason.  I was just wondering.”
              Telise turned on her side away from Jathryn.  She said, “Of course I don’t.  Like you, I’m here to serve Elohara.  That’s all I should say, and all that.”  
              This wasn’t going well.  Jathryn knew she probably shouldn’t say anything but she desperately wanted to reach out to Telise.  “Well, I do.” she blurted out.
              “Sure you do, Maid Jathryn.”  That stung a bit.
              “No, really.  His name is Tydelis.  He’s being pledged as a page right now.”
              Telise rolled back over.  She still seemed suspicious, but a bit of the earlier spark returned to her eyes.  “Truly?”
              “Ah.  Well, yes.”
              “So, you won’t tell me about why you’re here, but you will tell me that you have a secret boyfriend?”
              “Priestess Najene knows.  He came with us from Glademoor.”
              Telise sat up.  A smile slowly curled her lip.  “So, you’re saying that the Priestess approves?”
              “No.  In fact she told us that we mustn’t pursue our romance any further because we were coming here.  But he whispered in my ear that he loves me not two hours ago.”
              “Truly?”  Telise asked again, louder this time as a flicker of genuine interest flashed across her face.  An instant later it was replaced by a look of mild skepticism.  “I think you’re teasing me now.”
              “No.  I’m telling the truth.  His father hated me because he thought I was a bad influence on him.  Back in Glademoor we did everything together.”
              “Hmmm.  Everything?”  Telise drew out her words.
              Jathryn flushed.  “Well, no.  Not like that.”
              Telise remained cautious but Jathryn felt that she was opening up again.  Her raised eyebrows hinted that she wanted to believe that her new mysterious roommate had a secret boyfriend at the Academy.  That would be delicious.  “So, he’s a page here now?”
              “Yes.”
              “Well, we’ll find out tomorrow if you’re telling the truth.”
              “What do you mean?”
              Telise didn’t say anything for a long moment. Instead, she extinguished the candles and the room plunged into velvety darkness.  A mischievous glint of moonlight caught in her eye.  “Oh, you’ll see,” she said in a whisper.  She climbed under the covers.
              At that instant a distant chime began tolling.  It was bedtime.
              Jathryn also slipped under her sheets.  In a whisper, she said, “Goodnight, Tel!”
              Telise whispered back, “Goodnight, Jath.”  
              The next morning, Telise roused Jathryn by shaking her shoulders.  “Wake up, you little heartbreaker!  You were telling the truth!”
              Jathryn opened her eyes.  Telise grinned just inches away from her face.  “What?  What do you mean, Tel?” she asked sleepily.
              Telise dragged her out of her cot and pulled her to the window.  She slapped a hand mirror into Jathryn’s hand and said, “Look!”
              Jathryn blinked her eyes and glanced at her reflection.  She certainly wasn’t a morning person.  Telise was right, maybe she should pull back her hair.
              “No, silly!  Like this!”  Telise yanked the mirror away and then held it out the window.  She stretched out almost as far as she could reach and then turned it.  Rows of shirtless young men performing morning exercises flashed into view.
              “The drill yard is just around the corner from us!  There are certain privileges to living at the end of the hall.”  Telise was breathless with excitement.
              Jathryn gaped at all the sweating bodies.  There must have been about thirty young men her age out there.  They exercised in neat rows as an armsman at the head supervised and barked out a count.  She grabbed the mirror from Telise and started looking for herself.
              Animated, Telise paced the tiny room.  “He’s there alright!  I saw him, a new blond boy with a fresh haircut.  Oh, and he’s downright handsome too!”
              Tydelis’s image came into view.  Jathryn almost didn’t recognize him with his mop of blond hair gone.  Somehow, he looked stronger and taller than she remembered.  Her breath caught in her throat.
              The armsman walked the rows, encouraging the young men.  After he had passed his row, the boy behind Tydelis reached out and grabbed his ankle.  Tydelis fell face down in the dirt.  The armsman whirled on him and began yelling furiously.
              Jathryn gasped.  “That boy just tripped him!”
              “Oh that means the other pages like him,” said Telise.  “Goddess grace! I can’t wait to tell the other girls about this!”
              Jathryn came back into the room.  She said, “I don’t know if that’s a good idea.  I don’t want to get into trouble.”
              “Don’t worry, you can trust them!  They won’t say anything.  Besides, you said that Priestess Najene already knows all about your secret little romance, so what are you worried about?”
              “But remember, I said that the Priestess also told us that we had to forget about it.”
              There was a glimmer in Telise’s eye.  “But you haven’t forgotten, have you?  That’s what makes this so great!  A tale of forbidden love between young servants at the Academy!  I think I’m going to melt.”
              Jathryn opened her mouth to protest, but Telise interrupted her.  “Hush now!  It’s your first day and we need to get moving!  The Morning Etude starts in only a few minutes and both of us need to bathe and get ready first.  You’ll soon discover that we do an awful lot of bathing and washing up around here.  You know.  The waters are sacred and they sanctify the body and all that.”
              Telise grabbed her robe and ducked into the bathroom.  As she closed the door, she winked at Jathryn.  “I’ll be out in a moment!  You can keep my mirror safe in the meantime.”
              Several minutes later after they had both bathed and changed into their robes, they grabbed their slateboards and hurried out into the hall.  Jathryn thought that the bathtub itself had seemed quite remarkable.  There was a small hole in the tub and it poured out warm water whenever she pulled on a chain that hung from the ceiling.  It was unlike anything she had seen before.  Where did the water come from?  How was it pre-heated like that?  She didn’t get much time to examine how it worked before Telise banged on the door trying to hurry her along.
              As they entered the corridor, they greeted a knot of maidens also freshly bathed and ready to go.   She recognized some of their faces from the day before, but Rika was the only one whose name she could remember. They were swept up in the group and they briskly moved down the hall together.
              Telise chattered at her the whole way.  “Let’s see, Jath.  We’re in the Second Neume so our schedule alternates with the maidens in the First.  Today, we go to Sister Lim’s Voice class, then we try to stay awake through Sister Boran’s Devotions class.   Not an easy task, believe me.  After that we have Purity Service, which is really just a fancy way of saying that it’s our Neume’s turn to do laundry.  Oh, and first we have breakfast, and then lunch in there too.  And I’m forgetting Evening Etude too.  Then, tomorrow we switch with the First Neume and do all the stuff then that they are doing today.”  Jathryn shook her head trying to take it all in.  Telise chuckled. “Don’t worry, you’ll get it as we go.”
              They emerged into a large Dining Hall.  Jathryn noticed that as they crossed the threshold, the maidens around her quieted and stood up straight.  They cast their eyes down and moved in a much more slow and stately manner.  Several brown-robed sisters were already there.  They stood at attention at the ends of several of the tables waiting for the maidens to take their places.
              Once the room was full, a thin and withered woman in a blue robe ascended a small platform.  Telise leaned over and whispered, “That’s Abbess Flare.  She’s the Headmistress of the Academy.  She’s in charge of all the classes and teachers.  Whatever you do, don’t cross her!”
              Abbess Flare looked out over the gathering.  She said in a loud but crackly voice, “I am pleased to announce that our last open position for first season maidens has been filled, albeit a week behind schedule.  Both Neumes are now full to their compliment of twenty.  Priestess Najene has blessed us with the addition of Maid Jathryn and I ask that all of you greet her and make her feel welcome.”  Abbess Flare nodded at Jathryn.  She was surprised that the Abbess already knew who she was.
              Everyone in the room turned to look at her and Jathryn felt self-conscious.  Though no one moved from their place, they bowed and whispered “Welcome, Maid Jathryn.  May the Goddess bless you.”  In the echoes of the large hall, it sounded as if the air had suddenly become full of hissing snakes.
              Jathryn awkwardly bowed back and mumbled “Thank you.”
              Abbess Flare lifted a crystal chime by a slender chain.  She held a small wooden mallet in her other hand.  After the Dining Hall fell silent, she said simply, “Etude two.”  She then struck the chime.  Jathryn recognized it as the first note in the etude.
              The maidens all began to sing.  Jathryn quickly joined in.  Telise seemed surprised that she already knew the words and the melody.
              ”Be thou exalted, O Goddess, above the heavens and the seas and all the earth.”
              Neither the Abbess nor the sisters sang.  Instead, they walked up and down the aisles.  Sometimes they would stop next to a maiden and listen to her for a moment before moving on.  Although it was a simple etude, Jathryn thought that it sounded hauntingly lovely when sung by forty maidens all at once.  The hollow acoustics of the Dining Hall gave it an eerie beauty.
              After they had sung through the etude three times, the Abbes lifted her hand and they stopped.  She returned to the platform and said, “Well, we still have much work to do.  But that is why you are here, isn’t it?”  Her thin lips peeled back in what was meant to be a smile, but appeared more skeletal than pleasant.  “Very well then.  The day is opened.  Please eat your breakfast and hurry to your first courses.  I will see you again at lunchtime.”  She stepped down from the platform.
              The maidens bowed until Abbess Flare had left the room.  Then, they filed into a single line.  They moved along the food row where the sisters served them all manner of fresh fruits.  There were apples, strawberries, oranges, sunberries, peaches, and cantaloupes.  Jathryn thought that many of these fruits were out of season or shouldn’t have been found for miles.  As she sat down at her place, she wondered aloud, “Where did they find sunberries at this time of the year?”
              Telise said, “We grow them right here.  There are several greenhouses out on the east side.  But, you’ll learn all that in gardening class tomorrow.”
              As Jathryn ate, she noticed that both of her meals so far hadn’t included any sort of meat.  As she thought about it, she recalled that she hadn’t seen Priestess Najene eat any meat during their travels either.  Khom did, but not the Priestess, at least not as far as she could remember.  She wondered if this was deliberate or merely an odd coincidence.  She decided that she would ask Telise about it later, but now the chimes started ringing.  It was time for class.  She picked up her slateboard and moved to leave.
              Telise tapped her on the shoulder, and then showed her that there was a large pocket inside her robe that would hold the slateboard nicely.  Jathryn nodded.  She was growing more fond of Telise by the moment.
                The day flew by for Jathryn.  Telise gave her a quick word or two of preparation right before each class began.  Her help was invaluable.  Jathryn also noticed that it wasn’t only Telise that had two faces: a solemn one for when the sisters were near, and a relaxed one for when it was just other first season maidens around.  Most of the other girls were much the same.  Most of them, except for a few.  Those few did indeed seem serious all the time and, exactly as Telise had said, it turned out that they were Najene’s.  That made Jathryn more determined to make certain that Telise didn’t think she was “stiff and serious,” even if she couldn’t share her secrets with her.
              But at the same time, she wondered what secrets the other maidens who had been pledged by Najene kept.  Did they have the same skeletons in their closets?  A secret past of dabbling in necromancy?  Probably not, she told herself.  That would be too big of a thing to keep quiet, wouldn’t it?  Furthermore, there was no way she was going to ask one of them anything like that question to try and find out.  It was way too risky.
              Between Telise’s pre-class whisperings and the teachings of the sisters, she learned a lot of things about how all the pieces of Academy life fit together.
              The colors of the robes represented specific things.  The green robes of the maidens symbolized nature, its continual growth and renewal, and how it obeyed Elohara’s will.  The color was chosen to be a constant reminder of how they were to grow and bloom, much like spring flowers, under Her tutelage.  
              Brown robes represented the soil and marked one as a sister.  Their job was to provide the foundation of the Church while nurturing and teaching others.  Many, if not most, who obtained the rank of sister left the Academy to oversee or assist at one of the many Songhalls found throughout Elurion.  The primary purpose of the Academy was to turn maidens into sisters in preparation for a life of such service.
              A few of the sisters, however, were invited to stay.  Telise said that these were the ones who showed the most talent and promise.  These sisters received higher training and learned how to use their voices to actually invoke the blessings of Elohara and not merely preach from the scriptures.  They could heal and bless and cure.  Quite often, they were asked to use these skills in conjunction with the knights for the defense or promotion of the realm of Elurion.  These women wore blue robes that represented the water from which Elohara had risen.  They were the soulsingers.  Telise admitted that she aspired to be a singer one day herself.  She said that she thought that would finally bring some peace to her mother.
              Above the singers were those who wore the white robes: the specially chosen Priestesses.  They represented the cleansing and life-giving light and warmth of the sun without which there could be nothing else.  There were only ten of them at any one time.  An old Priestess had to die before a new one was called to replace her.  The Priestesses ran the Church and, by extension, the entire realm of Elurion.  They regularly met in Council to discuss various concerns and problems and then vote upon a course of action.  Most of the time, these votes proved to be unanimous.
              There were times however, when there was disagreement among the Priestesses.  That was why at the very top of the Church was the Arbitress.  She was supposed to have a special connection to Elohara.  Some even thought that she could converse directly with Her face to face, as one person did with another, but nobody knew that for certain.  The Arbitress served as the link between the Goddess and the people.  She set the tone for the realm and her policies often became law.  With a direct conduit to the Goddess, few dared to challenge her.
              Sister Lim’s voice class proved to be enjoyable, if very repetitive.  They spent the two hours of classtime running their voices up and down the scale and practicing the etudes.  Telise said that eventually they would learn more complex pieces and maybe even sing in a choir in celebration of Elohara or the Arbitress, but this was only the second week so things were still pretty slow.  After voice class, they returned to the Dining Hall for another etude and lunch.
              In the Devotions class taught by the slow spoken Sister Boran, they listened to her read for almost two hours.  Mostly she read lots of passages from the Voice of Elohara.  All of it was very familiar from what Jathryn had heard in Sister Eila’s Songhall, but the relevance to her personal life seemed much greater now.  Many of the loose pieces of her knowledge started fitting together much better.
              Elohara had come to the realm of Elurion about three-hundred years ago when the Rahkons were in power.  Most of the people didn’t recognize her as the Goddess among them.  But how could they?  No one had heard of Elohara before.  But she walked among the ancient Rahkons and warned of the coming day of their destruction should they not forbid certain avenues of magic study, most specifically that of necromancy.  She also taught them about fate and nature and many other important things.
              A few citizens listened and recorded what she said, but most of them ignored her.  They had their own problems in dealing with the encroaching Vugors on their borders.  She tried to tell her followers that life would triumph over death and that they must resist the lure of the dark magic.  She warned that if they tried to fight fire with fire, they would create a conflagration that would consume them all.  There was another way.  A path of water against the fire.
              Once the Rahkons gave themselves over completely to necromancy to fight the invading Vugors, Elohara established a secret underground religion.  She taught her followers how to heal and cure rather than fight.  At last, the ruling Rahkons began to take notice.  They declared that her pacifism was cowardly and a threat to all true citizens.  They demanded that she be brought to justice.  For years they tried to find her but she always escaped by miraculous means.  Her preaching continued.
              Eventually, one of her disciples betrayed Elohara and she was found and taken prisoner.  She was brought before the ruling conclave of necromancers where they tried to force her to recant and join them.  They knew that she had been teaching her followers ways of music and magic that might threaten their power. 
              Elohara refused.  The necromancers condemned her to death by drowning.  That was the preferred way back then because it preserved the body better than many other forms of execution did.  It made it easier for the necromancers to reanimate the dead flesh later for their armies.  If she wouldn’t join them in life, they would rule over her in death.
              Elohara went quietly to her doom hardly speaking a word after sentence was pronounced.  Most of the people still didn’t recognize her for who she truly was.  Both she and many of her more prominent followers were shackles to the heavy drowning stones.  The Rahkons then threw them into the sea and waited for the prescribed three hours to pass.
              When the Rahkons drew up the stones, they were surprised to discover that the body of Elohara, as well as the bodies of all her faithful followers, was gone even though the holding shackles remained closed.  Many of the Rahkons thought this was strange, but with the sharks that attended executions, not unheard of.  They were rid of her menace and that was all that mattered.
              The crowd of onlookers dispersed, all except for a few who lingered to mourn until the evening fell.  When the last rays of the sun sank beneath the ocean horizon, Elohara rose from the deep upon a column of rushing waters and stood atop the fountain in her full power and glory.  As the revealed Goddess, she now shone with warm white light and her eyes burned as golden gemstones.  She promised her faithful followers that they need not fear death.  She also told them to be patient for only a little while as the Rahkons would reap utter destruction for their hubris.  In the meanwhile, they were to flee the towns and cities and gather together to hide away deep in the forests.  The Goddess then ascended up towards the darkening skies and was lost from sight.
              The prophecy of the Goddess was right.  Only a few short years later, the Vugors and the Rahkons annihilated themselves at the Battlegrounds of the Damned.  The faithful Eloharans who had done as the risen Goddess had instructed now inherited all the land.  They returned to the emptied cites and began to rebuild their civilization.  And so it was that the realm of Elurion came to be.  The modern people were the descendants of those early followers and hence, owed everything to the wisdom of Elohara.
              Of course, Jathryn had heard this before.  It wasn’t new, but even as Sister Boran droned on in her reading, Jathryn listened as if she were hearing it all for the first time.
              Jathryn nudged Telise who had hooded her face and bowed her head.  “When do we get our own copy of the Voice of Elohara?  I want to read the scriptures for myself.”
              Telise started.  She seemed to be lost for a moment then she stifled a yawn and said, “When you become a sister, one of your duties is to transcribe your own copy from one of the Master Tomes.  You keep it with you for the rest of your life.”
              After Devotions, they went to perform Purity Service.  Like Telise said, this really amounted to nothing more than two hours of laundry.  Jathryn was amazed at how many robes, undergarments, and nightclothes they had to scrub on washboards and then hang out to dry.  Beyond that, there was lots of folding and even some simple sewing and mending tasks.  Jathryn discovered she had a knack for this, probably due to years of having watched her father in his shop.  
              At last, after supper and the evening etude, the day was over.  Telise and Jathryn returned to their room.  This was supposed to be the time when they reviewed any notes that they had taken on their slateboards.  As it turned out, most of the maidens saw it as free time to do what they wanted, provided there wasn’t a sister nearby.
              “So, what did you think of your first day?” asked Telise.
              “It was very busy!  I’m exhausted.  Still, I think I enjoyed it.”
              Telise stretched her arms up over her head.  “You enjoyed it?  Try as I might, I have yet to make it through Sister Boran’s class without nodding off.  It’s mostly the same thing we’ve been hearing for years anyway.”
              “Yeah, I guess it was.  Still, it made a little more sense to me this time.  It seemed more interesting or something.”
              “Just wait.  By next week, you’ll be drifting off too.”  Telise grinned.
              “So, what do we have tomorrow?”
              “Well, if you liked today then you’ll love tomorrow.  It has both of my favorite classes: Gardening and Music Theory.”
              “You think Music Theory is more interesting than Devotions?”
              Telise winked.  “Wait until you meet the teacher, Master Sivin.”
              “Master?  The teacher is a man?”
              “Yes indeed!  He’s only twenty-eight years old too.  Appointed to his position especially by the Arbitress.  They say that he’s the finest scholar Elurion has ever seen.  His class is, um, really different.”
              Jathryn squinted.  “What do you mean, it’s really different?”
              Telise walked over to the bathroom door, her nightclothes in hand.  As she closed the door behind her, she whispered, “Oh, you’ll see!”
              Alone for a moment at last, Jathryn took advantage of the time.  She had thought about what she could do all day.  She leapt to her feet and got busy with her plan.  It wasn’t much of a prank, but it would have to do.  
              Telise came back out a few minutes later in her nightclothes.  Jathryn sat innocently on the edge of her bed looking at her slateboard.  She smiled sweetly at her and said, “My turn to get ready.”
              “Really Jath, you don’t have to wait to change in the bathroom.  Even if you insist upon modesty, you can still change out here while I’m in there.”
              “Oh yeah, I’ll remember that tomorrow.”  Jathryn disappeared into the bathroom trying to contain her laughter.
              A few minutes later and the chimes signaling the end of the day wafted through their open window.  Jathryn blew out the candles and then snuggled into bed.  “Goodnight Tel,” she said evenly.
              “’Night Jath,” said Telise.
              Telise tried to get under her covers, but she couldn’t seem to fit.  The sheets stopped short.  “Goddess grace, what in the …” she hissed.  She struggled against the blankets helplessly.  They simply didn’t seem to open more than a foot or so down.  She tried to kick them open.  Jathryn snickered.
              All at once, Telise’s cot popped closed around her and she fell to the floor.  Jathryn burst out laughing. “Something wrong with your bedding, Tel?”
              From beneath the mess of blankets came Telise’s muffled voice, “You’ll get yours, Maid Jathryn.  You’ll get yours.”
              Jathryn whispered, “Oh, but I’m too stiff and serious, and all that!”
              Now it was Telise who laughed. 
 




CHAPTER 8: 
SIVIN
 
 
“Let she who desires my blessing lift up her voice.
If she is pure of heart and true of tone,
 I will hear and pour out my favor upon her.”
 
-Actions and Echoes
Canto III, Lines 1-3
The Voice of Elohara
 
 
              The next day, after the morning etude and breakfast, Telise led Jathryn through a maze of corridors.  They walked down a flight of marble stairs and then out through large double doors.  They stepped out into dazzling sunlight so bright that it forced Jathryn to shield her eyes.
              Rich floral fragrances scented the air. An aromatic concoction of fresh fruits, blooming flowers, and exotic plants surrounded them.  Telise inhaled and said, “The Outer Gardens!  I love the way it smells!”  
              Jathryn squinted in the warm outdoor light.  Before her were rows upon rows of trees, bushes, and carefully tended vegetation.  There were sections devoted to some of the largest and most beautiful flowers Jathryn had ever seen. There were tulips, marigolds, zinnias, lilies, petunias, springblooms, begonias, and many others that Jathryn didn’t recognize.  Like the bright rainbow colors of a painter’s easel, the plants splashed across the landscape in carefully tended patches.
              Jathryn turned her head.  Other sections of the garden held lines of sprouting vegetables.  She saw tomatoes, potatoes, peppers, squash, beans, and carrots.  Columns of trees of all kinds, many already laden with springtime buds or flowers, lay beyond.  A breeze tickled the leaves and they shimmered in waves of green.  Off behind the rows, Jathryn could make out stone and glass greenhouses that housed even more exotic plants.
                Telise grabbed Jathryn’s wrist and led her quickly down the rows.  After a short jog, they met up with the rest of their Neume who had already gathered around a large central fountain.  Clear water burbled up into a shallow tile basin and then flowed away down blue stone spokes into the surrounding fields.  The spacing of the troughs reminded her of the circle that Najene had drawn at the Battlegrounds.  She wondered what the connection might be, if any.
              The remarkable craftsmanship of the fountain and its surrounding irrigation system impressed Jathryn.  With all the fountains, waterfalls, and springs found throughout the Academy, Jathryn imagined that somewhere there must be engineers who did nothing but work on clever ways of moving water about.
              An elderly woman wearing a brown robe hobbled over to them.  Rich black mud caked her sleeves and hemline.  She adjusted the oversized straw hat on her head as she leaned upon a rake and stared down at the ground.
              “Well, well, well.  It is a fine day for gardening, eh, maidens?  The sun is shining and the earth is warm.  My flowers like this weather as much as I do.  So, let’s get going then.”  She mumbled her words and then shuffled away not looking back to see if she was being followed.
              Telise leaned over to Jathryn.  “Sister Rumbulli.  She’s an odd one.  They say that she prefers the company of plants to that of people.  I’ve heard her murmuring lovingly to various flowers myself several times.  But, Goddess Grace, can she make things grow!”
              Sister Rumbulli led them to a freshly tilled row of black earth.  She gestured with her hand first to the soil and then to the brown clay pots filled with blue and white flowers behind her.  “Here is where they go.  Don’t do anything to hasty or you’ll damage their roots.  Mustn’t do that. They come out of the pots from over here.  Cloud petunias.  Been growing for three weeks now. All of them go in nice and orderly now.  You’re ready for more soil now, aren’t you?”  She continued muttering to herself as she wandered away down the row.
              While it was difficult to make out everything she said, the maidens got the general idea.  Nearby, they found a stack of thatched grass mats for kneeling and some dull gardening spades.  They divided out the equipment among themselves and got to work.
              At first, everyone was quiet as Sister Rumbulli shuffled around behind and between them taking turns to mumble at both them and the flowers, but it soon became clear that she was in a world of her own and not saying anything important.  Several of the maidens began whispering to each other after she passed by.
              Telise gently lifted a petunia she had dug out from its clay pot.  “I think this is the best part of the Academy!” she said.  “Inside, it can seem so stuffy and dank.  Out here, I can breathe.  It hardly feels like class.  Truly, if there is any place where one can feel the will of Elohara, it must be in Nature!”
              Jathryn nodded.  While she understood Telise’s sentiments, she found that this gardening seemed more like work to her than like play.  Her hands were covered with the sticky soil and it oozed up under her fingernails.  The sun that once felt pleasant now beat down on her back.  Her black hair drank in the heat. A tiny rivulet of sweat trickled between her shoulder blades.  She twitched, knowing that she couldn’t possibly reach back up under her robes with her grimy hands to itch.
              As Telise patted down the soil around her latest transfer, she said, “So, tell me more about your boyfriend Tydelis.”
              Jathryn looked down the row to make certain that Sister Rumbulli was out of earshot.  “To be honest, it is only recently that I’ve started to think of him in a romantic way.  Only since we’ve been apart have I seriously considered maybe there was something more than friendship there.”
              “Ah yes!  The sweetness of parting!  You never know what you prize until it’s gone missing.”
              “Hmmm.  I guess that’s true.”
              “Of course it is!  All I do is tell the truth!”  Telise grinned.
              Jathryn chuckled.  It was odd, even to her, how her feelings towards Tydelis were changing.  Before, she thought of him only as a close friend.  But his whispered confession had changed that.  Now she found that he lingered like a shadow in the back of her thoughts.  She missed him.
              Abruptly, Telise gripped her by the elbow and pointed up over a line of trees.  Jathryn looked and saw only the corner of the Academy.  She shrugged wondering what Telise was trying to show her.
              Telise said, “You see that window?  It is just around the corner and one story above our room.”
              Jathryn scowled at it and tried to get her bearings.  “And that means?”
              “Right!  The drill yard is behind that row of trees and on the other side of those quillbushes!”  Telise pointed with a grubby finger.
              Jathryn felt her heart skip.  She asked, “Do you think they’re drilling now?”
              “No.  They quit shortly after our class began.  But, I thought you might like to know how close we are.  You know.  Just in case.”
              “In case what?”
              “Well, Sister Rumbulli isn’t the most attentive teacher.  It would be easy to hide one morning when she comes to fetch us at the fountain and then steal away to say hello to your boyfriend.”
              “She may not notice, but what about all the other maidens?”
              “Rika and I could cover for you.  Say you had a sudden emergency, or were summoned by a sister, or something.  You would only be gone for a moment and no one would suspect a thing.”
              The idea suddenly seemed possible, but Jathryn remained hesitant.  “Wouldn’t I get him into tremendous trouble?”
              “Not if nobody saw you!  It’s not like you would waltz out into the middle of the drill yard or anything.  You could hide in the bushes and whisper his name.  I’m sure that would get his attention.”
              “Then what?”
              “I don’t know.  I’m sure you would think of something clever.  Maybe you could smile and giggle at him for a few minutes before sneaking back to join us, or whatever it is you lovebirds do.”  Telise teased her.
              “But, I don’t know how I would find him.  I wouldn’t want any of the other boys to see me.”
              “Oh, it’s always another problem for you, isn’t it Jath?  The pages line up the same way every day.  With my mirror, you can see the quillbushes from our window.  You just count down which one is closest to his row and then go there.  Simple enough.”
              Jathryn thought for a moment.  She realized that she was feeling much the same excitement that she had often felt back in Glademoor before pulling a prank.  She reined in her emotions and asked, “What would happen if I were caught?”
              “I don’t know.  You’d probably get a stern warning.  Maybe, if the Abbess thought the infraction was serious enough, she might tell Priestess Najene.  The same Priestess who pledged you is responsible for your behavior in the classroom.  So, she’s the one who would decide upon any disciplinary measures.”
              Jathryn’s blood ran cold.  “No, no.  I wouldn’t want that.”
              Telise seemed shocked by how much fear escaped Jathryn’s voice.  “Why?  I don’t think even Priestess Najene would be too harsh.  Maybe she’d make you do some extra cleaning or something.  Besides, what’s the very worst she could do?  Expel you from the Academy?”
              In that instant, Jathryn felt she knew why the other maidens that Najene had pledged were so sullen.  It wasn’t that they were naturally more serious than the other girls.  They, like her, were afraid.  Behind the downcast looks, they too held secret fears.  All of them knew that Priestess Najene had no patience for any sort of levity or disobedience.  The Priestess had high expectations for all whom she had pledged and they also knew that falling short of them might come with very unwelcome consequences.
              Jathryn looked down the row to a maiden who she knew was one of Najene’s.  She knelt alone, resolutely focused on her gardening.  Jathryn didn’t know her name, but she now had insight into why she was always so careful.  While it was possible that Priestess Najene might be understanding of a disciplinary problem, it seemed much more likely that she would be angry.  Who knew how the Priestess would react to an implicating word from the Abbess?  It was impossible to know.  She looked back to Telise and muttered, “You don’t know Priestess Najene like I do.  It could be worse than expulsion.”
              “Worse than expulsion?”  Telise was quiet for a long moment as she digested Jathryn’s words.  At last she said, “I didn’t mean to suggest something that might get you in trouble.  I only thought that you would want to know.  Well, that and I must admit that I enjoy the thought of your secret romance.”  She forced a tiny smile.
              “Thank you, Tel, but I don’t think I can risk it.”  Jathryn looked down at her dirty hands and saw in her mind a flash of her signed confession.  She looked around at the tall trees that marked the limits of the Outer Gardens and thought of the bars of the prison door in Glademoor.  The green sleeves of her robes reminded her of the shackles Khom had placed around her wrists.  Her heart sunk as the realization of her true situation began to filter into her thoughts.  Tears misted her vision.
              “But don’t you think it would be exciting?” Telise asked brightly.
              A spark of anger flared in Jathryn.  “What is it with you?  Why do you have such an interest in my boyfriend?”  She bit off her words.
              Telise looked at her for a moment, then dropped her eyes. “Oh.  I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean to upset you, Jath.”
              Jathryn’s anger cooled immediately.  “No, it’s alright.  I guess I’m still adjusting to what it means to be a maiden.”
              “I think I understand.  I’m a little jealous of the other girls who said that they had boyfriends before they were pledged to the Academy.  I’ve never had one, you see.  And, considering my new station, I never will.  It’s hard to accept that we’re committed to be virgins for life.  We must keep ourselves pure so that our bodies can be instruments of Elohara and all that.”  Telise looked out from under her brow.
              But this wasn’t quite what Jathryn was thinking.  The additional sting of Telise’s words caused a single tear to roll down and off her cheek.  She watched it melt into the wet earth.  She hoped that Telise hadn’t seen it fall.
              Jathryn inhaled in measured steps and blinked several times.  She looked over at Telise and gave her a thin smile.  She wasn’t sure what to say, but she didn’t want Telise worrying about her anymore.  “Don’t concern yourself, Tel.  We all have to make sacrifices in our service, right?”
              Telise brightened a bit.  “But there is one more thing that you ought to know about your boyfriend.  The pages only drill at the Academy for two months before they are sent into the field.  If you decide to change your mind about seeing Tydelis, you’ve got about six or seven more weeks before he’s gone for good.”  A lump caught in Jathryn’s throat.  Gone for good?  She couldn’t say anything, so she only nodded.
              All through the rest of the gardening class and then into lunch, Jathryn’s spirits continued to sink.  She tried to put on a pleasant face for Telise, but in her heart, she really wanted to go back to her room and sit alone and think for a while.  Telise noticed the change and tried to lift her mood with little jokes and teasings, but Jathryn withdrew into herself.  By the time they were ascending the stairs to Master Sivin’s Music Theory class, she felt positively depressed.
              Even though she knew that her thoughts would only further weigh upon her, she couldn’t stop them from spinning around her head.  She remembered the freedom she and Tydelis enjoyed back in Glademoor.  In particular, she recalled one fall morning from last year when there was a storm blowing in.  The streets of the city were filled with swirling dust and tumbling leaves.  Already, there was distant thunder upon the wind.  The air held a charge of anticipation.
              Tydelis had suggested that maybe they should go home and wait for things to blow over.  Jathryn had a different idea.  She said that she planned to climb the highest hill she could find and face the oncoming storm in all its fury.  She gave him her well-practiced wide-eyed look that let him know she was more than serious: she was committed.
              For a moment, Tydelis wavered between doing what he thought was safe and following his heart.  Jathryn interrupted his thoughts and asked, “You coming?”  A backwards glance over her shoulder as she started to skip away was all it took to demolish his resolve.  He chased after her.
              While the village folk shut their doors and locked down their windows, the two of them ran up into the hills.  When they found a mount that seemed high enough, they scrambled up.  It was already starting to drizzle by the time they crested the top.
              The cold wind howled like a banshee and blew their clothes and hair into billowing shapes.  The rain started out gently then gradually increased until it came down in a torrent.  The freezing water soaked them through to the skin. But best of all was the lightning.  It flashed and danced around them with such ferocity that it stole their breaths.  The thunder bowled into them and threatened to knock them right off the hillside.
              But what a glorious storm it was!  They loved it!  They held hands and danced around like fools in the horrific weather, sometimes clinging to one another to keep from slipping down into the mud and grass.  When the wind increased, they jumped into it and tried to fly.  When the lightning flashed, they applauded and praised the sky for its delightful show.  When the thunder boomed, they screamed back - their voices lost to the tempest.
              Jathryn walked into the classroom a few steps behind Telise.  She took a seat next to her on a long bench.  With a sigh, she tried to come to grips with her situation.  Those carefree days were gone now.  She knew how the sisters of the Academy would react should such weather happen here.  They would be forced inside and hidden away behind boarded up windows. There would be no more dancing in thunderstorms for her.  Ever.
              The Music Theory classroom was situated above the Reception Gardens that they had passed through two days before.  The right hand wall was composed almost entirely of large windows that were all wide open.  Pale yellow light spilled across the benches and floor and gave the green robes of the maidens a strange bluish pallor.  Master Sivin was nowhere to be seen.
              The chimes that signaled the start of class rang out from the tower and still he didn’t appear.  The maidens glanced around at one another, puzzled.  It wasn’t normal for a teacher to be late.
              From the back of the room came a soft, yet commanding, voice.  “Listen!”  The maidens whirled around.  Master Sivin stood behind them in the doorway.  No one had heard him climb the stairs.
              As Telise had said, Sivin was obviously a young man.  Waves of black hair washed over his head and came together in a ponytail at the back.  He looked as though he hadn’t shaved in a week, and his jaw was peppered with stubble.  He wore strange red clothes that didn’t seem to quite be a robe but was more of a smock, open at the sides.  Underneath he had on cloud-gray riding leather.  His lips curled mischievously and his dark eyes glittered.  
              “No, no!  Don’t gawk at me!  Face the front of the classroom and listen!” he commanded.
              The maidens quickly turned back around.  They fidgeted in their seats, uncomfortable to have Master Sivin standing behind them.
              “You’re not listening!” he said sharply.  Some of the maidens giggled.  “I want you to listen!”
              After a moment, the maidens quieted themselves.  They didn’t know what they were listening for, but they cocked their heads straining to hear.  Sivin silently crept up on them.  When he was just a few steps behind, he hissed, “Close your eyes and quiet your mind!  Listen!”
              Some of the maidens started in their seats, but they all obeyed.  The classroom stilled.  Jathryn glanced over once at Telise.  They both closed their eyes together.
              Beneath the darkness of her eyelids, Jathryn discovered that she could indeed hear a little better.  The distractions of vision disappeared and she drifted into a soft world of pure sound.  Closing her eyes made her hearing instantly more acute.
              Master Sivin whispered, “Concentrate!  I can see in your faces that too many of you are listening to the jangling of your own thoughts.  Keep those eyes closed.  Don’t think.  Just listen!”
              Jathryn tried to calm her thoughts.  This was trickier than expected as words and phrases kept popping into her head.  At last, she discovered that if she focused her mind upon picking out individual sounds that she did much better.
              “How much can you hear?” Sivin had moved somewhere in front of them.  His disembodied whispering seemed almost like an eerie inner voice inside Jathryn’s consciousness.  “Do you hear the fountains outside?  What about the rustling of the trees in the wind?  A distant fall of footsteps on the cobblestone below?  Maybe even the soft shush of the robes of the maiden next to you?”
              As Sivin mentioned each sound, Jathryn found her attention drawn to it.  She was surprised that there was so much to hear in a space that she would have ordinarily thought of as silent.
              Master Sivin had moved again.  He appeared to be circling them.  His voice, softer now, seemed almost intimate.  “What else?  The hum of a passing insect?  Was that the murmuring flutter of the wings of a butterfly?  Perhaps, if you’re especially still, you might note the whisper of your own breath or the throb of your own heart.”
              He was right.  All of it was there.  Jathryn let her ears drift through this strange new environment.  These noises had always been there, but she felt a thrill of discovery.  It was as though she was gliding through a buoyant ocean.  Her inner world reached out and mingled with the sounds drifting through her. It was dreamlike in its sensuality.
              Off to her left Sivin’s breathless words floated into her head.  “You see, maidens, rarely does anyone take the time to truly listen.  But you should!  The world you experience now is an orchestra of music composed by the Goddess herself.  Gentle, sweeping, and delicate.”  For a long moment, Jathryn basked in the aural sensations.  They did have an odd musical quality to them.
              Master Sivin said, “Very good.  You may open your eyes.”
              As they did so, the closeness of the room temporarily surprised them.  The world of sound seemed much more open and expansive than their vision permitted.  Jathryn had forgotten that there were nineteen other maidens surrounding her.
              “As maidens, you have been chosen to serve Elohara.”  Sivin stood near the front of the classroom, his hands folded behind his back.  He smiled and arched his eyebrows.  After the listening exercise, he held their attention completely and he knew it.  “As you know, the primary way you will do this is via your carefully trained voice.  But, I also suspect that you don’t yet understand why song is so important to your service.  And so, allow me to illustrate.”
              He produced two crystal chimes much like the one that the Abbess used to start the etudes.  He held one out for Telise to take.  She half-shrugged, then took it.  He kept the other one himself.
              “Maid Telise, listen to the chime.  What do you hear?”
              Telise made a face and dangled it next to her ear.  She cocked her head and looked up at the ceiling.  At last she said, “I don’t hear anything.”  Some of the maidens in the room giggled.
              “Are you absolutely sure?  Nothing at all?”
              Telise listened again.  She shook her head.  “Sorry, Master Sivin.  It is silent.”
              Sivin nodded.  “Good, Maid Telise.  At least for today, your ears appear to be working.”  She rolled her eyes.
              He walked towards one of the open windows.  “You have heard it said that the soulsingers and the Priestesses can use their expertly trained voices to invoke the blessings of Elohara.  They can make magic happen.  But how does that work?  How it is that something as simple as a few sung notes can cause miracles?”
              The maidens looked at one another.  They didn’t have an answer.  Indeed, few of them had even considered the question before.
              Sivin held up his chime.  He struck it hard with a small mallet and it rang out with a pure tone.
              After a moment, he pinched his chime between his fingers, but the ringing continued.  It was many times softer but it was there.  The maidens gasped as they realized that it was coming from Telise’s chime.
              “What do you hear now, Maid Telise?”
              “My chime is ringing!”
              “Did you strike it?”
              “No!  It started all by itself!”
              “Ah!  Not all by itself, Maid Telise.  It rings now because she heard her sister sing to her.  She is calling back.”
              One of the maidens whispered, “Magic!”
              Sivin chuckled as he reached forward to retrieve the chime from Telise.  “No, not magic.  At least, not as you are accustomed to thinking about it.  But perhaps the root of magic: resonance.  Each sound reaches out to touch everything around it.  Like ripples emanating outwards upon the surface of a pond, every noise spreads out to press upon everything else.  They radiate through the air, through the ground, and through all things in between.  Like a complex and invisible tapestry, the world of sound is interwoven together with the objects around us.”
              “You see, resonance is the key.  The voices of our accomplished Priestesses work their magic because they have been taught what strings of the tapestry of our world resonate with what other strings.”  Most of the maidens looked confused.
              Master Sivin held up three chimes, each one a different length than the others.  “Now then, pay close attention.”
              He struck the first one and let it ring for a moment before pinching it silent.  Then he did the same for the next one, again silencing it.  Lastly he rang the final chime and let it slowly die away on its own.
              “Three individual notes.  Remember their separate sounds.  Keep them fresh in your mind.”
              Sivin now struck all three chimes in rapid succession, allowing them to ring together.  They blended to create a single tone that was unlike what any of them sounded like separately.  “Can you hear?  I have only three chimes, and yet there is a fourth voice hidden among them!  The resonance of the three when combined together creates something new.  This, then, maidens, is what we call harmony.”
              “Perhaps you can glimpse into the nature of music and how it is tied to magic.  When you sing, you touch invisible strands of resonance that reach up to Elohara.  If you can harmonize with Her will, your voice becomes a tool that can pluck the strands of all creation!”
              He lowered his voice, “So you see why Music Theory is so important.  When you properly learn the notes and the rhythms, you can learn the mind of the Goddess.  And then, if you are pure of heart and body, you can invoke true miracles.”
              Sivin fell silent as his chimes and their attendant harmony faded away into nothing.  The maidens held their breaths in the space, unwilling to disturb the moment.  Jathryn again had a sensation of floating.
              Abruptly, Sivin put away the chimes and clapped his hands.  He exclaimed, “Enough with the philosophy!  Let’s get down to work!”
              For the remainder of the class time, Master Sivin discussed various scales, notes, and melodies.  He talked of harmonies, polyphonies, and steps.  There was too much to digest and understand all at once, but he reassured them that the first step towards mastery was simple memorization.  True knowledge would come later. The maidens dutifully recorded as much as they could upon their slateboards.  Before the end of the session, Jathryn had filled hers completely with tiny writing.
              As Sivin wound up for the day, he said, “At the beginning of the class, I struck three notes.  Can any of you still hear them ringing in your head?  Let me see your hands.”
              Nobody moved as they all tried to remember.  Jathryn thought that she could still feel a hint of the chimes singing on the edge of her consciousness.  She meekly raised her palm at the wrist.
              “Very interesting!  Our late addition appears to have an ear for music.  Well then, Maid Jathryn!  Tell me, can you hear the notes well enough to sing them for us?”
              Jathryn flushed with embarrassment.  She shook her head.  Sivin encouraged her, “Don’t be shy.  The worst that may happen is that you get them wrong, and that’s not so bad.  So, please, try to put your voice to what you hear inside your mind.  It may help to close your eyes.”
              Jathryn took a deep breath.  She closed her eyes and tried to concentrate.  She replayed the notes in her head a few times.  At last, she took a deep breath and then sang them as best she could.
              She stopped and looked around.  Sivin beamed at her.  Behind him, hanging on the rack, the three chimes rang in faint harmony.  The maidens in the room sat in stunned silence.
              “Excellent!  But, I suppose I should have expected nothing less from you!  You see, maidens, Maid Jathryn is a bit of a minor celebrity.  Less than two weeks ago, she witnessed an event that no one has seen in a century.  She accompanied Priestess Najene to the Battlegrounds upon Ormos Dark.  The Priestess says that she was prompted by the will of Elohara to take Maid Jathryn there.”
              Several of the maidens began whispering among themselves.  Jathryn tried to appear calm under their gaze.  She was thankful when the Academy bells rang signaling the end of class.
              As they rose to leave, Master Sivin said, “Maid Jathryn, wait one moment.  May I have a word with you?”  She nodded and sat back down.
              The other maidens filed out of the benches quietly.  Telise playfully bumped Jathryn’s knee as she passed, her eyes suggesting much.  Telise didn’t know it, but Jathryn’s heart was beating harder than she thought it should be.  Something about Sivin’s crooked smile seemed to cause hidden chimes of her own to resonate.
              Once the classroom was empty, Master Sivin sat down beside her.  Jathryn noticed that he seemed to have a particular smell about him, something a little musty, but not dank, even a little sweet.  It reminded her of the scent of parchments or books.  Or, perhaps she had caught merely a whiff of fragrant flowers from the Reception Gardens.  In any case, her mouth went dry as he drew near.
              He said, “There is a great deal of speculation behind the closed doors about what the Priestess’s successful journey to the Battlegrounds means.  Of course, I cannot discuss all that is being said, but I do have a question that you may be able to answer.”  Jathryn looked up at him.  His dark eyes seemed to see into her soul.  She glanced away.
              “When you were at the Battlegrounds, did she ever falter or make a mistake?”
              Jathryn wasn’t sure if she should answer this question, but Sivin’s soft voice compelled her.  She said, “Yes, but only for a moment.  She coughed once and broke her chant.  Then she recovered.”
              “And still, somehow you survived.  Thank you.  That’s very interesting.”  Sivin narrowed his eyes in thought.  He stood up and walked a pace away.  Jathryn wondered what must be going through his mind.  “What does that mean?” she asked.
              “The lore of the Battlegrounds indicates that the Goddess will permit no mistakes in that particular chant.  If a singer were to err, She would forsake her to her doom.  This requirement of absolute perfection is part of the reason that there is so much mystique about the place.  But I have often wondered if maybe it is not the Goddess that veils the singer, but rather the quality of the music itself.”
              Jathryn mused on this, but wasn’t sure she could see why the distinction was important.
              Sivin turned back to face her.  He smiled and changed the subject, “I must say that I am very impressed by your talent.  You have been gifted with a voice that some soulsingers might be envious of.  If you work at it, I am confident that you have a grand future as a servant to the Goddess before you.”  Jathryn wasn’t sure if this praise comforted her or not.
              In a quieter voice, he added, “The Abbess has also warned me that you are prone to asking questions.  She told me that, given my teaching style, you could pose a disruption for my class.  I recognize that many in the Academy frown upon unnecessary curiosity.  I suspect it frightens them because a clever question can expose ignorance or weakness.  But, personally, I am fond of the inquisitive mind.  I must be or else I would make for a mighty poor scholar!”
              “So I want to invite you to ask your questions or come to me with anything that troubles you.  I can’t claim to know all the answers, but I can tell you what I know.  We can only gain a better understanding of our world through study and investigation.  I’d rather have a maiden challenging me than sitting there mute.  And, as you can tell, my class could do with a little more student participation.”
              He leaned in close and added in a whisper, “But, perhaps most importantly, I know something about what you must be going through.   There are differences of opinion in the Council.  I know all about the views of Priestess Najene.  Remember and take comfort in that.”
              Jathryn felt a chill run down her spine.  Sivin had emphasized the words, “all about.”  She felt that he had chosen his words very carefully.  They were enigmatic and open to wide interpretation and yet she also felt that Sivin was sharing with her a personal secret.  She felt in that moment that he understood her inner dialogues like no one else did.
              Sivin straightened.  Nonchalantly, he said, “Thank you for your time, Maid Jathryn.  I will see you in our next class, the day after tomorrow.”
              Jathryn nodded.  She found that she was reluctant to leave.  She enjoyed his company more than she was ready to admit, but she rose to her feet anyway.  With a curt bow she said, “Farewell, Master Sivin.”  He merely tipped his head and smiled.  She turned and hurried from the room and down the stairs.
              Telise jumped out at her as she rounded the corner.  She grabbed Jathryn’s robe. “So, what was that all about?” she asked.
              “Master Sivin had a question about the Battlegrounds.”
              “So, you were at the Battlegrounds with the Priestess?  That’s why you were late to this session?”
              “Yes.  She took both Tydelis and me with her.”
              Telise accused, “So, why didn’t you tell me earlier?  That’s a mighty big secret to keep from your favorite roommate!”
              “I didn’t know what I could say.  I’m surprised that Master Sivin knows about it.”
              “Oh, Master Sivin knows everything that goes on around here.  The Arbitress is rumored to be his aunt, you know.”
              “She is?  Oh, well that may explain a lot.”  Jathryn remembered her moment in front of the Council.
              “Oh yes!  Some think that she favors him unfairly, but I think he’s just really good.  Well, that, and he’s the most handsome teacher I’ve got.”  Telise winked.
              “Really?  I hadn’t noticed.”  Jathryn tried to feign disinterest.  “What, with my boyfriend and all that.”
              Telise joked, “Good!  That means Master Sivin is all mine.”
              That night, after supper and the evening etude, they retired again to their room.  Jathryn went into the bathroom to change into her nightclothes.  Telise was right, Master Sivin’s class was the most interesting one she had.  Already, she was looking forward to the next time they could go.
              When she emerged, Telise had already changed into her nightclothes and was poring over her slateboard.  With a wink she said, “You had better review your notes too.  Don’t want to disappoint Master Sivin, do we?”
              Jathryn picked up her slateboard and rolled her eyes.  “Oh, you are such a riot, Tel,” she said with mock anger.  Telise had wiped it clean of notes and in its place she had drawn a large heart.  Inside it she had written the name “Tydelis.”  Telise held her knees and rocked with giggles.
              “So, give me your notes then.”
              Telise showed her slateboard.  It was empty.  “Sorry, I didn’t take any.  It’s against my personal policy and all that.”
              “Oh that’s just fine!  How am I supposed to study?”
              “I suppose you’ll need to rely upon that amazing memory of yours, magic-note-singing-girl.”
              “That was different.”
              Telise blew out the candles.  “I guess there’s nothing to do then but go to sleep!”  She flopped down on her cot and pulled the covers up over her head.  She continued to giggle.
              Jathryn rolled her eyes in the darkness.  One thing Telise was not is subtle.  Sometimes she played the role of prim and proper, but other times she could be positively juvenile.  Jathryn ran her hand along her cot to make sure everything was in order and then lay down upon her pillow.
              She put her hands behind her head and relaxed.  Her mind drifted back to the events of the past day.  She tried to reason things out.  Why had she been so smitten by Master Sivin?  She told herself that it must be because she had been thinking about Tydelis all day and her thoughts were already inclined towards romance.  This fluttering in her chest must be a brief crush and it would fade.  If only she could get his dark eyes and warm voice out of her head.
              She sighed and turned on her side.  It was a pretty clever demonstration though.
              Jathryn closed her eyes again and listened to the night.  She tried to recapture that same feeling of floating in a world of sound.  Instead, she felt something wriggle against her ear.
              She bolted upright and ran her hands through her hair.  Something slimy and wet wrapped itself around her finger.  Another one dropped down her nightshirt.  She shrieked.
              Telise exploded with breathless laughter.  Between pants, she said, “Earthworms!  From the Outer Gardens.  I collected them when you weren’t looking!  Carried them in my pocket all day!”
              Jathryn plucked the wriggling things from her body.  There were several more in her pillowcase.  She gathered them up and started hurling them at Telise.  “So, it’s a war you want?” she said stifling a giggle of her own.  “Oh, you’ve picked a fight with the wrong girl, let me tell you!”
 
 




CHAPTER 9: 
AHAVITE
 
 
“Even as Elohara rose clean and sinless from the depths, so too must all who worship her do so after having been cleansed by water.  Only that which is clean is that which can be sacred.”
 
-Book of Waters 10:5-6
The Voice of Elohara
 
 
              Over the next few weeks the prank war continued.  Both Jathryn and Telise contrived ever inventive ways of getting each other.  Their battles included water-fights, more insects from the garden, surprises in each other’s food, and at least one case each where they were in turn briefly locked outside their room wearing only their nightclothes.
              Even though they worked hard at outdoing one another, they abided an unspoken rule not to risk serious trouble.  That meant they never involved the other maidens, nor did they do anything in the classroom that might earn them the unwelcome ire of the sisters.  Eventually, they arranged a truce.  This had more to do with the fact that they had become so wary of anything suspicious that good pranks had become nearly impossible than for any other reason.  
              Still, Jathryn had gained a respect for Telise’s cleverness.  Even though she seemed lighthearted, she proved to be every bit as creative as she was.  Jathryn found that the contest between them drew them closer together.  Soon, she thought of her as her best friend.
              In the mornings, they still sometimes took turns using Telise’s mirror to peek at the pages as they performed their exercises.  Jathryn had counted several times the number of quillbushes down the row to the spot where Tydelis always lined up.  There were fifteen.  Every time that she went to Sister Rumbulli’s Gardening class, she couldn’t help but pause a moment and glance over at where she knew he was.  Even so, she pushed down any thoughts of sneaking over to visit him.  The idea of what Najene might do if she were caught kept her in check.  Before long, Telise learned not to suggest it because every time she did, Jathryn withdrew and then became moody for quite some time.
              Jathryn also noticed that, ever since Master Sivin’s Battlegrounds declaration, many of the other maidens in her Neume reacted to her differently.  Mostly, they seemed to regard her with a little more reverence, but sometimes she overheard her name whispered in a private conversation.  At least one of the maidens, a rail thin and brooding girl named Haylu, gave her dark looks.  Jathryn wasn’t surprised when she learned that Haylu had also been pledged by Priestess Najene.
              Much as Telise had said, Jathryn came to regard Sister Boran’s Devotions class as long and grueling.  She learned a great deal at first, but the general message was always the same.  Sister Boran read large passages of scripture from the Voice and then droned on about the supreme importance of remaining true to Elohara and Her Church.  She never asked questions and she rarely paused in her monotone delivery.
              True, there were occasionally interesting tidbits of information thrown in.  For example, Jathryn learned that the gray-skinned Khindonites were defeated in a protracted religious war and surrendered two hundred years ago.  After they capitulated, the Eloharans had taught them about the Voice, expunged their false gods from the records, and gradually integrated into the realm of Elurion.  Legally, Khindonites held the same stature as most Eloharans regarded them as second-class citizens since their ancestors had to be brought to the truth via force.  The Council still forbade them from pledging their women into the Academy.  Less than a decade ago, the present-day Arbitress broke a divided Council vote to allow their men to enter into knighthood.  Khom was one of the first to take the vows and receive the blessings.
              Sister Boran said that the defeat and conversion of the Khindonites was proof of Elohara’s will in guiding Her people.  The Khindonites had a reputation of being tremendously fierce warriors.  It was only thanks to the Goddess’s Grace were they able to win this great victory.  Jathryn thought that the fact that the Eloharans had outnumbered them seven to one in the final battle may also have contributed to it.
              Jathryn liked Sister Lim’s voice class much more.  They practiced endless scales and etudes, but Jathryn found that she enjoyed a good deal of personal satisfaction in singing.  It was active and sometimes challenging, and yet she always felt that she was getting better.  Sister Lim had taken notice of her talent and complimented her profusely.
              But Jathryn’s favorite class remained Music Theory.  Her heart raced whenever she climbed the stairs.  She always stood a little straighter and took a deep breath before entering Master Sivin’s classroom.  A part of her knew that she held a secret infatuation for him, but she suppressed her feelings.  Sometimes she tried to ward off her emotions by telling herself that she needed to be true to Tydelis.  But she also knew that whatever she felt for either Tydelis or Sivin ultimately didn’t matter anyway.  She was a servant of the Goddess and such girlish pangs of romance were best forgotten.
              In sharp contrast to Sister Boran, Master Sivin was constantly asking questions.  Quite often, he would build towards a key point through a series of interesting demonstrations and then say, “Now then maidens, I leave the rest of the lesson for you to ponder.  What do you think?”  He had a disconcerting way of doing this right before class would end.  Jathryn would sometimes lie awake late at night wondering what the answer to Master Sivin’s latest inquiry was.  As she turned things over in her head, she discovered that she learned far more this way than she might by memorizing facts.  It only made her that much more eager to return to his class and see where his questions would lead her next.
              Even though Sivin never asked her again to stay after class, nor did she find the courage to do so on her own, she still sometimes felt as though he was more than simply another teacher.  In his little glances and smiles as he strode about the room, she felt that he genuinely cared about her.  That maybe there was something special there, but she couldn’t be sure.  Telise reinforced her musings when she sometimes called her “teacher’s pet.”
              Often, Master Sivin took them outside his classroom to visit various places around the Academy grounds.  One time, they went to the gardens where he encouraged them to listen to the interplay between the waters, the winds, and the many various forms of plants and vegetation.  Another time, they climbed to the top of a tower where they could see the city sprawled out around them and he spoke to them about their responsibility to the citizens of Elurion.  Such outings were the most interesting lessons and all of the maidens thoroughly enjoyed them.
              One afternoon, as the maidens filed into class, Master Sivin instructed, “Don’t sit down.  We are going for a little walk.  I have something particularly interesting I want you to see.”
              They followed him back down the stairs and through several corridors.  Even though no one spoke, they all felt a tremor of excitement.  Not only were they heading out on another one of Master Sivin’s outings, but this was also the first time that he announced that this was to be “particularly interesting.”
              As they rounded a corner, Master Sivin whispered, “Hood your heads, maidens.  We must show proper respect.”  As Jathryn covered her head, she glanced around.  There was something familiar about the area.  The wide hallways and beautifully crafted tile floors reminded her of when she had passed this way before.  As they hurried past walls adorned with silver candelabras Jathryn realized their destination: they were headed to the Council Chamber.
              Sivin stopped outside the enormous double doors.  He gathered his maidens about him.  In a hushed voice he said, “This is the Chamber of Elohara, a very sacred place.  Inside, the Council of the Ten and the Arbitress meet regularly to make the laws and set the policies that govern all of Elurion.  Most of their meetings are closed to visitors, but upon my request the Arbitress has granted that we may come and observe.  I think that what you see and hear today will be profoundly illuminating for all of you.  It is a rare privilege we have.”
              “But, please take note.  The Council Chamber has marvelous acoustics.  Once we enter, take care to remain absolutely silent.  Even a whisper might resonate and the Priestesses do not appreciate any sort of irreverence.  After the Council adjourns, we will return to the classroom for a brief bit of discussion.  I ask that none of you speak until then.  Be meticulous in your respect and keep your thoughts to yourselves.  Am I clear?”
              The maidens nodded their understanding.  Sivin smiled and added, “I suspect that you will learn more about the complexities and problems facing the realm of Elurion in this one day than you have learned in all your days of sleeping through your Devotions class.”  There was a bright twinkle in his dark eyes.
              Sivin turned towards the double doors and bowed slightly to the yellow and black clad Khindonite women who stood on either side.  Jathryn remembered their hornet-like clothing, but now she knew that these women were specially trained to serve as bodyguards to the Council and the Arbitress.  They were the Highwards and serving in this capacity brought honor to their Khindonite families.  Chosen in their youth from among the strongest of the girls, they had trained for years to specialize in the spiked quarterstaff.  Once they proved their worth, the Priestesses had blessed them with enhanced speed and agility.  It was said that they were so adept with their staves that they could turn aside both blade and arrow faster than the eye could see.  They didn’t return Master Sivin’s bow, but pressed upon the doors so they could file in.
              As soon as they were inside, Master Sivin led them to the left.  Jathryn hadn’t noticed before, but several rows of benches had been carved into the sloping marble walls.  The benches blended into the shadows and were almost invisible if you weren’t looking for them.  She wondered if anyone else had been present when she and Tydelis had come before the Council several weeks ago.  Had Sivin been there?  Was that, perhaps, how he knew about her visit to the Battlegrounds?
              Sivin divided them into four rows of five and directed them down the aisles.  He sat behind and off to the side.  As they found their seats, Jathryn noticed that the chamber was much darker than she remembered.  She couldn’t see the other side of the room where the Council should be.  There was no shaft of light upon the central dais.  She couldn’t see the fountains or the manicured plants.  The air seemed musty and dank and not at all like the bright and spacious place that she remembered.
              The Highwards closed the large doors and the chamber filled with blue shadow.  Only a faint gray light trickled in through the stained glass windows.  A fine mist filled the room, making it hazy and damp.  It was as though they floated at the edge of a slowly churning rain cloud.  Jathryn wondered if it was overcast outside.
              They sat in the dark silence for a long moment.  Then they heard a faint voice rising up from unseen depths.  As it gradually rose in volume, they could tell that it belonged to a woman.  Though they couldn’t see her, she sang a pure note that caressed the chamber walls and fell upon them as though she stood only a few feet away. 
              She was joined by another equally clear voice.  This one sang in perfect harmony with the first.  The blended resonance reminded Jathryn of the crystal chimes from Sivin’s class.
              More voices joined, each one blending with the others until they merged together.  The mist in the room swirled in rhythm to the underlying gentle vibration.  The stained glass windows brightened.
              All at once, the wordless chorus broke out into song.              
Great is the Goddess!
Great is Her Voice!
Great is Her Will!
Of Her all things were,
In Her all things are,
By Her all things come to be!
              A pillar of white light erupted from the glass ceiling and splashed upon the central dais.  It radiated outwards and the shadows retreated to reveal the fountains and gardens that Jathryn remembered.  The pure illumination rippled up the walls and the windows cleared.  Warm daylight flooded the chamber. 
              As the light spread, the mists burned away.  The dankness of the chamber evaporated.  In its place, a cool breeze flowed in.  The fountains sprang to life and the flowers unfurled their petals.  It occurred to Jathryn that the spectacle she watched represented rebirth.  This ritual had symbolic significance.  It was a miniature springtime arising from the passing of the rainclouds.
              The expanding light washed over the platform at the far end.  As the dark clouds fled, the white figures of the Priestesses emerged from the blackness.  They stood in a line behind a glass table, their hands raised towards the ceiling and their robes glowing.  All of them sang.  Some sang the melody, others provided rich harmonies.  Some even broke away into singing the words in a different and complimentary rhythm, making the composition complex and layered.  Jathryn recognized the interplay from her studies and it struck her that she still had a lot to learn.
              The Arbitress stood a step in front of them.  Her head was covered and downcast.  She, alone, was silent as the other Priestesses continued:
              O Elohara, to thee, our hearts we lift!
              O Elohara, to thee, our minds we turn!
              O Elohara, to thee, our voices we raise!
              Hear us!
              Abruptly, the chamber fell silent.  After a long pause, the Arbitress pulled back her hood and looked skyward.  Jathryn stifled a gasp.  She looked much thinner and greyer now than she remembered from before.  It was as though she had aged ten years in the weeks since she had seen her last.  The Arbitress took a deep breath and sang softly.
              Through me, the Will of the Goddess be done.
              As her voice faded away, a cool ivory glow shone upon her face.  For an instant, she appeared young, strong, and beautiful.  She stood tall and straight. Her hair changed from silver to white gold and her aged eyes flashed clear and bright. But, as the light on her face faded, the Arbitress shrank back to her normal self.  She lurched forward, but did not fall.  The chamber again became silent save for the gentle muttering of the fountains.
              The Arbitress sighed and then shuffled forward to her seat.  After she dropped into her chair, the other Priestesses moved to take theirs.  Jathryn wondered if the Arbitress had taken ill. 
              In Sister Boran’s Devotions class, Jathryn had been required to learn the names of all Ten of the Council of the Priestesses.  She tried to put their names to their faces.  The Ten were Najene, Greylin, Evie, Drunna, Ameli, Hesha, Elalene, Bolotra, Shym, and Oroni.  The Arbitress’s name was Viltara, but almost no one called her that since she had ascended to her position.  She was now known simply as the Arbitress.
              “We have a heavy duty before us today.  I fear that the outcome can only be a dark one.  Let us hope that the Goddess is with us.”  The Arbitress’s speaking voice sounded much older and raspy than her singing one.  “I implore all on the Council to keep your wits about you.  Remember your station!”
              She glanced over to the Priestesses seated on either side of her.  At last, satisfied that all were ready and attentive, the Arbitress waved her hand.  “Bring in the accused!”
              The Highwards opened the double doors and an old man dressed in rags shuffled into the chamber.  Although shackles bound his ankles and chains held his wrists, he held his head high.  Behind him strode a knight dressed in green leather armor.  His heavy glove rested on the old man’s shoulder and pushed him forward.  Jathryn sat forward in her seat as she recognized the men.  The knight was Thal Favann!  He had followed Najene’s orders and had captured and brought the man he called Patches to Chorus to stand trial.
              Jathryn glanced back over her shoulder at Master Sivin.  She was surprised to see that he was looking back right at her.  He smiled.  She started and snapped back to face the front.
              As the old man walked out towards the lit dais, many of the maidens gasped.  He was completely bald with no hair anywhere on his head or face – not even eyebrows or eyelashes.  His mouth was sunken and he appeared to be nearly toothless.  Deep wrinkles creased his brow and age spots peppered his naked forehead. His strange appearance gave him an eerie resemblance to a newborn infant. 
              Two Highwards flanked the old man and the knight on either side as they moved forward.  Patches struggled with the shackles on his feet and a few times it looked as though he would fall.  Favann’s steadying hand held him up as he shuffled along.  At last they stepped onto the rounded platform.  The bright light made the old man squint.  The Highwards stood guard nearby.  Jathryn peered at Najene across the chamber.  She thought she could make out a thin smile of satisfaction upon her lips.
              The Arbitress asked, “Thal Favann, who is this person that you have brought before The Council?”  It was a formal question.  Clearly she knew in advance who he was.
              “Arbitress, this is an Ahavite preacher who comes to the Northern Tower.  We have turned him out several times with a stern warning, but always he returns.  Priestess Najene instructed me to arrest him should he come again.”
              “Does this Ahavite have a name?”
              “Of course I have a name!  What kind of a fool question is that?”  The old man croaked. 
              Some of the Priestesses recoiled at his disrespect, but the Arbitress kept her voice calm and level.  “May we know it?”
              The old man shook himself free of Favann’s grip.  He stood up straight and pronounced, “I am Eloh-Lavam, disciple of Ahavah and a true follower of the Goddess Elohara.”
              “Lavam, are you aware of the terms of the treaty we have with your people?”
              “No!  Not Lavam!  Eloh-Lavam!  I have taken the name of the Goddess upon me and I will brook no disrespect from false tyrants such as yourself.”
              Najene couldn’t contain herself.  She rose to her feet and spat, “Blasphemy!  We will not abide your pathetic delusions here in this sacred chamber!”
               The Arbitress raised her hand.  “Peace, Priestess,” she said.  Najene returned to her seat, her eyes burning with anger.
              The Arbitress asked, “Very well, Eloh-Lavam.  Do you know of the Treaty of Separate Doctrine?”
              “Of course I know!  This brute reminds me of it every time I come to the tower trying to rescue him and his men.”
              “Rescue them?  What do you mean?” 
              “All who count themselves as Eloharan sin against the Goddess!  You practice a false religion.  If you do not learn the truth, you will be doomed forever to the grave.  Only those who abide her holy will can be raised to Elohara’s Bliss to dwell with her in peace and love forever.”
              “I see.  So, you hoped to convert the soldiers of the Northern Tower to your ways, Eloh-Lavam?  To make them into Ahavites?”
              “Of course!  I am called by the Goddess to the work!”
              The Arbitress paused and let her eyes drift about the chamber for a long time.  When she spoke again, it was in a piercing whisper.  “Certainly you must recognize that we regard your actions as both blasphemous and treasonous.”
              “I don’t care what you think!  Your mind is muddled by your false beliefs.  I, however, walk in the pure light of Elohara’s truth.  I have done no wrong.”
              “Eloh-Lavam, look around you.  For nearly three-hundred years this Council has guided the realm of Elurion.  During that time, we have prospered and spread across the land.  From humble beginnings, the Eloharans have grown to become the mightiest and noblest force upon the face of the world.  Does this not serve as insurmountable evidence that this Council serves the will of Elohara?  Can you not see the hand of the Goddess working through us?”
              Eloh-Lavam pounced on her question.  “At one time, the Council served Elohara.  Now, it serves only itself.  The prophetess Ahavah was chosen by the Goddess over a hundred years ago to restore the Council to its true purpose.  But you didn’t listen.  And soon, should you not repent, the Goddess will see to your destruction in just the same way as she did for the ancient Rahkons!”
              Najene leaned forward and hissed, “Arbitress, why must we endure these insults?  Like all of his kind, he is mad with delusion!”
              “Do not concern yourself, Priestess.  The Truth does not fear insult or inquiry.  Let him speak so that we may better understand the mind of our neighbors to the North.”
              “I do not fear for my own understanding, Arbitress.  I worry about those who attend this session and are not yet as fully developed in their knowledge as are we.  To them, the Ahavite heresies may sound persuasive.  I believe that the lack of faith in true doctrine among our people is precisely why we see the rise of necromancy that we do!”
              Again, the Arbitress raised her hand.  “Peace, Priestess.  I will hear him out.”  Najene sat back fuming in her chair.
              “Eloh-Lavam, what precisely is it about the Eloharans that you feel so offends the Goddess?”
              Realizing that the Arbitress was going to let him speak, Eloh-Lavam took a bold step forward.  He asked, “Have you read Ahavah’s Melody?”
              “I know of the Ahavite book, but I have not read it.  I see no reason to as the Goddess has already made her will clear in the Voice.”
              “The Voice of Elohara does, indeed, contain much of the Will of the Goddess.  But, as the prophetess Ahavah shows us in the Melody, it contains only the most basic rudiments of Her Will.  The fullness can only be understood when the Voice is brought together with the Melody.  Both works of scripture are necessary to achieve Elohara’s Bliss.”
              “But, what if the Melody is false?  Won’t it mislead the people away from the truth?”  The Arbitress narrowed her eyes.
              “How dare you suggest that the book is false when you do not have the courage to open it?  Truly the Melody speaks rightly when it says, “There are none who are so deaf as those who refuse to hear!”
              “I don’t believe that you answered my question, Eloh-Lavam.  If the Melody were false, would it not pose a grave danger to all who believe in it?”
              “Now you blaspheme!  Ahavah’s Melody is scripture written by the hand of the Prophetess herself!”
              The Arbitress spoke in a sharp whisper, “Listen to the question, Eloh-Lavam!  I am not doubting what it is that you believe.  I only ask that you consider my question.  If the Melody were false, would it not be a threat to all who seek after truth?”
              Eloh-Lavam was silent.  At last he said, “Yes, were it false then it would pose a threat.  As would any false doctrine.  But, the simple fact is that the book is true.”
              “Are you aware that a primary purpose of this Council since its inception centuries ago has been to guard against falsehood?  That the Council exists to assure that the people are not led astray?”
              “Yes, that may have been its original intent, but…”
              “Are you also aware, Eloh-Lavam, that the alleged Prophetess Ahavah brought her book before this Council a century ago?  And, that this Council gave it due consideration before they proclaimed that it was nothing but deception and delusion?”
              “At that time, the Council had already gone astray.  Ahavah wished only to…”
              “And so, Eloh-Lavam, I put a final question to you.  If you agree that this Council serves to detect and protect against falsehoods and it first reviewed and then unanimously proclaimed that Ahavah’s Melody is a falsehood, then what must it be?”
              Eloh-Lavam didn’t answer.  He seemed confused.  The Arbitress sat back and said, “I believe that the conclusion is inevitable.”  The Priestess Najene smiled and nodded.
              The old man exploded, “Oh, you are a cunning viper with your twisting of words!  There can be no doubt that this Council sits in defiance of the true will of the Goddess!  Just look at you dressed in your fine clothes and living in your grand buildings of stone and glass!  You grow fat on tithes and offerings!  You don’t serve Elohara!  You serve your own greed.”
              He pointed a bony finger at them.  “And look at your filthy manes of hair!  What more proof of your wickedness do you need?  The Goddess wishes that her servants be clean, and yet like animals, you exult in your shows of fur.  You may claim that you are pure when you bathe daily, but I know the truth: you deny the Doctrine of the Cleansing Immersion.  How you mock Her with your bestial displays!” 
                  As he spoke, his voice rose and gained force.  “Your crimes are many.  You lust after power and riches instead of what is right and true!  The Goddess wants her people to be pure in heart and not concern themselves with material things.  And yet, everywhere I see signs of your vanity!  You rape the earth for its metals and precious stones.  In your coin and your steel, you offend Her Holy Will.  You shame Elohara with your pride and your falsehoods!”
              The Arbitress leapt to her feet.  “Enough!” she thundered.  Eloh-Lavam took a step backwards and fell silent.  The Arbitress placed her hands on the table and continued, her voice strained but level, “We have been more than patient with you, but the time has come that we must pronounce sentence.  It is clear that you are guilty of preaching falsehoods and trying to lead the good Eloharan people astray.  The Law requires a heavy penalty for such blasphemy.  But, even so, I will afford you one last chance to atone for your sins.  If you admit your wrongs, promise never to preach again, and give yourself to the mercy of the Council, you may yet live.  What do you say?”
              The chamber fell deathly still.  Eloh-Lavam drew himself up and took a deep breath.  At last in a loud and clear voice, he said, “I recognize only that this trial is for show so that you may claim false respectability in the eyes of those you would keep blind.  But I do not fear this mock Council.  I am called to preach by the Goddess and I will reach out to rescue the oppressed people of Elurion until the day I die.”
              The Arbitress said, “There are only two proscribed sentences for such unrepentant blasphemy.  I fear that you have doomed yourself to the latter.”  
              The Arbitress sat down in her seat again.  After a moment, she said, “The time of judgment has arrived.  All those of the Council who vote exile, make it known.” None of the Priestesses moved or spoke.  The Arbitress continued, “All those who vote execution, make it known.”  All ten spoke as a single voice, “Aye.”
              “The Will of the Council is the Will of Elohara.  Eloh-Lavam, we sentence you to death by drowning.  Your sentence will be carried out upon the first light of tomorrow morning.”  The Highwards moved forward and grabbed either arm of the old man.
              Eloh-Lavam spat on the ground and then glared up at the Council.  He hissed, “For unto them that practice the arts of death, death is returned.” He pointed both of his index fingers at the Arbitress and wrinkled his nose.  Then, he puckered his lips and began to whistle. The haunting hollow noise pierced the chamber.
              The Arbitress gasped and clutched at her throat.  Her skin started to blue.  The Priestesses scrambled to her side.  Quick as a flash, the Highwards whirled their staves.  One struck Eloh-Lavam in the head and the other hit him in the stomach.  He crumpled to the ground unconscious.
              The Arbitress slumped forward.  She shook her head and coughed.  “Damned old fool,” she gasped.  Tears overflowed her eyes and trickled down her cheeks.
              Priestess Najene helped the Arbitress sit up.  She said, “I warned you of their treachery.  This sort of thing is why I say they should be gagged when brought here.  When their guilt is already apparent, we only risk trouble should we permit them to speak.”  The Arbitress nodded as she caught her breath.
              Favann helped the Highwards drag the Ahavite from the chamber.  Jathryn tried to catch the knight’s eye with a movement of her head, but he didn’t see her.  After they left, the double doors closed with a thud.
              The Arbitress took a moment to regain her composure.  She swallowed several times and rubbed her throat.  At last, she stood and took a deep breath.  She sang,
              Through me, the Will of the Goddess is done.
              In spite of what she had experienced, her voice rang out pure and clear.  As the echoes died away, the light in the room began to dim.  Priestess Najene and Priestess Greylin moved to her side and helped her shuffle out through a door at the back of the platform.  The Council was over.  Master Sivin stood and motioned for the maidens to follow him.
              As they hurried back from the Chamber, Jathryn reflected on what had just happened.  The poor man was clearly mad and yet he didn’t seem to recognize it.  Now, his madness was about to cost him his life.  She probably shouldn’t have, but she realized that she felt sorry for him.
              After they arrived back in the Music Theory classroom, Sivin said, “We are almost out of time for today.  I think that what you witnessed raises many interesting questions.  For example, can anyone doubt the sincerity of the Ahavite belief?  And, if it is true what the Arbitress said that truth need not fear inquiry, why do the Priestesses concern themselves with squelching Ahavite preaching?  So much so that they have made it a crime merely to possess the book called Ahavah’s Melody without their permission?”
              “Since all of you will one day be promoted to the rank of sister, it is important that you ponder things such as this.  What would you do if such a preacher as Eloh-Lavam came to your assigned village or Songhall?  What would you say to the Eloharans who may be persuaded by Ahavite teachings? It would be wise to have a carefully considered answer ready for them, don’t you think?”
              The chimes signaling the end of class rang.  The maidens rose and filed quietly out of the room.  Jathryn lingered behind and paused in the door way.
              “Maid Jathryn?” asked Sivin.
              She turned back to face him.  She looked first at him and then down at her feet.  In a whisper she said, “When Priestess Najene first took me into her … care … I asked how the Goddess could permit something like necromancy to exist if it were against her will.  As I recall, the Priestess told me that the Goddess allowed such things as a way of providing contrast; good against evil.”
              Master Sivin nodded his head.  “Yes.  That is what is taught.”
              “But…”  Jathryn’s voice trailed off.
              “But what, Maid Jathryn?”
              Jathryn swallowed hard.  “But I see now that, for someone like the Ahavite, the same reasoning could be applied to the Council itself.  That, to him, we are the evil in the world.”
              A small smile tugged at the corners of Master Sivin’s mouth.  “I see that your mind is aflame with a new idea.  Please, go on.”
              Jathryn tilted her head and caught his eye.  “But, I have nothing more to say.  It simply doesn’t make sense to me.  How can something be at once both good and evil?  And who is to say who is right?”
              Sivin was quiet for a long moment.  At last he said, “That is, indeed, a very good question.  Perhaps you would be wise to ask yourself what makes something truly good or what makes something truly evil.  Or, indeed, if there is such a thing as true good or true evil.”
              “But… I… Well, certainly you must know, Master Sivin!  What is the solution?”
              Sivin laughed softly.  “No, no, my dear Maiden.  I do not see it as my role to provide you with easy answers.  Rather, I am here to fill your head with questions!  Your mind is not a stone to be set, but rather a chisel to be sharpened.”  At that he dismissed her with an open hand.  “Now then, run after your Neume. They’ll be missing you.”
              After supper and the evening etude, Telise and Jathryn prepared for bed once again.  Ever since the Council, both of them had been unnaturally reserved and quiet.  It was clear that Telise was equally as disturbed as Jathryn by what they had seen.  As they extinguished the candles and lay down to sleep, Telise said quietly, “I’ve never seen a man condemned to death before.”
              Jathryn knew what she felt.  In her heart, she had a secret bit of compassion for Eloh-Lavam thanks to her own experience at the Glademoor Bridge.  But she knew that he had no chance of escape or redemption.  It was sobering to think that tonight was the poor preacher’s last night alive.
              Telise continued, “But, I guess he didn’t give the Council much choice, did he?  I’ve never seen such disrespect!”
              “He really must believe all that crazy stuff, just like Master Sivin said,” offered Jathryn.
              “Yes, I suppose.  But why would you give up your life over it?  He could’ve said what the Council wanted to hear and been granted exile instead, right?  I don’t know if I would die for the Academy.  At least not over something like that!  It seems so futile!”
              Jathryn mused, “Well, he was very old and set in his ways.  Maybe that had something to do with it.”
              “Maybe.”
              They lay in silence for a long moment then Jathryn said, “Do you think that it was strange how he whistled and the Arbitress began to choke?”
              “He must have been using some kind of Ahavite magic.”
              “Yes, but isn’t all magic supposed to come from Elohara?  Why would the Goddess let him do that to Her Arbitress?”
              Telise chewed on this for a bit.  “Necromancy doesn’t come from Elohara, does it?  So, maybe not everything fits in with Her Will?”
              Jathryn’s heart skipped.  There was that same question yet again.  Telise was privately wondering about it too!
              “I don’t know what it means,” said Jathryn.
              Telise thought for a moment, then mused aloud, “I wonder what is in that forbidden scripture of his that he found so compelling.”
              “Yes.  That’s strange too.”  Jathryn said.  Her mind wandered for a moment.  If what the Arbitress had said earlier today were true, that the Council existed to guide the people from falling into falsehoods, then how could there be Ahavites at all?  Did Elohara permit them to thrive as some kind of a test of their faith?  But then that would mean that they too, were somehow part of Her will.  If that were true, then it seemed to mean that anything that happened was ultimately what the Goddess wanted, whether it proved to be good or bad.  What was the point of choosing anyway?  How could anyone claim to know the true Will of the Goddess?
              Telise interrupted her thoughts.  “Well, I’m not going to worry about it.  I’ve got enough to think about just getting through our classes.”  She forced mock cheerfulness into her voice.  “Goodnight, Jath!”
              “Goodnight, Tel.”  Jathryn rolled over on her side.  She tried to relax her mind but the events of the day kept replaying themselves in her head.  She thought of Eloh-Lavam’s angry defiance and of Najene’s narrowed eyes.  She thought of Sivin’s many troubling questions and Sister Boran’s many ready-made answers.  As she drifted off to sleep, she imagined the beautiful voice of the Arbitress fading away until it was swallowed up by the ever-growing sound of rushing waters.
 
 




CHAPTER 10: 
GIFTS
 
 
“For the hearts of the people hide much sin and much guilt.
But, like an eye in the heavens, Elohara sees and knows all.”
 
-Actions and Echoes Canto IV, Lines 11-12
The Voice of Elohara
 
 
              The next morning while Telise took her daily bath, Jathryn stood at the window of her room and watched the pages exercise in the outstretched mirror.  As she watched Tydelis jog in place, she sighed.  Spring was giving way to summer and the warming air carried the scents from the gardens up to her.  Occasionally, she would catch a hint of an unseen roseberry bush.  She hadn’t really thought about it before, but a similar bush grew not far from her home back in Glademoor.  The fragrance filled her with longing.  She was homesick.  If only she could send or receive a letter but mail was expressly forbidden for maidens.
              Tydelis stopped for a moment and shook the sweat from his arms.  Jathryn thought he probably had no idea that the Priestesses had put an old man to death this morning.  Even though Jathryn knew that it had happened at first light, she still found it hard to believe.  A part of her understood why they had done it, but another part of her felt sorry for Eloh-Lavam.  It wasn’t so long ago that she and Tydelis had faced a similar fate themselves.  Sometimes she still woke up in the night dreaming about it.
              Jathryn turned the mirror so she could see out across the landscape.  Away, beyond the Academy walls, she could see the Malapa River.  The dark waters sparkled with fiery specks of red light from the rising sun.  Beyond the river, green and grey mountains rose above the morning mists.  White tufts of clouds caressed their peaks.
              For a moment, she imagined herself as part of some grand story.  She was a princess trapped in a high tower by an evil wizard.  Somewhere, out beyond those mountains, a handsome young prince hurried to rescue her.  He would emerge from the mists, spur his magnificent white steed to leap over the outer wall of the Academy, and raise a ladder to her window.  Down she would climb, and then together they would ride away towards the river.  She would be free at last!
              Jathryn sighed.  It was a hopeless daydream, the sort of thing one read about in fairy-tales.  There was no evil wizard, this wasn’t a prison tower and, worst of all, no handsome prince was on his way.
              She flashed the mirror back to Tydelis.  The pages were doing push-ups now.  There, that was her prince.  Only he wasn’t a prince, he was only a young sixteen year old page conscripted into military service.  And she wasn’t a princess.  She was just a seventeen year old girl pressed into a lifetime of chaste religion.  As far too often proved to be true, reality was far less comforting than fantasy.
              Jathryn flopped down on her cot.  It wasn’t that she completely hated the Academy.  In fact, there were several things about it that she enjoyed.  She liked learning new things.  She enjoyed the company of several of the maidens, especially Telise.  And, of course, there was Master Sivin.  What was there not to like about him?
              What made her heart sink was that none of this had come to her by choice.  Priestess Najene said that she was fated to Elohara’s service.  Maybe so, but it was not what she would have chosen for herself.  Life at the Academy was regimented and strict.  Every moment of their day was planned and they were constantly watched by the sisters.  She knew that, given the option, she would much rather be back in Glademoor thinking of new ways to liven up the day.
              But that’s not how things were.  She wished that she could talk to someone about why she was really here.  Well, maybe not the part about necromancy -- the mere thought of what she had done now filled her with guilt -- but at least share with someone how she felt, about how she couldn’t shake the feelings of oppression that she sometimes had, about how she secretly longed to run away from the Academy, if even for just a few days.  But Priestess Najene had been explicit: keep her reasons for serving at the Academy to herself and concentrate upon being a proper servant of Elohara.
              Telise might understand somewhat. So too, might Master Sivin.  But right now, in the pale glow of the morning light, she didn’t think that either of them could truly comprehend her heartache. They were here by choice.  Well, maybe Telise’s mother had pushed her into it, but that wasn’t the same thing.  She hadn’t smelled the roseberry bushes in Glademoor.  She didn’t know the lay of the crooked streets, or the colors of the vegetable market, or the feel of the fresh tilled soil upon her bare feet.  And, she hadn’t felt the spray of the water below her as Khom held her out over the edge of the bridge.  Only Tydelis knew these things.
                Telise came out of the bathroom.  Her wet hair shimmered with an orange sheen.  She tied her green robe about her waist and smiled at Jathryn.  “Your turn!” she said cheerfully.
              “I want to see Tydelis,” said Jathryn.
              “What?”  Telise raised her eyebrows.
              “Maybe not today, but I want to see him before he leaves the Academy.”  Jathryn gained momentum as she let herself consider the forbidden idea.  “It’s his seventeenth birthday in a week and a half.  Maybe that would be a good time.  I could wish him a merry birthday.”  
              “Are you sure?  I thought you didn’t want to risk getting into trouble.”
              Jathryn thought for a moment.  “Yes, I’m sure.  I need to see him or I’ll go mad.”
              “That’s so sweet!”
              “Like you said, you and Rika can cover for me.  I’d be gone only a moment.”  Her heart started pounding as she further pondered the idea.  “And I’ll bring him a birthday gift, something to help him remember me when he’s away in the field.  But what?”  Jathryn sat up and looked around the room.  It was sparse and pragmatic.  There were no obvious presents among the cots, shelves, or stone walls.
              Telise offered, “You could make something for him.  You know, with sentimental value.”
              Jathryn noticed a thread dangling from a frayed edge of her robe.  She tugged at it.  An idea popped into her head.  “I’ll braid him a bracelet.  We get fresh robes from the laundry every few days.  I’ll take just a little thread from each one.”
              “That’s good!  That’s good!  And you have such lovely black hair.  Why not weave in a lock for a personal touch?”
              Jathryn smiled at Telise.  She knew her well enough to know that she enjoyed this vicariously.  When she stole away to visit Tydelis, her roommate would be her invisible companion.  For Telise, this was her version of an escapist fairy-tale.  “That’s a great idea, Tel!  We can start collecting thread today and I’ll weave in some of my hair when we braid it all together in about a week.”
              “Alright.  I’ll have a private word with Rika and we’ll start making plans.  Oh, and when the time comes, if anyone asks, we’ll say that you felt ill and went to the infirmary.  By the time anyone can check on you, you’ll be back and feeling better!”
              Jathryn nodded with a grin and then hurried into the bathroom.  As she disrobed and slid into the warm bathwater, she tingled with excitement.  The oppression of the Academy lifted.  Maybe she had found a spark of freedom after all.
              For the next several days, Jathryn and Telise secretly worked at gathering thread from both of their robes to make the bracelet.  Once they had enough, Jathryn weaved two flat green braids each a little more than the length of her open palm.  Next, Telise braided a similar length of Jathryn’s hair.  They “borrowed” a knife from the Dining Hall to cut it off.  Lastly, Jathryn braided her lock of hair in with the other two braids of thread.  The final result was a sturdy and small bracelet that could be tied about the wrist.  Both Jathryn and Telise were pleased with how it came together.  They could almost sense how Tydelis’s heart would flutter when he saw it.
              By the time Tydelis’s birthday arrived, Jathryn had become absolutely convinced of their plan.  Any earlier worries she had about getting caught had vanished.  This had all the thrill of one of her pranks from back home.  Better still, this time she had lookouts.  With Telise and Rika covering for her brief absence, all she needed to do was make certain that she wasn’t seen when she stole through the garden.  She had imagined the short journey dozens of times and she was sure that she could make it.
              That morning as they gathered around the fountain, Jathryn’s chest was pounding.  She concentrated on keeping her face plain, but it was hard not to let her excitement bubble through.  She avoided the eyes of the other maidens and kept her gaze downcast on her feet lest one of them catch her wry smile.
              Sister Rumbulli shuffled over and mumbled something about hedges and pruning.  As she moved away with the maidens in tow, Jathryn kept to the back of the group.  Telise and Rika walked in front of her, making certain that no one was watching.  As Sister Rumbulli disappeared around a row of bushes, Telise patted the back of her head and smoothed her hair.  That was the signal.
              In a flash, Jathryn ducked out of sight.  She crouched low and hurried back towards the fountain.  At each line of plants, she paused a moment to make certain there were no sisters nearby.  Based upon the several days of reconnaissance from before, she was pretty confident that the way would be clear, but she wasn’t taking any chances.
              She reached the trees and squatted down for a moment next to the quillbushes.  After making sure that no one was coming, she crawled off the stone path and pushed her way between them.  The sharp spines tugged at her robe, but she twisted lower to the ground and broke free with only a few small snags.  She was now in the twilight world between the Drill Yard and the Outer Gardens.  A hedge row of quillbushes on either side provided cover and some low hanging branches of the trees above shaded her from view.  Jathryn took a deep breath.  The most dangerous part was over.
              She turned to the left and then half-scrambled, half-loped down the row, counting the quillbushes silently as she went.  Before long, she could hear the swish and thump of pages exercising just out of sight on the other side of the plants to her right.  As she hurried along, she heard some of them panting.  The sound made her realize that they might be able to hear her moving through the undergrowth as well.  She slowed down and picked her way more carefully.  Tydelis was the only boy that she wanted to know that she was there.
              At last she reached Tydelis’s place.  She knelt down in the dirt and caught her breath.  She took a moment to steady herself.  Here, the quillbushes had grown completely together leaving hardly any space for her to get through.  They were prickly and many long thorns covered their long brown limbs.  It wasn’t going to be easy to push through them, but she consoled herself by noting that the thick growth would also provide her with plenty of coverage.  She pulled up her hood to help protect her face and neck and then cautiously crawled on all fours through the brush.
              Jathryn gingerly pushed the branches apart and peered out into the Drill Yard.  She had counted correctly and Tydelis was only a few yards away.  He practiced lunges with a wooden sword in time with the count of the armsman.  He hadn’t noticed her.
              She watched him for a moment.  Like all the other pages, he wore no shirt.  Jathryn was stuck her by how much more muscular he seemed than before.  In the past several weeks, he must have gained fifteen pounds of muscle, most of it in his arms and chest.  The morning sun had bronzed his skin and a thin coating of sweat glistened on his shoulders. The additional color in his face made his bright blue eyes stand out all the more.  Jathryn’s mouth went dry.
              After a moment, she gathered her courage.  In a low voice that she guessed he could hear but the other pages probably could not, she hissed, “Tydelis!”
              He glanced over in her direction, but looked over the tops of the quillbushes.  He wrinkled his brow and looked puzzled.
              “Down here!”
              Tydelis squinted and his eyes drifted down the quillbushes.  At last, he saw her.  His eyes grew wide and a smile tugged the corners of his mouth.  “Jath?” he asked.
              His eyes pierced her.  She licked her lips and whispered, “Hello Tydelis.”
              “What are you doing?  You could get us both into a lot of trouble!”  She knew that tone of voice well.  It was a false reprimand that meant he was excited.  Underneath those new muscles, he was still the same old Tydelis.
              Jathryn smiled.  “I’m visiting you for your birthday.  I brought you a gift.”
              Tydelis lost a step in his routine.  The armsman yelled at him and Tydelis snapped to the front and double stepped to keep in rhythm.  He swallowed his smile and tried to appear focused but the sparkle in his eye remained.  Without looking at her, he panted, “It is great to see you.”
              Even though Jathryn had practiced this conversation a thousand times in her head, she stammered, “Uh, so how are you?”
              Tydelis brought his feet together and swung the sword around him on both sides, changing hands fluidly with the count.  “I’m good.  I will be leaving in a few days to serve a knight somewhere in Elurion.”
              “I know.”  Jathryn nodded.
              Tydelis shuffled forward, pantomiming various attacks and parries.  After a pause in the routine, he looked down at her again.  “I think of you every day, Jath.”
              “Me too.  I mean, I think of you too.  All the time.”  Jathryn stumbled through the sentence.  Tydelis’s smile returned and he couldn’t force it down.
              They were both quiet for a long moment as they basked in each other’s company.
              At last Jathryn said, “I saw Thal Favann at the Chamber of Elohara a little over a week ago.  He had brought Patches, the old man from the tower.  You remember him, don’t you?  The Council had him put to death.”
              Tydelis didn’t say anything for a moment.  He narrowed his eyes and concentrated upon whirling his blade about him through a difficult part of the routine.  At last he said, “I know.  We turned out early that morning to watch the execution.  It was supposed to be part of our training, I think.”
              “Oh,” Jathryn said.
              The armsman called out for a brief rest.  Tydelis bowed his head and let his shoulders go slack.  He slowed his breathing and shook out his hands.  Perspiration trickled off his nose and chin.  He didn’t turn, but he looked out at Jathryn from under his eyebrows.  With a crooked smile, he whispered, “I know that you’re risking a lot by coming here, Jath.  You shouldn’t have done it.  Still, I must admit that I’m glad that you did.”
              “Don’t worry about me. I won’t get caught. I’m good at this sort of thing, remember?”  Tydelis rolled his eyes.  Jathryn continued, “Do you know where you will be going when you leave the Academy?”
              “No.  Sergeant Walgroom says that I’m better with my hands than my head.  That’s his backhanded way of complimenting me on my basic swordplay.  I think that I might be sent to the Southern Frontier.  I’ve heard that they’ve seen some action lately.  The gnoll tribes are restless.”
              A cold thought chilled Jathryn.  “Will you be in any danger?”
              “Nothing serious, I think.  Assuming I get sent there, of course.  A few men were killed about a month ago, but it’s cooled down since they sent reinforcements.”
              The armsman barked for the pages to drop for push-ups.  As Tydelis hit the dirt, he gasped, “We’re almost done here.  I’ll have to go soon.”
              Jathryn watched his triceps flex as he smoothly lowered himself to the ground and back up again.  Abruptly, she realized that Tydelis was changing from the boy she knew in Glademoor into a young man.  Already he seemed much older and more confident.  There was even a shadow of a beard on his cheeks.  She wondered what he would be like after another few months.
              “Here, I made you this.  Merry Birthday!”  Jathryn tossed the bracelet out into the Drill Yard.  It landed a foot away from his hand.  Tydelis glanced over.  On the next push-up, he thrust himself up extra hard and snapped it up in the split second that his hands left the ground.
              “Your hair?” he asked breathlessly.
              “Yes.  And some thread from my robe.”
              The armsman called them to their feet.  All the pages jogged in place and prepared to leave the Drill Yard.  Tydelis smiled. “Thank you Jath,” he said as his eyes grew misty. “I’ll wear it always.”
              The armsman sounded the end of the routine and the pages began running towards the doorway.  Tydelis hesitated for only a moment.  He locked eyes with Jathryn.  She could feel the warmth of his emotion in that short glance.  He whispered with emphasis, “Always!”  Then he turned and ran off to join the others.
              As he ran away, Jathryn called out as loudly as she dared, “I won’t forget you, Ty!”  With a little tilt of his head, Tydelis let her know that he had heard.
              After the Drill Yard cleared, Jathryn inched her way back between the quillbushes.  She sat in the dirt for a short while.  Their meeting had been short and sweet and now her heart beat furiously.  The exhilaration swelled up inside her and she grinned.  She tasted a tear at the corner of her mouth.  The few minutes were well worth it.  
              In a breathless whisper she said, “Wait till Telise hears about this!”
              Jathryn hurried back down the row.  In her elation, the journey seemed much shorter.  Just before she went back on to the garden path, she took a moment to brush herself off and unhood her head.  She rubbed her eyes and composed herself.  She tried to put away her smile, but it continued to tug at the corners of her mouth.  
              At last, she scrambled out from under the bushes and back into the light of the garden.  She took two steps and then stopped cold.  An old woman in a blue robe blocked her path.  Jathryn’s heart caught in her throat as she realized that she was staring eye to eye with Abbess Flare.
              The Abbess said nothing, but fixed her with a withering scowl.  Jathryn felt an almost insurmountable urge to run.  She tried to think of a plausible lie for why she was hiding in the bushes but nothing came to mind.  Instead, she croaked, “Ah.  Good day, Abbess.”
              Abbess Flare squinted and in an icy voice she commanded, “Follow me, Maid Jathryn.”  She turned on her heel and headed towards the Academy.
              Jathryn looked around wildly.  She didn’t see another soul anywhere.  Nothing but flowers, trees, fountains, and hedges in all directions.  Abbess Flare must have been waiting specifically for her.  She was certain that no one had seen her duck into the bushes.  How had she been found out?
              With her head downcast, Jathryn followed after the Abbess.  She knew that an assault of inevitable questions was coming.   She started thinking of possible explanations for her behavior.  Unfortunately, she had no idea how much the Abbess already knew.  
              The Abbess led her back inside and then through a series of several passageways.  Jathryn noticed that she never looked back to see if she was still there.  Again, she thought of running away, but the back of the Abbess commanded her forward.  Besides, where would she go?  Already, she wasn’t even sure if she could find her way back to her room, much less out of the Academy.
              They ascended several stairways and the quality of the stonework improved.  Jathryn glanced around and realized that she had never been here.  Soon, the bare walls gave way to elaborate frescoes and expensive tapestries.  Gold and silver metalwork lined the corridors and great vaulted windows stretched towards the sky.  With a start, Jathryn realized that the Abbess wasn’t taking her back to her private quarters for questioning.  She was taking her somewhere much, much worse.
              The Abbess stopped by a large wooden door painted rich white.  A Highward stood outside.  She snapped to attention as they drew near then raised her staff in salute.
              Abbess Flare looked back at Jathryn and held her with a steady gaze.  She set her wrinkled jaw and her eyes smoldered.  She rapped twice upon the door.
              A moment later Priestess Najene’s voice rang out, “Send her in.”
              Abbess Flare pushed open the door and then thrust her head towards the opening.  Jathryn swallowed and then slowly walked into the room alone.  As soon as she was inside, the Abbess pulled the door closed.  The noise wasn’t loud, but to Jathryn the resounding thud was a thunderclap.
              Priestess Najene’s private sanctuary was a sumptuous place.  Nearly all the furniture was made from heavy oak that had been polished to a high gloss.  Numerous ceramic vases filled with the finest flowers from the garden provided splashes of vibrant color.  Various white marble sculptures of Elohara stood in alcoves along one wall.  A large panel of arched windows across from the statues filled the room with clear white sunlight.  In the distance, Jathryn could see mountains.
              Priestess Najene stood by one of the windows with her back to Jathryn.  She wore a rich white robe that must have been made from fine silks.  Her blonde hair shone brilliantly in the warm light.  In one hand, she held a brown parchment.
              In a soft voice, the Priestess asked, “Why has the Abbess brought you to me, Maid Jathryn?”
              Any ideas that Jathryn had about trying to lie her way out of the situation melted away.  She took a deep breath and said, “I left my Neume during Sister Rumbulli’s Gardening class and went off by myself.”
              “You did?  Where did you go?”
              “I ran over to hide in the quillbushes along the western side of the Outer Gardens.”
              “I see.  And why did you do this?”
              Jathryn sighed.  “I wanted to see Page Tydelis in the Drill Yard.  Today is his birthday.”
              “His birthday, hmmm?  And did you bring him a gift?”
              The knowing tone of the Priestess’s voice told Jathryn that she already knew the answer.  Jathryn resigned herself.  “Yes.  I gave him a bracelet that I had fashioned with thread from my robe.”
              Priestess Najene turned to face her.  In a harsh whisper she said, “At least you remember the importance of honesty even if the value of obedience is apparently lost to you.”
              Jathryn didn’t know what to say.  She simply bowed her head and mumbled, “Yes Priestess.”
              Najene smiled.  “The sanctuaries of all the members of the Council of the Ten have tremendous views of the surrounding landscape.  Here, come and see for yourself.”
              Jathryn meekly came over to stand by the Priestess.  She looked out the window and felt her heart sink.  On the far side of the nearby rooftops the Outer Gardens were clearly visible.  From this height, the rows and flowerbeds stood out in stark geometric clarity.  Away, off to the far left, she could see her Neume.  As she watched, Telise leaned over to whisper in Rika’s ear.  Rika simply shrugged and looked back over her shoulder.
              Priestess Najene placed the parchment in Jathryn’s hand.  In a low voice she said, “Your actions are most unfortunate, Maid Jathryn.  They would seem to indicate that you have forgotten the lessons of your past.”  Jathryn glanced down at the paper.  The blood drained from her face and her fingers trembled.  It was her signed confession. 
              The Priestess walked over to one of the vases of flowers and turned one of the bright red petals over in her slender fingers.  She said, “I’m afraid that you have placed me in quite a dilemma, Maid Jathryn.  As the Priestess who pledged you into the Academy, I am responsible for your behavior.  Abbess Flare will expect an explanation for your actions.  What should I tell her?”
              Jathryn’s mouth dropped open but no words came.  Her mind raced, but she could think of nothing to say.
              “I have heard that you are very talented with your voice,” Priestess Najene changed the subject abruptly.  “Some of the sisters report that you are extremely advanced for someone so new to the Academy.  I find that remarkable.  Don’t you?”
              Jathryn tried to clear her head.  Her lips were dry and her legs felt weak.  She was still thinking about the signed confession in her hands and what it could mean.  She knew that all it would take would be one word from Priestess Najene and she would meet the same grim fate as Eloh-Lavam.  It was all she could do to nod.
              “To me, your talent is a clear indication that you are in the right place.  If what I am told is correct, then you are one of the best raw talents that the Academy has seen in a generation.  And yet you once lent your talent to the dark arts of necromancy.  Furthermore, after less than two months in the Academy, already you have reverted to your mischievous and disobedient ways.  Truly, the Goddess works in peculiar ways.”
              “Certainly you must recognize that before you can achieve the great and important things that I know the Goddess must have in store for you, you must learn obedience and deference to authority.  And yet, I am perplexed as to how I can help you to learn this lesson.  A moment ago as I watched you steal through the quillbushes to visit young Tydelis, I imagined you slipping through the swamps at Glademoor on your way to experiment with dark deeds.  Part of me fears that you may be hopeless.”
              Priestess Najene turned towards her and transfixed her with narrow eyes.  “What do you think, Maid Jathryn?  Are you hopeless?”
              Jathryn chewed her lip for a moment.  At last, she found her voice.  “No.  I can learn, Priestess.” Her words sounded small and pathetic even to her own ears.
              “I want to believe you, Maid Jathryn.  I sincerely do.  But I worry that you might betray my trust yet again.”
              “No, Priestess, I won’t.”
              Priestess Najene tilted her head.  “Are you willing to demonstrate to me the truth of your words?”
              “Yes, Priestess.” 
              Najene held her gaze for a long moment.  “Very good then.  Come with me.”  The Priestess walked around the corner.  Jathryn followed.
              They left the light of the main room and entered a small alcove.  Priestess Najene pulled aside a curtain revealing a large basin of crystal clear water.  In the dim light, Jathryn thought she could make out a faint pink glow coming from within the bowl.
              Priestess Najene produced a tiny dagger from under her robe.  She handed it to Jathryn.  She said, “Now then, I need a few drops from you.”
              Jathryn looked at the dagger and then back to Najene.  “Of blood?”
              In answer, the Priestess raised her eyebrows and cocked her head towards the basin.  “Yes.” She said.
              Jathryn gulped, unsure of what was going on.  She pricked her finger with the tip of the blade and then squeezed out a small trickle of blood.  It dripped down the side of her finger and plopped into the water making tiny crimson swirls.
              All at once, the water churned and sparkled.  It drank in her blood hungrily.  The red drops disappeared and the water was clear once again.  Priestess Najene nodded and retrieved her dagger.  “That will do.”
              “Now then, you gave Page Tydelis a gift as a sign of affection.  It seems fitting that I give you one as well.”  The Priestess handed her a thin silver circlet.  A tiny red gem was the only ornamentation along its smooth circumference.  The circular piece of jewelry opened on one side.  “Place this around your right ankle,” she said softly.
              Jathryn’s mind raced, but she obeyed Priestess Najene’s instructions without question.  She knelt down and raised her robe.  She pushed the circlet around her ankle and then gasped as it tightened and closed until it was very snug – almost painfully so. 
              Priestess Najene said, “The stone is a bloodgem.  It is very rare and very valuable.  You should feel flattered that I see fit to give it to you.  I have given such gems only to those precious few people for whom I have a special … fondness.”
              Jathryn didn’t understand what the Priestess was talking about but she whispered, “Thank you,” nonetheless.
              “You see, my young maiden, you are now engaged with powerful and ancient magic.  The bloodgem is tuned to the beating of your heart.  In turn, the water in this basin can be made to resonate with the pulsing of your veins.  This will allow me to watch over you and see that you come to no harm.”  
              Jathryn looked at her blankly trying to understand.
              “I will illustrate.”  The Priestess placed her hands on the outside of the basin and tapped the rim with her thumbs in a heartbeat rhythm four times.  After the ripples crisscrossed the surface, she looked into the water and said simply “Show me Jathryn.”
              The water bubbled and darkened.  A white froth appeared on the surface.  Jathryn drew back as she recognized that the froth formed itself into a picture.  After a short while, the basin showed a hazy image of Jathryn as seen from above.  The image was blurry as though it were painted with a broad brush, and tinged with red.  It throbbed and wavered, but there was no doubt that she looked down upon herself.  She could see some of the room and even a faint shadow of Priestess Najene’s as she peered into the basin.
              The Priestess withdrew her hands and the image broke apart. As the water returned to its clear state, she said, “I don’t suppose that I need to elaborate as to why the bloodgem will permit me to know that my trust in you is not ill placed.  Sinning is so much less attractive when it can be so readily exposed.”  A humorless smile creased her face.
              They returned to the lighted part of the sanctuary.  Priestess Najene moved back to the windows overlooking the garden.  “Now that I am a bit more confident that I can trust you, let’s discuss the terms of your probation.”
              “First, you must not speak of the gift you have just received to anyone.  The Council might not approve of me … playing favorites.” 
              “Second, I believe that you have demonstrated that a few more hours performing laundry is not sufficient to emphasize the importance of obedience upon you.  In fact, I don’t think that your talents should be wasted on something as menial as that.  I have something quite different in mind.”
              Priestess Najene glanced over at her.  “I have been told by the Abbess that Master Sivin thinks highly of your developing voice talents.  Would you say that is true?”
              “I don’t know for certain.  He is very kind to me.”
              “Well, that is enough.  You see, I recognize that our young Master Sivin is a very gifted scholar, perhaps he is one of the finest we have.  But, I also think that his interests and teaching methods are, ah, unconventional.  If it were just me, I would prefer that he spent his time solely in his studies and not interact with the maidens at all.  But I defer to the will of the Arbitress in this matter, for the time being.”
              “In any case, I will arrange with Abbess Flare such that the terms of your probation are to include meetings twice a week with Master Sivin in lieu of laundry.  He will be instructed that he is to give you personalized training in voice and music theory.  I do not suspect that he will object.”
              “In addition, you will also come here to my sanctuary once per week so that I can see how you are progressing.  These regular talks will also allow me to verify that you are steering clear of any more trouble.”
              “Lastly, you are to discuss the terms of your probation with no one.  Not your roommate, not the other maidens, and most especially, not with Master Sivin.  The Abbess will tell him all that he needs to know.  Your only concern is to see that you learn well what you can from him during your private mentoring sessions.” 
              Priestess Najene looked Jathryn in the eye.  In a quiet voice she asked, “Do you understand all that I have said?”
              Jathryn felt questions churning up in the back of her mind, but she also knew that this was not the right time to ask them.  Instead she bowed slightly and said, “Yes, Priestess.”
              “Very good.  You may go.  I will meet you again in a week.”  She turned back to the window.
              Jathryn bowed again and then slipped out of the sanctuary.  She was surprised to see Abbess Flare waiting outside the door.  Her scowl was gone and had been replaced by that strange mirthless smile of hers.  She said only, “Come, Maid Jathryn.  You are late for class.”
              As Jathryn followed after Abbess Flare, she tried to make sense of what had just happened.  The questions started bubbling up into her consciousness.  Why couldn’t she talk about her probation to anyone?  Why especially not Master Sivin?  Was this a test of her obedience?  With the bloodgem on her ankle, the Priestess could look in on her at any time and see for herself if she was doing as she was told.  Why the need for secrecy?
              Jathryn’s thoughts stopped short.  She couldn’t be completely sure, but she thought that she had just seen the tiniest glimmer of silver on the right ankle of the Abbess.
 
 




CHAPTER 11: 
PAGE
 
 
“Love is a gift from Elohara.  It brings warmth and peace to the soul and all who feel its joy are blessed.  But the greatest love of all is the pure love of the Goddess.”
 
-Virgin’s Light 1:1-3
The Voice of Elohara
 
 
              Tydelis swam in a bottomless lake.  Overhead, the sun shone brightly and warmed the water so that it felt like a bath. Jathryn broke the surface nearby.  She swam up next to him, her black hair clinging like a dark halo to her forehead.  She smiled at him and he reached out to her.  They embraced, her wet skin pressing tightly against his.  She pressed her hips against him, wrapping him up in her legs.  She slid her hands over his shoulders and pinned his arms against his sides.  He didn’t struggle.  Suddenly, the sun darkened and the sky turned black.  Together, they sank beneath the surface and began drifting down, down, down.
              A light flashed inside his head and Tydelis snapped his eyes open.  He was lying in his cot in the barracks.  What a strange dream!  It had seemed so real.  He lay there for several moments as the images drained from his mind.
              A fellow page slapped his stomach as he passed by.  “Move it, Ty!  If any of us are late, we all run.”
              Tydelis sat up and swung his legs to the floor.  With a stretch, he rose and then began moving through the morning routine.  The other pages also hurried to get ready, but there was a special urgency to their motions. Field assignments would be made today.
              After breakfast and exercises, they returned to the barracks.  Each of them stood at attention next to their cots.  As instructed, they had prepared their packs the night before.  Now they just awaited their respective orders from Sergeant Walgroom.  This was it.  There would be no more classes or exercises at the Academy.  As much as they tried to hold themselves still and focused, it was hard not to fidget or look down the aisle as he strode into the room.
              Sergeant Walgroom started at the far end of the barracks.  For this occasion, he dressed in full ceremonial armor, complete with a polished longsword strapped to his hip.  He approached the first page and regarded him.  He stroked his long gray moustache and held him fixed with his stern eyes for a moment.  At last, he extended his large hand and clapped him on the shoulder.  “Congratulations, my boy,” he said as he handed the page a parchment.  The page bowed and looked briefly at his assignment.  He picked up his pack and hurried from the room.  Tydelis wondered where he had been sent and if he would see him again.
              Walgroom moved down the row, congratulating and dismissing pages as he went.  During the past several weeks, the sergeant had been their primary instructor.  He led the drills and saw to discipline.  Tydelis guessed from his wrinkles and weathered skin that he must’ve been at least a decade older than his father.  Even so, his grim voice commanded their respect and attention.  Tydelis had no doubt that, despite his age, he could have bested several of them simultaneously if he so chose.
              Tydelis stood a little taller as Walgroom stepped in front of him.  As his aged hand landed on Tydelis’s shoulder, he said, “A bit tougher one here, my boy.  Congratulations.”
              Tydelis took his orders and read them.
              Page Tydelis,
              By order of General Thurman, you are assigned to service at Wetstone Keep.  Your charge is Thal Rurson, Order of the Crimson Hand.  Your travel has been arranged via the monthly supply cart that leaves from the west stables.  You leave immediately.
              Your service to Elurion and the Council of Ten is duly noted.  May the blessings of Elohara be with you.
              It was stamped with the official black seal of the general.
              Tydelis grabbed his pack and prepared to leave.  Walgroom blocked his way and gripped him by the shoulders.  He peered into Tydelis’s face.  Gruffly he said, “Of all the boys here, you’ve drawn the most dangerous assignment.  It’s a good bet that you will need those fledgling sword skills of yours.  Watch yourself and stick close to Thal Rurson.  I don’t want you coming home in a box.”
              Tydelis nodded.  Ordinarily, the sergeant was hard and distant, but now he seemed genuinely concerned.  It was out of character and that grandfatherly gaze made Tydelis uncomfortable.  After a moment, Walgroom released him.  Tydelis, heart pounding, hurried from the barracks.
              He jogged down the dirt road along the outer wall of the Academy.  During their riding and husbandry classes, he had been to the west stables many times.  Normally, he would be surrounded by at least a dozen other boys, all of them running in time.  Now, even though he ran alone, his steps still fell in with the familiar rhythm.              
              He flashed his orders at the armsman stationed at the gate and rounded the corner.  He slowed to a stop as the earthy smell of horses and hay filled his nostrils.  Most of the stable hands working here were preparing mounts and packing gear to send the other pages on their way.
              The stable master stepped out from a nearby stall.  “Got yer orders, page?” he asked.  Tydelis showed him his papers.  The stable master squinted at them for a long moment and then pointed to a small covered cart waiting on the road.  “Over there.  That one.”
              With a quick backwards glance, Tydelis thanked the stable master and then ran to the cart.  The driver was a bony old man who sat holding the reins.  He mumbled to himself as Tydelis approached.
              “Good day!” Tydelis stepped up to the cart and extended his hand in greeting.  “I’m Tydelis.”
              The old man turned and scowled.  He ignored Tydelis’s hand and only gummed his lower lip.  “You the whelp that’s holding me up?” he asked.
              Tydelis paused a moment and then held up his orders.  The old man rolled his eyes.  “I can’t read, boy.  This here is the supply cart to Wetstone Keep.  You supposed to be on it?”  Tydelis indicated that he was.  The old man spat, “Good.  You ride in the back.  I don’t need any yapping up here distracting me and the horse.  Lord Rurson deducts coppers from my fee for every hour I’m late.  Now get on back there so I can get going.”
              For a second, Tydelis considered trying to strike up a conversation with the old man despite his instructions.  He paused and looked into his grizzled face.  He saw nothing but weary spite in those red watery eyes.  He looked eager to bite someone if it weren’t for his missing teeth.  
              With a partial bow, Tydelis acknowledged his understanding. He stepped down and went to the back of the cart as he had been instructed.  He hardly had time to climb aboard before it lurched forward and began rumbling along.
              After he situated himself between the crates and bags, Tydelis put the old man from his mind.  He’s merely my ride, I don’t have to be his friend, he thought to himself.  Then, he took a deep breath and turned his mind to his changing situation.
              The military was structured around the knights.  They acted as the spine which held everything together.  In terms of numbers, they were relatively few but each knight in the field was also accompanied by at least one armsman, one squire, and two pages, sometimes more.  Only if a knight was given special instructions did he operate without his personal contingent, as had Khom when he had accompanied Priestess Najene to Glademoor.
              Promotion was merit based and revolved around the commendation of the knight to which one was assigned.  Pages became squires and squires became armsmen.  Moving from armsman to knight, however, required much more.  One needed the support of the Council of Ten, a specific sponsor from your chosen order and a willingness to take a lifelong vow of service prior to receiving the blessing associated with each order of knighthood.  Tydelis knew that part of the knightly vow included a promise to place the needs of the realm above your own and it included a penalty of death should you ever be found by the Council to be in breach.  Hence, it was no surprise that most who entered into military service never promoted, much less desired promotion beyond the rank of armsman.
              The vast majority of military men chose the path of becoming an armsman and remained in the honorable position of military soldier.  It provided a decent wage and a steady form of employment.  Many families were comprised of several proud generations of armsmen.  Others, however, resigned their pay and rank and hired themselves out as personal bodyguards to merchants or worked as mercenaries to those seeking a temporary boost in military might.  While there was considerably more potential money in this choice of career, it was riskier and generally frowned upon.  Once you resigned your station from the Elurion military, you were never allowed back in.
              Now that Tydelis had this additional knowledge, he found himself wondering again about the rumors he had heard as a boy that his father was once a mercenary before he had settled down to become the butcher in Glademoor.  He had already made up his mind that he would one day return to ask him about it.  Unfortunately, he also knew that it might be years before he was allowed the freedom of travel.  Right now as a page, and for his time as a squire as well, he was military property. 
              Tydelis watched the rutted ground bump away behind him.  Already Chorus faded from view, lost behind green hills and vegetable farmlands.  The Malapa River was on his left and the road west followed it closely for several miles.
              Tydelis pulled Jathryn’s bracelet from his pack.  He had kept it hidden during his final days at the Academy as he didn’t want to need to explain it.  Even so, he had secretly pulled it out on many occasions.  If he held it close to his nose, he thought that he could catch a whiff of Jathryn’s sweetly scented hair.
              Now that he was on the road, he tied it around his left wrist.  He knew that Jathryn’s calling to serve as first a maiden and then later as a sister meant that she was sworn to a lifetime of virginity.  But, at the same time, he also knew that occasionally a sister was excommunicated from the Church for romantic indiscretions.  He didn’t want Jathryn to be shamed by such a horrible thing in her own life, and yet he sometimes entertained a fantasy that, maybe, something might happen between them.  He was sure that such shame wouldn’t diminish his affections.  And so, perhaps one day, she might be released from her service to become his wife.
              This particular conflict within him preoccupied his thoughts more than he liked.  He knew that Jathryn was committed to Elohara and that she had been fated to her path.  In his mind, Tydelis felt that the Priestess Najene had been right to come and take them away from Glademoor.  Neither of them would amount to much by staying there, and he had felt that he was destined to be something more than merely another farmhand in a small town.
              Tydelis knew in his heart that the Goddess had worked through the Priestess to pick him for his military service.  He had purpose and direction now.  He was growing stronger, wiser, and more confident every day.  At last, he felt that the proper path of his life was taking shape.  And it was a good one of which he approved.
              But, he also knew that Jathryn was quite unlike him.  She would chafe under the discipline of the Academy.  She was curious and rebellious and filled with questions.  Patience and temperance were not her strong points.  She was strong-willed and independent.  But, that fire of independence was what drew him to her.
              So even though he constantly reminded himself that their love was something that must never be fully recognized, he also carried the secret hope that she might one day give in to her passions and they could be together regardless.  Well, at least that was private hope that he entertained himself with.  Like his dream from the night before, he often imagined that she would emerge from seemingly nowhere, renounce her service to Elohara and insist that they be together.  He knew in his mind that it was an implausibly unreal idea, but his heart refused to let the dream die.  Besides, she had done something similar at the Drill Yard just days before.  Tydelis smiled to himself.  The bracelet around his wrist gave him all the kindling he needed to keep that forbidden flame burning.
              For the next several days, Tydelis rode in the back of the cart.  The old man stopped for meals and made camp at the roadside each night, but he remained distant.  Tydelis never learned his name.  When he had asked, the old man only glared and said, “The last page I told my name to I brought back in a casket only four weeks hence.”
              Instead of making conversation, Tydelis took note of the changing landscape.  Eventually, they followed the road away from the river.  The farmlands gave way to grassy plains.  The climate warmed and became increasingly hot.  Afternoon thundershowers often rolled across the distant horizon.
              After more days of travel, they turned sharply towards the right and began descending down into a wide valley.  The air filled with warm mists and the grasses melted into low-lying brush.  Tall trees swathed in brown mosses and ropey vines twisted up from beneath the vegetation.  Before long, they were deep within the embrace of the western jungle.  Tydelis knew that they neared the keep when the sandy road gave way to broken shale and gray rock.
              The cart splashed through a shallow fast-moving stream and then ascended a steep hillside.  Tydelis stood and looked out from the back of the cart.  Off to the side, he saw the keep.  It sat atop a large flat rise in the ground.  Fire had cleared away the undergrowth from the base, affording the sentinels in the square wooden watchtowers a good view of the surrounding area.  The keep itself was primarily made from dark stone and seemed to be a part of the shale foundation.  The black walls rose up three times the height of a man and appeared slick with a thin film of moisture. Along the top edge, large sharp wooden spikes protruded outwards.  Tydelis knew that anyone keeping watch must have seen the cart coming several minutes ago.
              They wound up the crooked path to the large iron portcullis.  As they drew near, it raised before them.  They rolled into the courtyard and the old man reined the horse to a halt.
              A half-dozen young men gathered around the cart and began unloading the supplies.  Tydelis stepped down and was met by a boy not much older than himself.  He extended his hand in greeting, “I’m Page Vurlo.  You must be the greenie replacement from the Academy.”
              Tydelis nodded as he shook his hand.  “I’m Tydelis.”  Vurlo was shorter and thinner than he was but he had a wiry look that hinted at quickness.  His black hair was cropped close and Tydelis noticed a fresh bruise just above his right eyebrow.  It looked painful and Tydelis involuntarily winced as he saw it.
              Vurlo noticed his glance and smiled a crooked grin.  “I took a tumble the other day.  Things can get wild here.”  He touched the dark splotch gingerly.  “Could’ve been worse, though.”
              “I’m due to report to Thal Rurson,” Tydelis said.
              “He prefers Lord Rurson as he loves to crow on about the lands that the Council recently granted him in exchange for his years of service.  But, in any case, I’m as close as you’ll get right now.  He is busy negotiating a hire price with some mercs right now.  Don’t worry.  You’ll meet him soon enough.”
              “Mercs?”
              “Mercenaries.  Ever since the gnolls have started coming across the river, we’ve been shorthanded.  The Council has given us instructions to keep them out of Elurion and yet they’ve only sent us about half of the men we need.”
              Tydelis glanced around at the men unloading the supply cart.  “How many do we have?”
              “Officially?  There are three knights, four armsmen, three squires, and counting you, six pages.  But Lord Rurson has also hired another five mercenaries so that brings the total compliment to twenty-one.  Of course, the Council has seen fit to send us only supplies enough for sixteen, so I hope you don’t mind tightening your belt a notch or two.”
              Tydelis looked over Vurlo’s shoulder.  He noticed that many of the men had a hungry look to them.  He also noticed that several of them wore bloodstained or torn clothes.  A few appeared to be recovering from battle wounds.  Tydelis swallowed hard.  “Are we at war?”
              Again, Vurlo grinned.  “Officially?  Not yet.  Lord Rurson has sent emissaries to the gnoll shaman trying to figure out why they’ve been setting up camp on this side of the river.  It’s been pretty futile so far though.  Hardly anyone here speaks gnoll and the last two came back without their tongues.” 
              “Shaman?”
              “Goddess Grace!  You really are a greenie!  The spiritual leaders of each gnoll tribe, of course.  Anyone who wants to speak to the tribe does so through him.”
              Tydelis’s head was swimming.  Vurlo noticed the confusion on his face.  He clapped him on the back.  “Look, don’t worry about it.  You’ll get with the flow of things soon enough.  Right now, let’s get these supplies into the storehouse.”  Vurlo tossed him a heavy sack of ground flour from the back of the cart.  Tydelis caught it and trundled off after the other workers.
              For most of the afternoon, Tydelis tagged behind Vurlo as he showed him around the keep.  It was immediately apparent that the place could house many more men than it presently did.  Most of the interior buildings were empty.  Tydelis had his choice of cots in the barracks and the stables only currently housed three horses, though it could have easily held thirty or more.  The cavernous storehouse had only a smattering of food supplies tucked away in one corner.  No fires burned in the cold and vacant smithy.
              Vurlo explained that the pages were responsible for the upkeep of the various facilities, but with only a light contingent of men here, it proved to be less than half a day’s work.  They spent the other half manning the watchtowers.  Not that there was much to see, but Lord Rurson wanted eyes on the jungle round the clock nonetheless.
              At suppertime everyone gathered in the Dining Hall.  At least twenty or thirty long tables filled the expansive room, but the men gathered around only three. If the keep were fully manned, the knights would have eaten separately from the rest of the men.  As it was, Lord Rurson required that they dine together.  This gave him the opportunity to interact with his men and relay any new information or instructions directly.
              After Tydelis and Vurlo went through the chow line, they sat down near the other pages.  The squires and armsmen ate nearby as well.  Vurlo was right, the meal looked sparse.  Little more than a few strips of dried meat, a crust of flatbread, and a cupful of vegetable soup.  Tydelis’s stomach rumbled at the idea of eating so little.
              A heavy hand upon his shoulder startled him.  “Is this the new recruit?” asked a gruff voice.
              Tydelis turned around.  He knew in an instant from the stern eyes and the bald head that this could only be Lord Rurson.  He extended his hand and tried to appear calm in spite of his sudden jolt of recognition.  “Page Tydelis at your service, milord.”
              Lord Rurson flashed a toothy white grin and shook his hand so tightly that it made Tydelis’s knuckles ache.  Welcome, Page.”  He said as he looked at him up and down, before continuing while still holding Tydelis fast in his grip, “And, I’m pleased to see that you’ve already been told of my new and well-deserved appointment of lands.  It will save me the time of explaining that the proper title for someone who owns as much land as I now do is “lord.”  He paused and tilted his head.  “Where is your blade?”
              Vurlo stammered, “I’m sorry, Lord Rurson.  Tydelis hasn’t been here yet two hours and we haven’t made it to the armory.”
              “Two hours is enough time to kill a thousand men, page.  You know my orders.  I want fewer excuses and more action from you.  Is that clear?”  Lord Rurson’s smile had been replaced by a scowl.
              “Yes sir.”
              “After supper, let Page Tydelis pick out something to his liking.  No one is to be without a ready weapon at any time.  That includes new recruits.”
              “Yes sir.”
              “So where do you hail from, page?”  He turned his attention back to Tydelis.
              Lord Rurson still held his hand with vise-like pressure.  He tried to return the grip as best he could, more so to keep from wincing than for any other reason.  “Glademoor, sir.”
              “Glademoor?  That’s a bit off the beaten path.  Not much worthwhile land there.  Completely unworthy of nobility, I’d say.  But, a nice place if you want to hide from the troubles of the world, I suppose.  So, what brings you to the military?”
              So far in his training at the Academy, surprisingly no one had asked him this question.  Najene’s insistence that he keep secret his reasons for serving echoed in his head.  Tydelis thought fast for a plausible explanation, but the growing pain in his hand blunted his mind.  “I, uh, wanted to serve my realm, sir.”
              “I see.”  It was clear that Rurson didn’t care for his answer, but he let it pass.  Instead he asked, “Who pledged you into the Academy?”
              Tydelis was prepared for this one.  “Thal Khom of the Order of Murkbane, sir.”
              Lord Rurson lifted an eyebrow.  “You hail from Glademoor and you were pledged by Khom?  I suspect there’s more of a story behind your service than those bright blue eyes would have me believe.”
              It was quiet for a long moment.  Tydelis didn’t know what to say and the pain in his hand now extended into his wrist.  He said only, “Yes sir.”
              A crease formed at the corner of Rurson’s mouth.  He squinted.  “Very well, boy, keep your secrets.”  He released his grip and Tydelis pulled it back quickly.  “I once knew a mercenary who retired to Glademoor.  A tough fighter named Dussokath Montance.  Ever hear of him?”
              Tydelis glanced up.  “Yes sir.  He is my father.”
              Rurson’s toothy grin returned.  “Your father, eh?  Am I really that old?  Ah, well that sparks my curiosity all the more.  We could use a tenacious wolf like old Duss right about now.  But I suppose we’ll have to settle for his boy.”  He thumped Tydelis in the chest with his large finger.  “I have my eye on you, page.  You’ve got some big boots to fill.”  He turned and strode away.
              Vurlo leaned over and whispered, “I bet you never want to shake his hand again.”
              Tydelis nodded as he kneaded his sore knuckles.  Lord Rurson had answered one of his nagging questions about his father, but new ones rushed in to take their place.  How did Lord Rurson know him and why did he call him a tenacious wolf?
              After everyone had eaten, Lord Rurson stood on a table and looked out over the small gathering.  Two knights dressed in green sat on the benches nearby.  Tydelis recognized their color and insignia as that of the Antyllic Order.
              “Alright men, here is where we stand.  Today I hired on three new blades to help flesh out our numbers.  Together with the replacement page from the Academy, we number twenty four.  I expect you’ll welcome them as brothers.”
              A warm murmur of welcome rippled through the gathering.  Some of the men raised their mugs to no one in particular.  Somebody patted Tydelis on the back.
              “Of course, we are still only receiving supplies for sixteen.  Our meals are likely to get a bit smaller still.”  The murmurs turned to groans.
              “Hold there boys.  It gets worse.  Perhaps it is best if you hear the news firsthand.  Scout?”
              Somehow none of them had noticed the hooded figure that waited in the shadows.  As the figure emerged into the firelight of the hall, they saw that the scout was a woman.  She wore black and green studded leather armor and a long recurve bow was slung across her shoulder.  A quiver of black fletched arrows hung on her back and a curved dagger was strapped to either thigh.  She bounded lightly up the bench to stand beside Lord Rurson.  Her tight-fitting clothes accentuated her feminine shape and some of the men sat up a bit straighter.  Tydelis wondered how long she had been hiding there away from the rest of the group.
              She pulled back her hood.  Brown and black grease paint covered her smooth face and made her green eyes seem especially large and white.  Her hair was pulled back into a ponytail.  It too was slick with grease and it shone like wet iron in the warm glow of the torches.
              “Kynn, tell the boys what you’ve told me,” said Lord Rurson.
              Kynn pulled off her gloves as she looked about the room.  “The gnolls have set up camp again on this side of the Malapa River, perhaps half a day’s journey from here.  I count at least forty, perhaps more.  Most of them are warriors, but they have brought a few weapon smiths and engineers as well.  It appears to me that they are preparing the way for more to arrive soon, if they haven’t crossed the river already.”
              A chill went through the room.  Some of the men began whispering to one another.  Tydelis knew that even with the high walls of Wetstone Keep, they wouldn’t stand much of a chance against an invading gnoll army.
              Lord Rurson held up his hand to silence them.  “I don’t need to tell you, but I am as puzzled by the rising incidence of gnoll encampments upon our lands as are any of you.  It has been years since we have had dealings with them, and yet in the past four months we’ve forced three separate camps back across the river and skirmished perhaps a dozen times.  I’ve lost five men in my care and that is five men too many.  This latest discovery is the largest group yet and still we have no answers.”
              One of the men near the front spoke up.  His large thick moustache flipped with his words.  “We need reinforcements if there’s going to be a battle!”
              Rurson nodded.  “Agreed, Kirus.  Already I have dispatched a rider back to Chorus.  Certainly General Thurman can convince the Council to react intelligently to this news and we’ll have them.”
              “But they haven’t sent anybody yet!” said Kirus.
              “That’s true, but what we’ve seen thus far have been small groups.  The Council has regarded them as wandering or exiled tribes and not a serious threat.  Armed with this new report from Kynn, they’ll see that the problem is real and growing.”
              “Aye!” continued Kirus, “the first groups were probably scouts!  For all we know, they may have infested the whole shore by now.  The dogs could be upon us at any moment!”  Some of the men rumbled their agreement.
              Lord Rurson scowled at the man, but he kept his voice level.  “I recognize the tactical implications of the situation.  And yet, while it may be that there is trouble brewing, we mustn’t assume the worst without better information.  That is why I am leading a diplomatic party of men to meet with the gnolls at daybreak tomorrow.  We need to know why they are violating our borders and what their intentions are.”
              “The last emissaries you sent came back beaten near death and had their tongues cut out.  Clearly, the gnolls are preparing an invasion.  What more proof do you need?”
              Lord Rurson erupted.  “Remember your place, mercenary!  Do not think to lecture me on gnoll diplomacy.”  Kirus folded his arms across his chest.  Lord Rurson paused and regained his composure before continuing. “Yes, I am aware of what became of our emissaries, but you must look beyond the surface.  Our emissaries returned to us instead of being killed.  If the gnolls had nothing but hostile intent, it is likely that we would not have heard from them again.”
              He continued, “Thal Keminon here has studied gnoll ways and he believes that they may have been insulted by the low stature of the men we sent earlier.  Their culture is hierarchical.  They may have refused dealings with our emissaries because they took offense that we didn’t value them enough to send a genuine diplomatic party.  When we thought that we were dealing with wayward tribes, our emissaries would have been sufficient.  Now, however, it appears that we may be dealing with higher ups.  If that is the case, we must approach them differently.  Show them a bit of Elurion hospitality and respect, you see.”
              Lord Rurson took a deep breath.  “Both Thal Keminon and I will go to meet them.  Scout Kynn will lead us to their encampment.  We’ll be accompanied by over a dozen men dressed in their finest armor and armed to the teeth.  This display should convince them that we take them seriously.  And also remind them that they need to take us seriously as well.”
              Kirus mumbled.  “The scout says that there are at least forty warriors, maybe more.  You could be leading us into a trap.”
              Lord Rurson’s eyes narrowed and a thin smile crept across his face.  “In that case, I’ll take twenty and Thal Keminon will take twenty.  That’ll leave the rest of you to pick up the scraps.  Think you and your mighty sword can handle that, Kirus?”  Some of the men chuckled.  Kirus chewed his teeth but remained silent.  Tydelis knew that Rurson was boasting, but he also guessed from his massive arms that twenty gnolls might be about right.  He could probably crush ten with his grip alone.
              After the hall quieted down, Lord Rurson asked, “Any questions?”
              An armsman waved his hand.  “Begging your pardon sir, but if you take, say, sixteen men, that’ll only leave eight here at the keep.  What do they do should you not return?”
              “A good question, Malsh. We want to make a powerful impression upon the gnolls, so the party will be largely composed of our best men.  We will leave the six pages, my squire, and Thal Clarkmin here.  It is unlikely that the gnolls have had enough time to gather intelligence about Wetstone.  I don’t anticipate any trouble for them while we are away.  In the unlikely event that we don’t return before nightfall, Thal Clarkmin will assume the worst and will run to Chorus.”
              “You’re leaving the entire keep in the possession of a group of unseasoned and unproven boys?”  It was Kirus again.
              “I believe they will be safe.  But, regardless, I am the commander of this keep and it is my decision.  If I ordered it torn down stone by stone, you all would do it joyfully, would you not?”
              A few voices responded, “Hear, hear!”
              Kirus squinted.  “This seems risky to me.”
              “Perhaps.  But that’s what you’re getting paid for, mercenary.  And well paid, I might add.  If you don’t have the heart for it, I’ll keep my wages and you can have the door.”  Lord Rurson fixed his blue eyes on the man and placed his hand on the hilt of his sword.
              The mercenary returned the glare for a moment and then waved at the air with grumble.  He turned away, resigned to the plan. 
              “Good.  Then prepare yourselves.  We leave at daybreak.  You are dismissed.”  Lord Rurson stepped down from the table.  Kynn leaned in and began whispering in his ear.
              Vurlo tugged Tydelis’s arm.  “We better get to the armory.  Lord Rurson puts up with the mouths of the mercenaries because he needs them, but it only makes him tougher on the rest of us.  You don’t want him to see you without a blade again, believe me!”
              They hurried to the armory.  As they entered, Tydelis stopped and stood in awe.  There were easily enough weapons and shields to outfit two hundred men.  Rows of steel and iron glinted in the torchlight. Halberds, pikes, warhammers, swords, spears, clubs, and many other weapons hung from racks.
              Tydelis resisted the urge to pick up a more fearsome looking weapon and instead looked for something close to what he had trained with at the Academy.  He settled on a short sword that felt good and balanced to him.  Vurlo also encouraged him to take a small wooden shield, little more than a buckler, for his left arm.
              They left the armory and returned to the barracks.  Most of the other men were already there.  Many of them honed their blades or tended to their armor.  They seemed lost in thought and rarely spoke.
              Tydelis found his cot and placed his weapon and shield beneath.  He reclined back on the thin bedding and closed his eyes.  It had been a long day and the firmness felt good.  He listened to the sound of metal being polished and reflected upon how things had changed.  Not long ago, he had fallen asleep in the quiet safety of the Academy barracks.  Now, the air was filled with tension and fear.  The night time jungle sounds of clicking insects and chirping frogs closed in upon him.  He knew that gnolls were nocturnal and he wondered if they were out there, silently stalking through the underbrush.  Perhaps they were lurking in the trees, watching the keep, trying to estimate their numbers.
              He took a long slow breath and tried to relax his mind.  The watchtowers were manned.  If there were any sign of danger, the guardsmen there would see it with plenty of time to prepare.
              Tydelis reached down to twist Jathryn’s bracelet around his wrist.  The smooth tickle soothed him.  His mind drifted away from where he was now and towards where Jathryn might be.  After a few moments, he fell fast asleep.
 
 




CHAPTER 12: 
KEEP
 
 
“The Goddess loves peace and wishes that none should die.  Nevertheless, it is better to perish while true to Her than it is to lose faith and live on in disbelief.”
 
-Exhortations 2:16-17
The Voice of Elohara
 
 
              Early the next morning, the entire contingent of men gathered together in the Wetstone Keep courtyard.  The diplomatic party had dressed in their finest armor and were fully armed.  Even the mercenaries had taken the time to polish their leather and shine their shields.  Their gleaming blades and helms sparkled in the grey pre-dawn light.
              Lord Rurson appeared from his quarters and joined his men.  He wore etched plate mail that was veined with a ruby red handprint over his heart.  He carried his helm under his arm and wore a flowing white cape upon his back.  The mirrored steel of his armor came all the way up to his neck where it terminated in a thick black cloth band just under his chin.  Tydelis thought that with his bald head, he looked something like a metal-clad tortoise.
              Kynn was there as well, ready to lead them to the encampment.  She too had taken time to make herself more presentable, her leather armor glistened with a damp sheen of oil.  She had washed her face free of the camouflage paint and her skin was seemed abnormally smooth and pale against her dark hair.  Tydelis guessed that she couldn’t be more than a couple of years older than he.  But even being that young, she still exuded a taut readiness.  The bow on her back and the knives strapped to her thighs whispered a warning to any who might be tempted to underestimate her.  She had a patient look in her eye as though she were accustomed to waiting for an opportunity to present itself.  For a moment, she reminded Tydelis of the tales he had heard of carnivorous plants that were said to lurk in the jungle underbrush.
              Lord Rurson nodded his head approvingly as he inspected his men.  They looked to be a formidable group, well suited to impress the gnolls.  With a stiff wave of his hand, he led the group out through the front gate.  As moving through the jungle was a slow business, they left their horses at the keep and traveled on foot.
              After they were gone, Knight Clarkmin gathered the remaining young men together.  Unlike the others, he still wore his standard daily armor and his long gray hair fell onto his shoulders.
              Clarkmin said, “Lord Rurson has left the keep in my care.  Now, neither he nor I expect any trouble while they are away, but we still must be wary.  None of us yet know the intentions of the gnolls and so we will be at a state of heightened watchfulness.  There are only eight of us left to cover the entire expanse of the walls and watchtowers. To that end, Squire Mubiles and I have created a schedule.”
              “Each page will be assigned a tower: North, East, West or South.  A new page will ascend the battlements and relieve the page in the East tower every quarter-hour.  Note this is half the time normally allotted for a watch.  That page, in turn, will walk along the battlements to relieve the page in the South tower.  And so on around the perimeter with the final page leaving the North tower to return to the courtyard for a rest break.  Squire Mubiles and I will make our rounds in the opposite direction.  Our hope is twofold.  First that this constant motion will help to confuse any gnoll spies that might be lurking in the forest as to our true numbers.  And second, and more importantly, to keep all of us fresh and alert.”
              “I recognize that some of you have never worked the towers before.  I have confidence that you will do well.  Your young eyes can be every bit as effective as are those of a trained guardsman.  The key is to maintain your concentration.  When you arrive at your position, immediately choose several places in the outlying jungle that look interesting to you.  Consider places where you might hide if you were sent to spy upon the keep: along an embankment, behind a rock, in the nook of a large tree, and so on.  Then, rotate your gaze between these positions at regular intervals during your time.  The most effective way to remain alert is to create a sweeping personal rhythm that becomes automatic.”
              “Should you see something that looks suspicious or out of character for what you would expect given our situation – such as a sudden bending of a branch or the rising of dust or smoke, make a note of it in the log books provided at each station.  Squire Mubiles and I will review them during our rounds to see if they warrant closer inspection.  But, if you see something truly abnormal, such as the hide or hair of a gnoll, do not hesitate!  Immediately raise your voice in alarm.”
              “Very well then.  If there are no questions, let us begin with the assignments.  Squire Mubiles?”
              The squire took a step forward.  He glanced down at his board and quickly barked out assignments, pointing with his finger as he went, “North Tower, Page Larn.  East Tower, Page Vurlo.  South Tower, Page Tydelis.  West Tower, Page Beretal.  Page Dalson and Page Faberi will remain here with me.”
              The pages hurried to their posts.  As Tydelis climbed the ladder up to the battlements, his heart begin to race.  He had never been in the watchtower of a keep.  Even though he knew that he was merely to serve as a lookout, he also felt a sense of importance unlike anything he had experienced before.  He felt more than merely a page sent off on an errand.  Instead, he felt the weight of responsibility on his shoulders and that encumbrance felt good.  He felt valued and respected to be entrusted with work normally reserved for experienced watchmen.
              The walls of the keep were comprised of smoothed stone brick but the four elevated watchtowers were made of wood.  Each was a small square box covered with a pointed log roof.  They were positioned in the corners of the keep and stood an additional ten feet above the outer wall.  A second ladder from the battlements ran up into the belly of each tower.
              As Tydelis climbed the second ladder to his station, he noticed the chill of the morning breeze.  The high tower creaked.  Even though the wood planks felt sturdy beneath his feet, it was difficult to shake the feeling that a strong gust of wind would send the whole thing toppling to the courtyard far below.  The watchtowers must have been added recently and not part of the original design for the keep.
              Tydelis stepped to the chest-high railing of the tower and peered out over the edge.  The ground was about thirty feet below and the height was dizzying.  Tydelis gripped the rail for a moment and steadied himself.  He closed his eyes and took a deep breath.
              When he re-opened them, he looked out at the jungle.  From this vantage point, he was surprised how far he could see.  Most of the tops of the trees were lower than he was and he could look across the canopy into the distance until the undulations were lost to yellow haze.  A few birds flitted along from branch to branch, their bright red and blue plumage a splash of contrast to the surrounding tapestry of dark greens and greys.
              Closer to the keep, the ground had been cleared.  Tydelis had an unobstructed view of both the southeast and southwest walls.  He also had clear vantage of the surrounding land for several dozen yards until the underbrush and trees became too thick to penetrate.  He was convinced that no one could approach without being seen well in advance.
              A large crossbow was mounted just behind the watchtower railing.  This made sense as the low ceiling would have made a standard bow too unwieldy.  Tydelis swung the crossbow around in its swivel joint and noticed that it had been positioned to have a good sweep of nearly all that could be seen from the tower.  With a bit of satisfaction, he also noticed that it could swing around and be aimed such that it pointed straight down the entry ladder.
              Tydelis examined the crossbow more closely and realized that it was strung too tightly to be drawn by hand.  Instead, it had a ratchet wheel that drew back the string into position so that a bolt could be put into place.  A few dozen large red-fletched bolts rested in a box nearby the base of the mount.
              Tucked away in a leather pouch, Tydelis found the logbook.  He pulled it out and flipped to the last recorded page.  The previous watch had ended less than a half-hour before.  The last guardsman had written his starting and ending times and signed below.  Tydelis wrote in his starting time and signed his name below with a flourish.
              At last, he settled down to begin his watch.  He followed Thal Clarkmin’s instructions and chose several specific places to guide his gaze.  He began moving his eyes and turning his head to check on each one.  As he did so, he felt another small pang of satisfaction.  He felt that he was part of a noble cause larger than himself and that sense of belonging gave him confidence.  He may have only been a young recruit assigned to act as a guardsman for fifteen minutes in the south tower, but by Elohara, he was going to be the finest south tower guardsman ever.
              The minutes slid by as Tydelis concentrated upon improving the efficiency of his task.  As his eyes roved over the landscape, he thought of ways to improve his rhythm and cover more ground.  Nobody was going to come near the south tower without him knowing about it.
              “Hey greenie!  I’m here to relieve you!”  The voice started Tydelis from his concentration.  He jumped a bit and spun around to look down the ladder.  It was Vurlo.
              “C’mon down.  Beretal is probably bored out of his mind by now.”
              Tydelis started down the ladder, carefully placing his feet on each rung.  Vurlo chuckled.  “You ARE green! If we were in combat, you’d be a sitting duck if you got down like that.  The outside posts of the ladder are varnished.  You can slide down using your hands and feet.”
              “Truly?”  Tydelis hesitated.  It was a bit of a drop but what Vurlo said made sense.  He would be easy pickings coming down the ladder for any enemy archers positioned outside the keep.
              “Sure.  Give it a try.”
              Tydelis carefully moved his hands to the outside poles.  They were indeed smooth.  He then popped his feet out and gripped them with the inside of his boots.  In a rush that took his breath away, he slid down the ladder almost as quickly as though he had jumped.  When he hit the ground, he fell backwards and landed hard on the stone floor.
              Vurlo slapped his thigh with laughter.  “Not bad!  But next time, you’ll want to grab it a little tighter.”
              Tydelis rubbed his hands.  “And maybe wear gloves too,” he admitted.
              Vurlo started up the ladder.  “Don’t worry about it.  How do you think I got my bruise?  Is it still visible?”  He pointed at his forehead.
              “Yes.”  Tydelis nodded before asking, “You’ve been in the watchtowers before?”
              “Sure.  We rotate through every few days with the regular guardsmen.  It’s part of our training.  Speaking of which, you had better get moving.  Thal Clarkmin doesn’t like it if we gab while on duty.”
              Tydelis nodded and hurried down the battlements to the next tower.  Just before he arrived, Page Beretal came sliding down.  With a small smile he said, “Just one more before my next break.”  He then jogged away towards the North Tower.
              Tydelis climbed up to his station.  Almost as soon as he had reached the top, he heard another voice from below.  “Anything to report, page?”  It was Squire Mubiles.
              Tydelis scanned the jungle once quickly and then called back down the ladder.  “No sir.  All clear here.”
              “Good.  Stay sharp.”  The squire walked away towards Vurlo’s position in the tower Tydelis had just left.
              Much of the morning passed in this fashion.  Knight Clarkmin and Squire Mubiles were on a different timetable than were the pages.  Sometimes they met Tydelis as he hurried along the battlements between stations and sometimes they checked in with him during his stay in the tower.
              With six pages manning the towers, Tydelis and Vurlo shared part of their break.  They sat down in the Dining Hall together.
              “See anything?” Vurlo asked as he took a seat.
              “No.”  Tydelis realized he was a little disappointed.  It had been quiet all morning.  “You?”
              “Not really.  I thought I saw some movement right before I came on break from the west tower but I couldn’t be sure.  I told Thal Clarkmin and he told me to log it.  It was probably an animal.”
              “Yeah.  But at least you’ve seen something.”
              “It’s not like we would see a gnoll spy anyway.”
              Tydelis was puzzled.  “What do you mean?”
              Vurlo raised his eyebrow.  “Really, do you think that someone who wanted to stay hidden out there in the jungle couldn’t do so?  Unless you have patrols going through the underbrush, somebody could camouflage themselves out of sight and watch us all day and we would be none the wiser.”
              Maybe there was some truth to this as there was a lot of vegetation beyond where the ground had been cleared.  Still, Tydelis asked, “So, why the watch then?”
              “It’s for show.  Anyone who was watching the keep would see a lot of activity and hopefully suspect that the place was brimming with soldiers.  One of the guardsmen once told me that war is at its heart a game of deception.  Whichever army is better at fooling the enemy as to its true strength and intentions is the one that is likely to win.”
              For a moment, Tydelis thought about this.  He realized that Vurlo was probably right.  If someone trained in the skills of stealth, someone like Kynn, wanted to spy on the keep they could do so safely provided they took care to remain hidden.  But, they also couldn’t get close enough to make out the faces of the men walking the battlements and climbing up and down the towers.  It would be difficult to guess how many men were inside.  The more movement they saw, the greater would be the illusion of numbers.  Tydelis’s appreciation for the wisdom of Thal Clarkmin grew.
              Tydelis asked, “Do you think Lord Rurson will have success?”
              “I don’t know.  This whole thing is very odd.  The gnolls have been warned many times about crossing the river into our lands.  For years, there wasn’t a problem.  But now, hardly a day goes by that we don’t hear a report that more of them are setting up camp along our side of the river.  The most troubling thing is that no one seems to know what they want.”
              “What do you think?”
              “I think merc Kirus is probably right.  The gnolls are gearing up for an invasion.”
              “But why?”
              “That’s a good question.  I suppose that’s why Lord Rurson wanted to go out to meet them.  He is not the sort of man to wait around wondering about things.  He wants his intelligence and he wants it now.  Before the end of the day, we should have a much better idea what they are up to.”
              Tydelis nodded and took a drink from his cup.  As he lifted his hand, Vurlo pointed at his bracelet.  “So, what’s this?”
              “Uh.  It’s a gift from a friend.”
              “Is that hair braided in there?”
              “Yes.  Actually it is.”
              Vurlo gave him the eye.  “From a girl?”
              Tydelis lifted his drink again and used the time to think.  “Like I said, from a friend,” he said with a weak smile.
              “Well, it appears that you are full of mysteries Tydelis.  A mercenary for a father.  A secret girlfriend.  And, strangest of all, you were pledged by a Khinnie despite living way out in Glademoor.”
              “A Khinnie?”
              “One of the slaves.  You know, a Khindonite.”
              “I didn’t think they were slaves.  They seem free to me.”
              “Oh that’s only because the Arbitress Viltara has let them intermingle with those of us in Elurion over the past decade.  But we defeated them in battle and they swore their allegiance to keep from being destroyed.  I think that qualifies them as slaves.”
              “Hmmm.  The battle was two hundred years ago.  Besides, if you met Thal Khom and saw his blade, I don’t think you’d call him a slave.”
              Vurlo laughed.  “You may be right.  At least never to his face.  He is a knight after all and there are almost no Khinnies allowed into the Orders of Knighthood, so that says something.  Plus, from what I’ve heard, they are tough when you get right down to it.”
              “Very tough.  I’ve seen him fight.”  Tydelis cocked his head.
              “Is that so?  Against who?”
              Tydelis paused and realized that both times he had seen Khom in battle it had been against the undead.  Not wanting to invite any more questions, he decided that he had better keep his mouth shut.  “I shouldn’t say.  Maybe he’d come after me.”  Tydelis forced a grin and tried to make it sound like a joke.
              Vurlo wagged his finger at him.  “You’re a strange one Ty.”  Tydelis shrugged and rose from the table.  It was time to return to duty.
              The watches continued throughout the morning and into the afternoon.  Even though Tydelis strove to maintain his concentration at each post, he found that it became difficult not to let his mind wander.  There was nothing to see and much of the earlier excitement about having a real guardsman’s position faded.
              Tydelis was happy when Vurlo came to relieve him at the west tower.  It was break time again and he was ready.  He slid down the ladder with hardly a stumble.  “All yours,” he said with a smile as he waved welcomingly to the tower.
              Vurlo grinned at him and started up.  He paused midway and looked back.  “I’ll see you soon.  Maybe then I can pry a bit more information out of you.  The least you could do is tell me what your secret girlfriend looks like!”
              Tydelis bounded away and headed for the ladder down to the courtyard.  “Don’t count on it.”
              As Tydelis started down, he heard a hiss and a thump.  He whirled back to see Vurlo’s eyes grow wide.  The page twisted about on the ladder and his hands clutched wildly at the air.  A crooked arrow protruded from his chest right below the collarbone.  He fell backwards to the stone battlements and landed headfirst with a sickening snap.
              Tydelis rushed to his side and knelt down.  He could tell from the angle of Vurlo’s neck and the glazed look in his half-opened eyes that the fall had killed him.  Blood oozed from the wound in his chest.
              Panic seized Tydelis.  His face chilled and his throat went dry.  The world tilted away underneath him.  All he could see was the dark red stain expanding outwards beneath Vurlo’s tunic.
              Tydelis’s sense of duty reached up and restored him to reality.  He croaked at first and then screamed, “Hey!  Hey!  Vurlo has been shot!”
              In a flash of astounding speed, Clarkmin dashed along the battlements to his side.  He quickly surveyed the situation and then barked, “What did you see?”
              Tydelis tried to get control of himself, but his eyes welled up with tears.  “Nothing!  He had relieved me and was climbing the ladder up to the tower...”
              Clarkmin fingered the fletchings of the arrow.  “It’s gnoll alright.”  He then moved in a crouch towards the edge of the keep.  He peeked out between the crenellations.  A pair of arrows whizzed over his head and he ducked back down.  “At least a half-dozen on the edge of the forest.  Maybe more.  They’ve got siege ladders with them,” Clarkmin whispered, his eyes searching the sky as his thoughts came together.
              Squire Mubiles ran up, his head low and his back hunched.  He glanced once at Vurlo and swallowed hard.  Tydelis could see that he was fighting down his fear as well.  In a raspy voice he said, “Your orders, sir?”
              Clarkmin continued assessing the situation aloud.  “There’s not too many.  Hardly more than a raiding party.  At least not that I can see.  It is likely that they’ve correctly estimated that we’re very light here.  My bet is that they’ve committed a host of soldiers to keep Rurson detained on the hope that they can make short work of us before he returns.  If they do, they’ll capture the keep and quite a cache of Elurion weapons.  We can’t have that.”
              “Begging your pardon sir, but how can you know that Lord Rurson is coming back, much less that he is alive?”
              “I don’t know that squire.  I’m only guessing based upon what I can see.  But there are two things that I do know for sure.”  Clarkmin spoke very quickly.
              “What’s that, sir?”
              “First, the gnolls have ladders so they intend to take this keep.  And second, that they won’t do so as long as I’m alive.”  There was a glint to his eye.  He turned and peeked again over the crenellation.
              “Squire!”
              “Yes sir?”
              “Get the other page up here from his break.  Tell him that he is to keep low as he moves along the battlements.  The both of you report back to me as soon as you can.  It’ll be your job to keep the ladders away from the keep walls.”
              “Yes sir.  But how can we do that if there are enemy archers watching the top?”
              Clarkmin pointed.  “The pages in the towers will provide covering fire so you can reach around and push away the ladders.”  Squire Mubiles nodded and then hurried down towards the courtyard.  
              Knight Clarkmin stepped over Vurlo’s body and moved over near the tower.  He positioned himself near a post for cover and then stood and yelled out in a loud voice so that all the other pages could hear.  “Alright boys, we are under attack!  Time to remember your training.  Those of you who are in the towers, stay up there and fire on any gnolls that you see!  Hold them back from the keep as best you can!  The rest of us will man the battlements and keep them from scaling the walls.  Take heart!  There aren’t many attackers and we don’t have to win this fight, we only have to delay them until Lord Rurson returns!”  Tydelis could see the silhouettes of the pages in the other towers nodding and then moving toward their crossbows.
              Tydelis heard a loud click and he spun to see the posts of a siege ladder poking above the edge of the wall.  They started shaking and Tydelis knew that at least one gnoll was climbing up.
              “Clever dogs, these ones,” Clarkmin said.  “No one to man this tower and so here they come already.”  With that, he moved to position and crouched down underneath the protruding top of the ladder.  He drew his blade and waited.
              He didn’t have to wait long.  A gnoll clambered up and looked over the top of the wall.  He held a short curved blade between his bared teeth.  Smeared brown and green streaks of camouflage paint streaked his furry wolf-like face.  He wore a patchwork collection of leather armor that had been reinforced with bone.  He locked his large yellow eyes on Tydelis and growled.  He pulled the knife from his teeth with twisted black fingers.
              Clarkmin popped up, his blade outstretched above him.  He impaled the unsuspecting gnoll in the throat.  Black and crimson blood spurted out in a fountain as the creature fell back.  Clarkmin reached out and over the side of the wall to push the ladder away.  He ducked back down as a trio of arrows flew overhead and clattered off into the courtyard.
              “By Elohara, I need someone in this tower!”  Clarkmin said.  Tydelis knew from the look in the knight’s eye that that someone was him.  He swallowed and nodded as he moved to stand at the base.
              Clarkmin pulled a small half-sized crossbow from his belt.  He said, “I will stand and draw their fire.  As soon as you see me duck back down, you get up that ladder as fast as you can.”
              “Yes sir.”  Tydelis tensed his muscles in preparation.
              Thal Clarkmin prepared a bolt and then turned, stood, and fired.  A moment later and he crouched back down again as several arrows hissed by.
              Tydelis sprang up the ladder.  His feet fumbled against the rungs but his hands held firm.  He scrambled towards the top, never removing his eyes from his goal.
              As he rolled onto the wooden floor of the tower, he felt a sharp cutting pain along the outside of his thigh.  An arrow had grazed him, but the cut was not deep.  It had torn his leggings, but the shallow wound hadn’t even yet started to bleed.  For a moment, he lay back and took several quick breaths.
              “Are you alright, page?”
              “Yes sir!”  As he spoke, an arrow lodged in the roof of the tower above him.
              Tydelis rolled over on his side.  He looked at the box of bolts and the crossbow resting ready in its swivel mount.  He grit his teeth and pulled himself to his feet.  Staying low to the floor, he took a bolt from the box and reached up to wind back the bowstring.  Once it clicked, he cautiously rose and put the bolt into place.  At last, he peered down the sight and over the railing.
              Several gnolls stood right at the jungle tree line.  All of them had shortbows at the ready.  They wore tattered cloth armor banded with shards of wood.  Some of them had on breastplates that appeared to be woven from reeds, their brown and gray fur poked through them in odd directions.  Nearer to the keep, another five gnolls prepared to raise the siege ladder again.
              One of the archers released an arrow at Tydelis.  He reflexively pulled the trigger on the crossbow and then ducked.  His bolt went high and flew harmlessly into the trees overhead.  The gnoll’s arrow stuck in the tower’s railing a foot beneath the opening.
              Clarkmin called out.  “Don’t worry about the archers.  Fire on the ladder crew.  Keep them from scaling the walls!  Pin them down!”
              Tydelis prepared the crossbow again.  After checking to make sure that the gnoll archers weren’t about to fire, he swung it around and fired down on those that were pushing up the siege ladder.
              His bolt went wide and landed in the dirt, but it hit near enough to them that it drew their attention.  They dropped the ladder and ducked under their wooden shields.  A volley of arrows whistled up from the archers, but Tydelis had time to take cover.
              “Good!”  Knight Clarkmin waved his approval.  “As long as we prevent them from getting a ladder up, we’ll be fine.  Anytime you see them hoist it, you remind them that you’re still up there!”
              Squire Mubiles climbed back onto the battlements with the other page in tow.  It was Beretal.  He blanched in fear as he saw Vurlo’s body.
              “This wall appears to be where they are attacking at the moment.  But that doesn’t mean that they are above diversion.  I will cover this section, but I want you two moving about the battlements watching for any others.  Communicate with the pages in the towers as they have the best view.  Holler if any of you see something.  Now spread out!”  Squire Mubiles and Page Beretal ran off in opposite directions along the battlements.
              The ladder crew below Tydelis positioned themselves again.  This time they raised their brightly-painted wooden shields up over their backs with one hand as they planted the posts with the other.
              Tydelis prepared another bolt and aimed again.  Not knowing where else to shoot, he targeted an orange shield in his sights.  He pulled the trigger and was surprised to see the shield erupt in a spray of splinters.  The bolt passed right through the shield and stuck in the shoulder of the gnoll beneath.  It howled in agony.
              For an instant, Tydelis felt bad about causing the creature such pain.  But then he remembered his dead friend on the battlements below and his guilt melted into hot satisfaction.  In a whisper he said, “That was for Vurlo.”  The gnolls left the siege ladder where it lay and retreated back to the trees, dragging their wounded compatriot with them.  
              Page Beretal called out, “They’re raising ladders over here too!”
              Tydelis swung his crossbow around to take aim along to the southwestern wall.  As he did so, two gnoll crews of three creatures each pushed their ladders up against the keep.  Tydelis hurried to ready another bolt.
              The ladders came into position and the gnolls scrambled up.  Both Tydelis and the page in the south tower fired on them.  One gnoll went down, dragging his ladder off to the side with him.  The other gnoll climbed over the keep wall and dropped down face to face with Page Beretal.  Clarkmin leapt from his position and sprinted to his aid.
              Beretal hesitated a moment, then lunged forward with his sword.  It was a clumsy move and the gnoll dodged the attack easily.  In response, the creature spun and brought his own curved blade across the stomach of the page.  Beretal stumbled backwards, his blood spilling out on his boots.  He glanced downward at himself in disbelief and then collapsed to the walkway moaning.
              Knight Clarkmin arrived, but the gnoll had seen him coming and was ready.  He raised his shield and blocked the knight’s hasty attack.  The remaining ladder crew on the ground hoisted the siege ladder again.  Another gnoll was already halfway up the ladder that still stood.
              Tydelis fired again but he didn’t aim well.  The bolt ricocheted harmlessly off the wall of the keep.  A bolt from the far tower also missed its mark.  The second ladder was in place again before either page could reload. 
              Knight Clarkmin parried an attack and his lightning quick riposte caught the gnoll in the hip.  It took a step backwards.  The knight advanced and slammed into him with his shield and the invader fell back, up, and then over the wall of the keep and landed on top of the gnoll climbing below.  They both crashed to the ground.
              “Now!  Fire on the archers!  Cover me!”  Clarkmin yelled and pointed.  
              Tydelis swiveled his crossbow around and took aim.  He let his bolt fly and was pleased to see that this time he hit his mark.  One of the archers collapsed.  His fellows were stunned long enough that Clarkmin had time to reach over the keep wall and push both ladders away.  A gnoll that had climbed partway up jumped clear and landed on his feet.
              Knight Clarkmin barked a word of encouragement to Beretal.  “Do what you can to stop the bleeding.  Hold on there, boy!”  Beretal clenched his jaw and started tearing at his tunic to stuff cloth into his wound.
              Tydelis brought his crossbow around again and was surprised to see that the gnolls had withdrawn to the cover of the forest.  He called out, “They’re retreating!”
              Clarkmin peeked up over the battlement wall.  His face fell as he peered into the shadows of the forest.  “No!  They’re regrouping and they’ve been joined by reinforcements!  Hold firm boys!  This is going to get worse!”
              It was quiet for a moment as Tydelis scanned the forest perimeter for any signs of movement.  He gripped the crossbow in his hand and glared down the sight hoping for a gnoll to show its head.
              Suddenly, Tydelis noticed bobbing orange lights within the canopy shadows.  An instant later and they moved upwards in unison.  With a sickening realization, Tydelis recognized that the lights were actually flames.  A small volley of burning pitch arrows erupted from beneath the forest cover, all of them aimed directly at his tower.
              Tydelis fired his bolt, but he didn’t have a clear target.  It glanced off the trunk of a distant tree.  A half dozen flaming arrows thudded against the tower, spraying oil and flame everywhere. All around him, fire began to spread, hungry for the timber of the tower.  White smoke billowed up around the wooden rooftop.
              “Get down from there!” yelled Thal Clarkmin.
              With the smoke stinging his eyes and the expanding flames licking at his face, Tydelis hurried to the ladder.  He spun around and slid down the ladder posts.
              Clarkmin and Mubiles ran to his side.  As the knight arrived, he said, “We know where they’ll be coming up.”
              A few moments later and three siege ladders hit the corner directly beneath the burning tower and began shaking as the gnolls started their ascent.  Tydelis wiped his eyes to clear away the tears.  He tried to put the image of Beretal writhing and bleeding nearby on the battlements from his mind as he drew his sword and raised his shield.
              Four gnolls cleared the top of the wall almost simultaneously.  Clarkmin engaged the two on the left, dancing forward and back with practiced grace and speed.  Squire Mubiles and Tydelis took one each from the right.
              Tydelis’s gnoll squared off in front of him.  This one held a wicked looking spiked club in one hand and a short dagger in the other.  It licked its fangs and narrowed its eyes.  Remembering what he had learned at the Academy, Tydelis steeled himself and stood ready, waiting for his opponent to make a first move.
              The gnoll circled around him, stepping forward on his right.  Tydelis turned his shield and stared into his eyes.  He kept his feet planted, but his legs were coiled and ready to spring.  He was dimly aware of the combat going on between Squire Mubiles and the other gnoll to his left, but he was too focused and frightened to look away.
              His enemy lunged forward with his club.  Reflexively, Tydelis raised his shield to block the blow.  It bounced harmlessly off of it.  He countered with a low lunge, but he knew that he had over committed the instant he made the move.  The gnoll turned aside his blade with its dagger and then slid it up along his blade till it met the hilt.  With a wrenching twist, Tydelis’s sword fell from his hand and over the side of the walkway to the courtyard below.  He was disarmed.  The gnoll peeled back its black lips in what looked to be a grin.
              Swallowing hard, Tydelis put both hands in the loops of his shield.  The gnoll feinted with his dagger and Tydelis moved again to block.  The gnoll brought his club up and back.  A spike caught under the lip of Tydelis’s shield.  It slipped partway off his arm and dangled uselessly from his wrist.  The sudden impact knocked him from his feet and he fell on his back.
              The gnoll reared back and raised his club.  Tydelis raised his arms in front of his face for protection.  As he did so, he saw Jathryn’s bracelet suspended in front of his eyes.  It seemed to slide down his forearm in slow motion.
              The world went dark.  Tydelis felt a crushing weight that started at his feet and then fell upon him all the way to his head.  He choked on the scent of animal sweat as matted fur collapsed across his body.  It took him a moment to realize that the gnoll was lying on top of him.
              Tydelis pushed off the gnoll and was surprised to see the black fletchings of an arrow protruding from the back of the creature’s skull.  It wasn’t a crossbow bolt or one of the crude arrows of a gnoll.  It belonged to Kynn.
              Gnoll bodies lay all around him.  Squire Mubiles had a minor arm injury, but otherwise seemed alright.  Knight Clarkmin was covered in blood, but none of it was his own.
              “Lord Rurson is back!  Raise the gate!  Raise the gate!”  Thal Clarkmin shouted.
 
 




CHAPTER 13: 
SIEGE
 
 
“Faith is that which guides the heart when the mind knows little and the eye is dark.”
 
-Book of Rising 1:3
The Voice of Elohara
 
 
              The page nearest the gate slid down his watchtower ladder and then climbed down to the courtyard.  He hurried to the crank for the portcullis and began turning.  As he did so, Knight Clarkmin dashed over to unbar the outer wooden doors.
              Lord Rurson entered the keep first, his strides large and angry.  His torn cape and the dings on his polished shield showed that he too had been in a battle of his own with the gnolls.  Behind him, the armsmen and mercenaries rushed in.  Blood and grime spattered their once brightly polished blades and helms.  Some wore makeshift bandages and others limped into the courtyard assisted by their companions.  Scout Kynn was the last to enter and she motioned to the page to bring down the portcullis as she passed.  Tydelis didn’t count, but he knew that not all of the diplomatic party had returned.
              “Anyone who has a bow, up to the battlements!” Lord Rurson roared.  Several soldiers sprang into action and clambered up the ladders.  As they reached the top, they opened fire on the remaining gnoll ladder teams.  A small hailstorm of arrows exploded out from the top of the keep.
              One of the armsmen called out, “The gnolls are retreating to the forest!”
              “Good!” Lord Rurson spun in place, his tattered cape fluttering behind him.  “Squire Mubiles, to me now!”  The squire rushed to his side.  “I need a status report!  Get me a head count of how many men survive, how many are injured, and how many have been lost.
              Squire Mubiles bowed and moved away.  “Yes sir!”
              Rurson called out after him, “And everything we know about our enemy!”  Mubiles nodded his head as he dashed off.
              Kirus yelled, “Flaming arrows incoming!”  He pointed towards the watchtowers.  They shook slightly as they were struck with a fusillade of fiery shafts.
              “Get down from there!”  Lord Rurson waved at the remaining two pages.  Both of them obeyed.  As they slid down the ladders, their towers erupted into fire.  Soon, all four watchtowers were smoking pillars of flame.  Tydelis’s former tower collapsed as the burning timbers gave way.  It cracked and fell outwards over the keep wall in a shower of white and orange sparks.
              Tydelis picked himself up from the battlements.  He was a little bruised and sore, but otherwise unhurt.  Partly in a daze, he wandered towards the other men.
              Lord Rurson removed his helmet and a fringe of white hair stood out like a ghostly halo on his bald head.  For a few minutes, he stood in the center of the courtyard and surveyed the burning towers while he clenched and unclenched his fists.  He furrowed his brow and squinted his sapphire eyes.  Tydelis could sense his bloodlust boiling from across the keep as the gift of the Goddess for Knights of the Crimson Hand enflamed him with might and power.
              “Squire!  Where is my report?”  Rurson bellowed.
              Squire Mubiles scrambled to his side, a logbook in hand.  “Sir, all told I count four dead and two wounded badly enough they can no longer fight.  Including the scout Kynn, that means we have a total of nineteen defenders remaining.”
              “And the gnolls?”
              “Others have joined the initial team that sieged us.  Probably forty or more surround us now.  The watchmen report more continue to arrive.  They are converging upon the keep and appear to be rallying together beneath the cover of the jungle.”
              “Yes.  I believe they split their forces when they saw that we had left the keep lightly defended; some to attack the men here and some to ambush us.  Now that we’re back together, however, they’ll converge upon our position.  What of their tactics and equipment?”
              “They have about a half-dozen crudely constructed siege ladders of fixed length.  My guess is that they have been planning an attack upon the keep for some time.  When you sent out a diplomatic party, they decided to use the opportunity for a quick strike.  They caught us unprepared, but they also tipped their hand before they were fully ready as well.”
              “I agree with your assessment, Squire. The gnolls have been spying upon us for days trying to ascertain our numbers and formulate a plan.  They want this keep and we can expect that they’ll lay siege to it again as soon as they have regrouped and made preparations.  That gives us precious little time.” 
              Lord Rurson turned and walked towards the armory.  His head was downcast and he ran his thick fingers through his fringe of hair.  He mumbled aloud, “So, they’re coming in with ladders, eh?”  He glanced towards the men on the battlements.
              Abruptly, Lord Rurson stopped at the front door of the armory.  He whirled on his heel.  In a loud voice, he called out, “Soldiers of Elurion, gather round!”  Except for a few who kept watch on the far corners of the keep, the rest of the men hurried along the battlements or across the courtyard until they came within earshot.
              “There can be no doubt about it now.  The gnolls intend war.  I don’t know what has brought them to this, but right now, I don’t care.  As the master of this keep, my duty is to see that it stands.  We are outnumbered and no one in all of Elurion knows our plight.  That means that we stand alone.”
              Lord Rurson waved at the armory.  “We are not twenty and yet here, we have weapons and equipment enough for over two hundred soldiers.  Should we fail, these weapons will fall into the hands of our enemy.  I cannot abide the thought of our fine Elurion steel being used to slay our kinsmen.  I, for one, will not permit this as long as I draw breath.  If I must give my life in the defense of our brothers, then I give it willingly.  As long as we stand, Wetstone Keep stands!”
              Some of the men said, “Aye!”  Others were less enthusiastic.  The mercenary Kirus grumbled, “We are outnumbered four to one.  We do not have enough men to defend the keep indefinitely.”
              “You are right.  That is why the first thing we must do is send word to Chorus.”
              “Haven’t you already sent a rider?”
              “Aye, that I did.  But he left yesterday before the attack and his message was only one of concern.  Now, the situation has turned dire.  We must send word that we are sieged and that we need immediate help.”
              “Even if we sent another rider, what guarantee do we have that he can breach the gnolls that now watch the road?  We need every man we’ve got.”
              Lord Rurson nodded.  “I see no other way.  If we do not send word, we can expect no relief.”
              Kirus mumbled, “We might try to negotiate our surrender.”
              Everyone heard him, but nevertheless Lord Rurson asked in a low voice, “What did you say, mercenary?”
              The courtyard fell silent.  Kirus stoked his large black moustache and scowled at Lord Rurson.  At last he said, “When outnumbered this badly, fighting is akin to suicide.  We should try to arrange our safe passage back to Chorus and then return to fight another day.”
              Lord Rurson chewed his teeth.  His jaw muscles pulsed.  At last, he said in a level voice, “Have you not heard what I’ve said?  This attack on us is an act of war and we are now engaged in the first battle.  If Wetstone falls to the gnolls, they will gain a strategic advantage that will cost much more than our twenty lives to set right.  What we few do today may determine the lives of many more in the months to come.”
              Again, Kirus eyed Lord Rurson.  He squinted.  “If we fail, they will take the keep anyway.  And there is no strategic advantage in our deaths.”
              The courtyard again quieted.  Tydelis noticed that at least one of the other mercenaries was nodding in agreement with Kirus.  Lord Rurson noticed it as well.  He rested his hand on the hilt of his sword.
              “You are a free man, mercenary.  But, upon your initial payment, you took an oath to be true to my charge.  If you or any other sell-swords wish to duck your responsibility and slink away in shame from the threat of our enemy, then I will ignore a charge of treason and stand aside.  If the gnolls will let you pass, you are free to go.  But, I know your blade and I welcome it at my side.  I need to know: are you with us?”
              Kirus glanced down at the ground.  He ran his hands through his matted hair and pulled at the back of his neck.  Tydelis could sense his frustration and indecision.  For a moment, he feared that Kirus would decide to leave.  Finally, the mercenary raised his eyes and said gruffly, “Aye, my liege.  I stand with you.”
              Lord Rurson turned his gaze away from Kirus and said, “Good.  And what of the rest of you?  Will you stay and fight?”
              Although the support wasn’t resounding, it was uniform.  The other mercenaries agreed.  
              Lord Rurson next turned to his knights.  “Which of the two of you is the faster?”
              Thal Clarkmin smiled and jerked his thumb at Thal Keminon.  “He is.”
              “While I hate losing the fighting strength of a knight, I also know that our best hope of relief lies in speed.  I need you to carry word to Chorus.  Let’s hope that Elohara’s blessing of speed will be enough.”
              Thal Keminon bowed.  “I will not fail.”
              Lord Rurson addressed his men.  “Our hopes lie on getting Knight Keminon safely on the road to Chorus. The sooner he is away, the sooner we shall have relief.  I want every man, boy,” he paused a moment as he glanced at Kynn, “and woman, armed with a bow and up on the battlements that overlook the gate. Fire upon any sign of the gnoll dogs and don’t let up until I give the word.”
              Thal Keminon added, “But please choose your shots wisely.  I can’t run quite as quickly with an arrow in my back.”  He pulled off his helmet and stripped away the armor on his arms and legs for greater freedom of movement.
              Everyone found a bow and moved into position.  The gate was recessed into the wall of the keep and the battlements ran directly above it.  As Tydelis took his place, he noticed that there were narrow slits in the stone floor that looked down upon the gate.  Anyone trying to get in would have to pass beneath them.  “Murder holes,” he thought.
              Once all were ready, a page cranked up the inner portcullis halfway.  Keminon ducked underneath it and then with the page’s help, they lifted the bar on the outer wooden doors.  
              Lord Rurson nocked an arrow and raised his bow.  “Ready!”
              Thal Keminon cracked open the gate and slipped through.  He paused a moment as he drew in a breath and surveyed the road.  With a leap, he sprang forward and began running.
              Tydelis was stunned at his speed.  Knight Keminon’s legs became a blur and dust swirled in his wake.  Faster than a galloping horse, he was halfway down the path in little more than the blink of an eye.
              The twang of an arrow from his left reminded him of his duty.  Tydelis looked out over the keep crenellations and saw gnolls emerging from the jungle on to the road to block the running knight.  They formed themselves into a ragged line.  Arrows from the battlements rained down on them.  Some fell, but others raised their shields in defense.
              Tydelis took aim with his short bow.  He let his arrow fly and was gratified to see it clip one of the gnolls in its thigh.  The beast spun and then scrambled for cover.
              Lord Rurson cried, “Fire once more and then hold!”
              They released and a final barrage hit the defending gnolls.  Many of them scattered or ducked beneath their shields.  Thal Keminon reached the line as they recovered and returned to their positions.  He leapt into the air and brought his foot down upon a shield.  The stunned gnoll buckled under the force and fell over backwards.  A few gnolls swung their weapons at him, but he was already gone.  He disappeared behind the bend in the road and was lost from sight.
              “The runner is away!”  Lord Rurson exclaimed.  Some of the men on the battlements cheered.  “Help is on the way!” echoed a nearby mercenary as if to assure himself. 
              Tydelis exhaled.  He hadn’t realized it, but he had been holding his breath.  Watching Thal Keminon disappear into the jungle foliage and down the road renewed his hope.  He knew from his brief time at the northern tower how fast the Knights of the Antyllic Order could run.  Thal Favann had said they were the legs of Elohara.  Tydelis hoped that She was watching over them now.
              An armsman asked, “How long until the reinforcements arrive?”
              “Normally, it would be a three day fast ride to Chorus.  But, if I know Thal Keminon, he’ll make it in less than two.  Then, it will probably take General Thurman and the Council half a day to organize and supply a small army.  At a quick march, it might take another four or five days for them to arrive.  All told, it will probably be six or seven before we can expect relief.”
              No one said anything, but the exchanged looks between them expressed the same fear.  Six days seemed like a very long time to hold out against so many gnolls.
              Lord Rurson sensed their concern.  He continued, “Don’t be dismayed by the length of the wait.  We may be outnumbered, but we are the ones in the position of strength.  We have a defensible position and plenty of weapons and equipment.  Every hour that passes is an hour that passes in our favor.  We must bend our minds and will upon keeping the gnolls at bay from now until help arrives.  I am confident that we can survive if we but keep our wits about us and stand together.”
              Lord Rurson slapped his hand against the stone. “As long as we maintain these walls between us and them, we are on the path to victory.  Remember that as of this moment forward, we are the ones who are winning this battle.  Time is on our side.”
              An armsman remarked, “But the gnolls won’t be content to stay outside the walls forever.”
              “True.  The gnolls know that should our reinforcements arrive, their siege will be broken.  That means the dogs will do everything they can to get at us in these next days.  The first rule of combat is to know your enemy.  So, let us think like them.  If you were a gnoll, how would you get inside these walls?”
              “They’ve got ladders.  They’ll try and go over them,” said Malsh.
              “Indeed.  So, our first task is to do something about that.  Squire Mublies tells me that their ladders are crude and made of wood they’ve collected from the underbrush.  That’s good for us.  If the gnolls can burn down our watchtowers, we can burn down their ladders.  We have several barrels full of cooking oil in the kitchen.  Our first task will be to hoist some vats up to the battlements and keep a burning torch handy.  The next time the gnolls attack, we’ll allow them to get their ladders in place and then we’ll fry them where they stand with a deluge of flaming oil.  That’ll be the end of their ladders and the end of that threat.”
              “They may build more.  And, if they’re smart, they’ll know that we’re short on numbers so we can’t defend all sides at once.  They’ll come at us in force and try to overwhelm us,” said Kirus.
              “Agreed.  So what we need is a solution that makes going over the battlements extraordinarily difficult.  Wetstone Keep was designed primarily as a staging point for operations along the Malapa River.  The crenellations along the battlements were built to be little more than half the height of a man.  This was done so that we could get a clear view of the surrounding jungle.  But, this makes us vulnerable to ladder siege.  Fortunately, we can remedy this problem.”
              “How?” asked a page.
              “We’ll dismantle the dining room tables for materials.  With them, we’ll create a defensive plank that runs along the top of the crenellations and around the entire inside perimeter.  To this plank, we’ll affix the surplus blades and shields from the armory.  This will make it difficult for the gnolls to get over the wall and it will give our archers better cover so that they can take time to choose their targets.”
              “A project like that could take a full day!” said one of the armsmen.
              “Or all night.”  Lord Rurson smiled grimly.  “We had best get busy.”
              Without another word, everyone sprang to work.  The chain of command came into play and Tydelis reported to Squire Mubiles for his instructions.  For the most part, the pages did the lifting and carrying work down in the courtyard while the armsmen and mercenaries remained on the battlements either patrolling or making preparations.  The gnolls stayed hidden beneath the cover of the jungle.  Tydelis knew they must be making siege preparations of their own.
              After the oil from the kitchen had been poured into large soup kettles and hoisted up to the battlements, Squire Mubiles sent Tydelis to the armory to bring back a barrel of caltrops.
              Tydelis didn’t want to appear ignorant, but he knew better than to risk trouble.  “I’m sorry sir, I’m not sure I know what caltrops are.”
              “They’re large four-pronged metal spikes designed in a pyramid shape so that when the three base spikes are on the ground, the fourth spike points straight upwards.  Normally, they’re used to slow horses, but Lord Rurson is throwing everything we’ve got at the gnolls.  Remember our strategy: anything that buys us time hastens our victory.  We’ll scatter the caltrops around the base of the keep.  I, for one, wouldn’t want to try and cross a field littered with them!”
              Based upon Squire Mubiles description, Tydelis discovered several barrels filled with the nasty-looking things.  They had been fashioned from old iron scrap and many of them showed signs of rust.  As he tilted one of the barrels on its edge and rolled it out into the courtyard, he began better to grasp Lord Rurson’s tactics.  This wasn’t about defeating the gnolls in open battle.  This was about delaying and frustrating them.
              Shortly after nightfall, the gnolls attacked again.  The cry went up from the west wall.  Everyone stopped construction of the crenellation barrier and took up their arms.  They hurried to the site of the attack.
              The gnolls came with six ladders.  There were about thirty in the siege group while another two dozen enemy archers stood near the cover of the forest.  They launched a series of volleys intended to prevent the men defending the keep from firing on the siege teams.
              Lord Rurson took cover and sat with his back against one of the battlement walls as gnoll arrows whizzed by overhead.  He hissed orders. “Stay low.  Let them place their ladders unmolested.  I want at least two men, each with a vat of oil, positioned above each one.  Wait for the gnolls to climb.  The covering fire from the jungle will stop when the gnolls are nearing the top.  That’s your cue to stand and dump your oil.  As soon as you do, follow it with a torch.  Then, duck back down quickly.”  The men nodded and spread out.
              For several tense moments, the arrows bounced and clattered against the battlements.  The defenders remained low, squatting with their buckets of oil in hand.  They could hear the clicking of the siege ladders and the ragged breathing of the gnolls as they neared the top.
              The barrage of arrows ceased and Lord Rurson shouted, “Now!”
              In unison, a dozen men stood together and poured their oil directly down the ladders.  The liquid surprised the gnolls as it splashed them in their upturned faces.  One of them swung a club and smashed the hand of an armsman against the stone.  He screamed in pain.
              The torches dropped on cue and the oil burst into flame.  The gnolls on the ladders howled and twitched as they caught on fire.  They jumped away or fell to the ground.  Many of them crashed against their comrades, igniting them and sending them sprawling.  Soon all six of the ladders burned and the siege teams scattered.
              The men ducked below the crenellations as the gnoll archers fired again.  The arrows sailed overhead.  
              Kirus glanced over the side of the keep to watch the gnolls retreat back under the cover of the jungle.  He raised his eyebrows at Lord Rurson.  With a grim smile he said, “Not bad.”
              Lord Rurson said, “Now they know that we’re not about to give up easily, but they’ll be smarter next time.  We must finish the barrier before they assemble more ladders.”
              As the men worked frantically bolting the planks of wood along the crenellations, the pages brought up the unused shields, spears, and blades.  With some well-placed nails, they started affixing them to the barrier.  
              Tydelis was surprised when Squire Mubiles grabbed him by the shoulder.  “It’s midnight.  You get five hours rest starting now.  Return to the barracks at once.”
              After so much activity, it took a moment for Tydelis to digest his instructions.  As he did so, he felt long-suppressed fatigue creep into his muscles.  Without a word, he hurried to his cot.  As he lay down, he glanced at the place where Vurlo would have been.  Tydelis felt a twinge of pain as he realized just how quick and random Vurlo’s death had been.  It could’ve have been him.
              Tydelis tried to calm his mind.  Five hours wasn’t much time.  He told himself that he would grieve later.  Right now, he needed his rest.  He forced himself to take a deep breath and close his eyes.
              A fierce jolt awoke him an instant later.  Malsh the armsman roused him with a fierce shake.  “It’s morning boy!  Time to return to duty.”
              Tydelis sat up.  He couldn’t believe that five hours had passed in the brief moment that he had closed his eyes.  In the absence of any dreams, he had no sensation of passing time.  Grimly he thought that he had slept the sleep of the dead.
              He roused himself and returned to the courtyard.  Squire Mubiles greeted him.  “The barrier is nearly complete.  The pages have been assigned to patrol in rotation so that the other soldiers can get some rest.  Grab a bow and head up to the southern battlement.”
              Tydelis nodded and moved off.  He retrieved a short bow and climbed one of the ladders that led up from the courtyard to the battlements.  As he crested the top, he paused.  The top of the keep now bristled with spears, shields, and blades.  Against the faint rose-colored morning sky, they stood like dark and jagged sentinels. Most of the shields had been bolted into position along the plank so that they stood upright.  The swords and spears angled outwards.  Some of the weaponry had been bent or damaged by the work, but all of it was attached solidly.
              Tydelis had grown accustomed to crouching when on the battlements.  Now he rose to his full height.  The barrier provided an extra three or four feet of protection.  While the barrier obstructed his view of the jungle, there were still plenty of gaps from which an arrow could be fired.
              Kynn passed him.  Her eyes were bloodshot, but she forced a smile.  “Good morning, Page Tydelis.”
              “Good morning, Kynn.”  Tydelis was surprised that she knew his name.  He returned the smile and noticed that Kynn wore a blood soaked bandage above her knee.
              Kynn noticed his glance and chuckled.  “It’s self-inflicted, if you can believe it.  The gnolls made another run at us about an hour ago.  I somehow managed to gouge myself with my own knife while fighting them off.  But, I think I was the only injury.  Lord Rurson’s barrier is a monster to get around.  I’m glad that we’re the ones inside here and not on the outside trying to get over the sword and spikes.”
              There was an easy confidence to her manner.  Tydelis sensed that she was a fierce fighter, but there was a twist to her smile that made her seem relaxed and approachable.  He said, “I’m sorry about the injury.”
              “Don’t worry about it.  It’s not serious, even though it hurts like a beast.  Lord Rurson reminds me that I should be grateful that it was a clean cut.”  Again she laughed.  “Oh, but what I wouldn’t give for a soulsinger’s healing voice!”  Up on the battlements with an army of gnolls surrounding them, Tydelis thought that her laughter seemed out of place.  And yet it infected him with a bit of confidence.  He nodded vigorously.
              Kynn looked at him for a moment and then started to move away.  As she crossed over behind him, she mussed his hair.  “Take care of yourself.  I’m on break so I’ve got a moment to dress this wound properly.”
              Tydelis watched her stiffly descend the ladder to the courtyard.  She winced with each step of her left leg.  He knew that women rarely found their way into the military.  He wondered what stories she could tell.
              Lord Rurson strode along the battlements.  He had removed his cape, but he still wore most of his ceremonial armor.  He carried his helm under his arm and his bare head reflected the yellow light of the rising sun.  In a booming voice, he reassured the defenders.  “We have turned the enemy away twice now and suffered no new casualties.  Remember that every hour that passes is another hour that we draw nearer to victory.  Time is with us and chewing away at them.  Right now, Thal Keminon is likely drawing near to Chorus after running all night.  It is only a matter of hours before an army will begin marching to our aid.”
              Lord Rurson stopped at Tydelis’s side.  He smiled and patted him on the back.  “Thal Clarkmin relayed to me the tale of the first attack of the gnolls.  Well done, my boy.  There is much of your father in you.”
              “Thank you sir.  But, I didn’t do anything extraordinary.  I feel lucky to have survived.”
              “You will soon discover that victory has less to do with heroics and more to do with simple survival.  Any soldier who holds his post and comes out of the battle alive is a good soldier.”
              “Yes sir.”
              “I’m pleased to have your blade in our defense, Page Tydelis.  We need brave and steady soldiers, no matter how young.  May Elohara keep you.”  Lord Rurson clapped him again on the shoulder and continued his rounds.
              Pride and renewed resolve swelled within Tydelis.  He turned his attention back to the forest.  He set his jaw and silently dared the gnolls to attack.  He was ready.
              But Tydelis’s watch passed without event.  As did the next.  The gnolls continued to lurk in the underbrush but they made no hostile moves.  
              For the next two days, there was no combat of any kind.  The satisfaction of having turned away the earlier gnoll assaults eroded in the eerie silence of watching and waiting.
              In the afternoon of the fourth day of the siege, Lord Rurson summoned the defenders together.  After they gathered around, he said, “Thal Clarkmin and I have held council and we grow concerned.  We know that the gnolls are still out there, but the fact that they haven’t attacked us in almost three days means that they must be up to something.  Our enemy has changed their tactics and so we too must change ours.  Unfortunately, we can only speculate as to their plans.  I want to hear your thoughts.  What do you think our enemy is preparing?”
              Malsh spoke up first.  “We’ve shown them that they can’t get over the walls with their current equipment and numbers.  Maybe they intend to bring them down.  Perhaps they are building a catapult.”
              “A good speculation and one we’ve considered as well.”  Lord Rurson said.  “We are defenseless against an attack by catapult so that would seem to make good sense.  But, as Thal Clarkmin and I have discussed it, we think that this course of action is unlikely.  First, building a makeshift catapult in the field is a very laborious and time-consuming process.  Finding or crafting the proper components from nothing but jungle growth would be exceptionally difficult.  And second, even if they were to destroy a wall, they would damage the integrity of the keep.  We think that they want it for themselves.  They most likely intend to take it and use it as a staging ground for ongoing operations against Elurion.  If they destroyed one of its walls, they would frustrate their own long term strategy.”
              Kirus added grimly, “Unless their plan is simply to kill us and take our equipment.”
              “A valid point, mercenary.  If they were raiders, however, I think that they would likely have given up.  Even with our cache of weapons and equipment as spoils, they wouldn’t have the patience and discipline to keep us locked down here day after day.  And, as I’ve watched their movements, I’ve noticed that they are organized and purposeful, especially for gnolls.  I sense a strong commander lurking somewhere out there in the jungle.  Both Clarkmin and I are convinced that this leader wants Wetstone in as defensible a condition as possible for themselves.”
              Tydelis had a flash of inspiration.  If they couldn’t go over the walls and they didn’t want to tear through them, maybe they might try to go under them.  He said, “Perhaps they are tunneling in?”
              The men turned to look at him and Tydelis felt self-conscious.  Lord Rurson smiled and said, “A reasonable suggestion, page, but again we think it is unlikely.  Wetstone Keep is built upon very hard ground and we have a good view of the surrounding landscape.  The gnolls could conceivably tunnel in, but they would need to start their sappers a long distance away.  It would take weeks, not days, for them to get underneath us without our knowledge.  They don’t have that kind of time.”
              Kirus scowled.  “All your assumptions about our defense are based upon a key assumption: that Keminon has made it to Chorus.  If he was captured or killed when out of our sight, there would be no army marching to our rescue.  The gnolls wouldn’t have to do anything but wait.  They could starve us out.  That would also explain why they are sitting out there apparently doing nothing but watching us back.”
              A chill went through the defenders at the truth of Kirus’s observation.  They had food for several more days, but no more.  If Keminon was dead, time wasn’t working for them, it was working against them.
              Lord Rurson swallowed hard.  In that instant, Tydelis thought he could see the knight’s confidence waver.  Clearly, this thought had crossed his mind as well.  But in a flash, the look of concern faded from his brow and the confidence returned.  He said quietly, “You are right, Kirus.  If Keminon is dead, the gnolls have the upper hand.  Our delaying strategy would be upended.  Fortunately, I have reason to believe that he is alive and that, even now, an army of our brothers marches to our rescue.”
              “And why do you believe that?”
              “For two reasons.  First, we have seen no body.  If the gnolls killed him, they could break our resolve and encourage our surrender by showing it to us.”
              Kirus growled.  “That’s fine, assuming they want us to surrender.  If they merely want us dead, they’d sit and wait until we drop of our own accord.  So, what is your second reason?”
              Lord Rurson drew himself up.  “I believe it because I must.”
              A murmur went through the defenders.  For days now, Lord Rurson had kept up their morale and encouraged them with the promise that help was on the way.  And they had believed him.  This felt like an admission of what he secretly feared but didn’t say.
              Lord Rurson silenced them with a booming voice.  “It is true that I do not know, but I have hope.  I have no evidence that Thal Keminon has made it to Chorus, but in my quiet moments, I can see it in my mind’s eye.  In my heart, I can feel the boots of our army approaching.  With resplendent banners and bright shields, they march to our aid at this very moment.  Elohara is watching over us.  We must not lose heart.”  There was something both sad and noble in Lord Rurson’s demeanor.  He appeared confident, but his eyes were wet and distant.  The look reminded Tydelis of the Najene at the Battlegrounds right after she had faltered.  He recognized it now as the look of faith born of desperation.
              After a long moment of silence, Kirus said, “Alright then, let us assume that you are right and an army is on the way.  That means that the gnolls know the runner escaped them.  They will have to make whatever attack they are planning soon and secure the keep before our army can arrive.  Clearly you and Clarkmin have thought this through before you summoned us together.  What do you think the gnolls will do?”
              “We believe that the gnolls plan on coming through the front gate.  They are most likely building a siege ram.  The front gate is composed of outer ironwood doors and an inner portcullis.  It is strong, but it could be made much stronger.  There are still several tables in the Dining Hall.”
              Kirus said, “If you reinforce the outer doors, you will seal us inside.  No one will be able to get in or out until the additional wood is removed.”
              “I am aware of that.”
              “My liege, I have sworn an oath to serve you, but many of us are growing concerned that this is not a battle that we can win.  Certainly we have no hope if our army does not arrive soon.  Our rations already run low.  If we brace the doors as you command and then three days pass without an attack by the gnolls, will you consider trying to negotiate our surrender while we yet have strength?”
              Lord Rurson’s eyes flashed.  He mused on Kirus’s request and then at last nodded.  “If three days pass and we face neither another attack by our enemy nor a sign of our army, at that time I will consider it.”  Kirus also nodded and, without another word, the group started dispersing to collect materials for bracing the outer gate.
              Tydelis hoped that Lord Rurson was right.  He knew that he would rather face the prospect of a final fight to the death against the gnolls than entertain the idea that they were alone and at their mercy as they slowly starved to death.  When he turned inward, he too felt in his heart that Thal Keminon must have made it and that their rescuing army drew near.  But, at a deeper place in his heart, a place he dared not explore, he also recognized a whisper that told him that the genuine reason he believed was because he so desperately needed it to be true.
 




CHAPTER 14: 
SQUIRE
 
 
“To die in the service of the Goddess is a glorious thing.  Elohara has promised her Bliss to those who perish in her name.  Therefore, my faithful, fear not the bite of steel, but welcome it!”
 
-Hawn’s Mirth 6:1-2
The Voice of Elohara
 
 
              For the next few hours, the defenders strengthened the front gate.  They braced it with several layers of wood until it was twice as thick as before.  The lookouts on the battlements watched for any signs of the gnolls but saw nothing.
              Time passed slowly.  Lord Rurson no longer reassured his men that time ticked in their favor.  The implication was clear.  If the gnolls did not make a final attack soon, it would indicate that they didn’t fear the arrival of an approaching army.  The defenders would be starved out.
              At the sunset of the second day after they had braced the doors, Tydelis walked the battlements.  The sinking sun dappled the dark green jungle foliage with bright splashes of gold.  The road from the keep stretched away into the shadows but there was no hint of any movement there.  Flickering specks of orange light in the underbrush, most likely from cooking fires, showed that the gnolls still lurked in the forest. Even though no one dared say it, all of the defenders felt the growing weight of recognition.  They were alone.
              Tydelis’s stomach rumbled and he paused in his patrol.  He squinted against the growing darkness.  A sense of doom gnawed at him.  If the gnolls made no move before morning, it would be the third day and Lord Rurson was bound by his word to consider the white flag of surrender.  They would be forced to admit defeat and then who could tell what would become of them?  Perhaps the gnolls would permit them safe passage out of the keep.  Or, more likely, they would simply ignore their plea to discuss terms for a few more days while their food ran out and they became more desperate.  Then, once the defenders were too weak to fight, the gnolls could climb over the barrier and kill any survivors at their leisure.  When they had first been attacked, Tydelis had wanted nothing more than for the battle to end.  Now, he yearned for it to begin again.
              Lord Rurson tried to keep morale up by reassuring his troops that the enemy commander was playing a cunning waiting game with them where he hoped that they would surrender before the army from Chorus could arrive.  In that way, the gnolls could claim the keep without a fight.  They would have the walls and the weapons and have won a decisive victory with few casualties.  He repeatedly asked his men if they were willing to suffer such a defeat without a fight.  Each time, they said that they were not, but their voices lost resolution with each passing hour.  The grumbling in their stomachs began to speak more loudly than their mouths.
              The last light disappeared behind the distant mountains and the air filled with the drone of chirping insects.  A warm breeze rustled through the jungle treetops.  Dark thunderclouds appeared on the horizon and the air carried with it the smell of rain and summer flowers.
              At times, Tydelis entertained the idea of trying to provoke the gnolls into attacking.  Anything seemed preferable to this interminable silence.  Even if there were no army coming to rescue them, he would much rather die in battle than slowly waste away.  Of course, death was death, but it seemed nobler to die in combat than it did to starve.  He tugged at his belt and thought that soon it would be time to take it in another notch.  
              Darkness fell across the keep and the deep blackness of night enveloped them.  The defenders lit torches around the perimeter and continued their endless watch.  Phandos rose and her pale silver light crept across the treetops, transforming them into imaginary waves of undulating water.  The light from the torches reached only a short distance beyond the keep.  As he looked out over the walls, Tydelis contemplated the notion that they rode inside a glowing orange crate adrift in a rolling sea.  There was no shoreline and no end to the waves as they stretched away to the horizon.  The sense of solitude was overwhelming.  He twisted Jathryn’s bracelet around his wrist and sighed.
              Tydelis blinked.  As he scanned the horizon, he thought he saw something on the road from the corner of his eye.  A shadow crossing from left to right perhaps.  He found an opening in the shield and sword barrier and leaned out trying to see more clearly.  The flickering of nearby torches stole his night vision and he shielded his eyes.
              Again, a shadow crossed the road.  Perhaps it was a gnoll messenger relaying information around their camp.  Still, in the past several days of watching and waiting, he hadn’t seen anything.  Tydelis hissed to a nearby guard, “There’s something moving on the road there.”
              The armsman nodded and moved near him.  Together, they peered down the road.
              A few more shadows flitted back and forth right at the edge of the pool of torchlight.  Then all was still again.  The guard watched a bit longer and then shrugged.  “Probably nothing.  Animals or birds perhaps,” he said and resumed his patrol.
              Tydelis kept his eyes fixed on the spot.  Gradually, he recognized that something large was emerging from the darkness.  A giant boxy shape took form beneath the canopy of trees.  It started rolling up the road towards them.  As the torchlight from the keep fell on it, Tydelis’s eyes widened.  His voice caught in his throat.  He turned to the courtyard and yelled louder than he had ever before in his life, “Siege ram!”
              Quick as a flash, men ran to his side.  Soldiers from the courtyard scrambled up the ladders.  Lord Rurson and Thal Clarkmin emerged from the barracks and hurried to the battlements.  All of them stood together in silence as they peered out from behind their sharpened steel barrier.
              Tydelis was right.  It was a siege ram, and a tremendous one at that.  The gnolls must have worked on it for days, constructing it well out of the sight of the keep. 
              Transfixed by its size, Tydelis examined it breathlessly.  The ram was composed of two primary components.  On the outside, a protective housing formed a sort of miniature fortress. Its pointed roof was formed from wooden planks and rusty metal plates.  Skinned tree trunks formed its walls.  It rolled forward on large spiked wooden wheels.  Underneath this cover was the gnoll siege team and their gate-crashing weapon.  The ram itself was an enormously heavy central post made up of tightly bound logs splinted together with metal bands.  It was suspended by metal chains in a two part harness.  The post could be drawn back.  When released, it would swing forward and bring its full weight against the doors of the keep.  The head of the ram protruded from a hole in the front of the housing.  The gnolls inside were well protected from any sort of missile fire.  The whole thing suggested to Tydelis’s mind an angular sort of turtle.
              As the contraption creaked towards the front gate, its immense size became apparent.  The whole thing was easily eight feet high.  As it lumbered forward, unseen drums began to pound.  Like a rumbling and syncopated heartbeat, the pulse rose to fill the darkness.  Although no one spoke, the defenders sensed the magic growing in the air.  The gnolls housed inside the ram matched their steps to march in time with the beat, strengthened by the mystic rhythms.                
              A few defenders fired bolts or arrows at the ram, but they either stuck in the roof or bounced harmlessly off the armor.  Twenty gnolls armed with bows appeared at the tree line and began firing upon the defenders, forcing them to take cover.  Behind them another twenty armed with shields and spears waited patiently.  In the middle of them, an elderly gnoll covered in gray fur leaned upon a gnarled staff.  Tydelis had never seen him before, but he knew instantly that he was the shaman and their spiritual leader and commander.
              Lord Rurson raised an arm to draw the attention of his men.  He shouted, “The waiting game is over and we have won!  Our enemy dare not delay any longer because they fear that our army is fast approaching.  The presence of that siege ram is proof that they are running out of time and they know it!”  Tydelis glanced back over the battlements as the ram drew nearer.  Strangely, he thought that it held a certain twisted beauty.  Even though he knew that it was coming to attack them and he should have been intimidated by its size, he actually felt that the monstrosity seemed almost like an admission of defeat. They had no choice but to attack.  He smiled at it in spite of himself.
              The spark returned to Lord Rurson’s eye.  He continued in a bold voice, “All we must do now is hold out until our army arrives.  Our arrows may be useless against that thing but let us see how it fares against fire.  Bring up the oil!”
              The men hurried off.  Tydelis felt a renewed sense of purpose in their strides.  He flexed his hand around the hilt of his blade.  Everything would be decided in the matter of a few more hours.  By Elohara, he knew in his heart that they could withstand this assault!
              The ram reached the gate.  The gnolls paused a moment and released a lever.  The wheels of the ram tilted outwards and down until they lodged themselves in the ground.  The entire protective building creaked as they locked the swing harness in position.  The head of the ram pressed against the outer doors.
              The gnoll team pulled back the ram.  The head disappeared underneath the housing.  There was an ominous pause and then the ram swung forward.  It struck the outer doors with a crack and a rumble that sounded like thunder.  Tydelis felt the battlements shudder beneath his feet.
              The oil arrived.  Lord Rurson nodded his head and the men ignited it and poured it down through the murder holes directly upon the roof of the ram.  As they did, the roof erupted into flame for a few moments, but most of the flaming oil splashed off and ran down to the ground.  All of the outer housing had been soaked in water and coated with repellent tree resin.  Fire was useless against it.
              The head of the ram drew back without pause.  It came forward again and the stones of the keep shuddered with the impact. The distant drums throbbed away.
              Rurson called a halt to the flaming oil.  “Clever dogs,” he said with a mixture of frustration and admiration.  “They’ve learned from what we did to their ladders.  We can’t burn them out.”
              The ram hit again and a few splinters of wood popped free.  Rurson glared down through the murder holes at the roof of the ram.  He swallowed and looked up at Knight Clarkmin.  Their exchange of glances indicated that they were at a loss.
              Clarkmin wiped away some sweat from his forehead caused by the rising heat from the pools that still burned below.  He thought for a moment then said, “We don’t need to stop them.  We need only to delay them getting though the gate.  Slow them down somehow…”
              The battlements shook again, a little more fiercely this time.  Lord Rurson creased his brow.  He stood and wandered off along of the battlements, muttering to himself with his hands clasped behind his back.
              The gnolls continued to pound against the outer gate.  With each deafening impact, the initial elation of knowing that the Elurion army must be enroute faded a little.  The gnolls were coming through the front gate and, by the sound of things, it wouldn’t take them long.  At this rate, their army would arrive to find the gates broken and the defenders slaughtered.
              Lord Rurson wheeled upon his heel and held up a finger.  “Coal!  We’ve got bags of coal!”
              The men looked at one another with puzzled faces.  Lord Rurson strode back towards them.  “Quickly, run to the blacksmith and grab every bag of coal you can find.  Hoist them up to the battlements!  And you two, there, go to the supply warehouse and bring back all the rope you can find!”
              The men paused a moment trying to piece together what Rurson must be thinking.  The thunder of the ram as it smashed against the door again jolted them into action.  They dispersed to carry out his orders.
              Rurson stood over the murder holes directly above the gate and looked down.  He pulled down a large two-handed maul from the barrier and swung it so that it smashed against the narrow opening.  The stone cracked around it.  “These holes need to be bigger,” he said.
              Thal Clarkmin caught Lord Rurson’s vision and he too grabbed a weapon and started breaking open the holes.  By the time the men with the rope and the bags of coal had returned, together the two knights had collapsed the middle between the murder holes into a single large hole about three feet in diameter.  It was directly above the front of the ram near the outer doors.
              “Tie a rope around the top of a bag of coal.  The three of you there prepare to lower it down on my signal.”
              The men did as they were told.  As the gnolls pulled back the ram again, Lord Rurson waved them into action.  With his guidance, they lowered the bag so that it hung directly between the head of the ram and the outer door.
              The ram came forward and smashed the bag between its head and the outer doors.  The coal exploded into a cloud of black powder that sprayed all the way back up out of the hole.  But, instead of a thunderous crack, it made dull crunch.  The bag was obliterated, but it had absorbed most of the impact and the outer door hardly shook it at all.
              For a moment, the gnolls paused in their attack.  They barked and jabbered beneath the housing of the ram, clearly confused.
              Lord Rurson blinked against the rising dust.  He asked, “How many bags to we have?”
              One of the men said, “Thirty, maybe a few more.”
              “That’s thirty blows we can take away from them.  I want two teams of four men each.  You’ll alternate bag drops with one team preparing while the other one lowers.”
              The men obeyed his orders and started preparing for another drop.  The gnolls regained their focus and brought back the ram.  The defenders got the coal into position barely in time.  Much as before, the bag burst and took away most of the impact.  A few of the gnolls underneath the cover of the ram coughed.
              Thal Clarkmin asked, “What do we do after we run out of bags?”
              Lord Rurson thought.  “We wait for them to smash the door into splinters and start in on the iron portcullis.  Then, we’ll try the flaming oil again.  All the coal dust and broken wood from the outer door should make for quite a bonfire.  If Elohara’s fortune is with us, it’ll be enough to cook the siege team and maybe get up underneath and burn it down from the inside.”
              “And if it is not?”
              “Then we prepare our final stand.”
              Thal Clarkmin stared Lord Rurson in the eye for several seconds.  At last he nodded his understanding.  There would be no attempt at a surrender.
              For the next two hours, the bag teams lowered down the coal as instructed.  The entire front of the outer gate and the surrounding walls blackened with coal dust.  The gnolls’ siege ram became covered in it.  At a few points, the siege team paused, looking back to their shaman.  In each case, the gnarled old creature waved his hand at them to continue.
              At last, the bags ran out.  The head of the ram hit squarely upon the wood of the doors again.  And, again the doors cracked and the battlements shook.  The gnolls yipped and cheered.  The drummers in the forest pounded louder and the siege team took encouragement.  They drew back the ram higher so that it hit even harder.  The keep walls groaned with the impact.  Splinters of breaking wood spiraled away.
              Another hour passed as the gnolls hammered away at the door.  Some of the defenders took the opportunity to sharpen their blades or tighten their armor.  The gradual fracturing of the doors gave way to loud crackling and popping.  The outer doors started to collapse and the defenders knew that there was nothing they could do about it.
              When the snapping of wood was replaced by a dull metal clang, the defenders knew that the outer doors had fallen.  It was the cue that Lord Rurson had instructed his teams to wait for.  They dumped the remaining oil down the oversized hole.  They followed it up with several flaming torches.
              The ground around the gate exploded.  Mounds of powdered coal erupted into glowing hot flames and sent a plume of glittering white ash high into the sky.  The gnolls inside the siege ram screamed and howled.  Many of them scrambled out and ran back towards their army, fire licking their fur.  The keep defenders killed some of them with arrows or crossbow bolts in the back.
              For several minutes, the ram sat in the pool of fire and burned.  It creaked and popped and for a moment it looked like it would completely catch fire, but gradually the fires died down.  The housing and the ram survived with only minor damage.  As the final tongues of flame winked out, the siege ram waited blackened and smoldering.
              Lord Rurson seized upon the opportunity.  He yelled, “Raise the portcullis.  Get out there and drag that damned thing back inside with us!”
              Tydelis and two other men leapt to the crank and moved to turn it.  The chains strained taut and they discovered that the first hit from the ram already had bent the metal.  Rather than smoothly drawing up, the gate shrieked in its grooved housing.  It hardly budged at all.
              Four of the defenders, including Kirus, lay on the ground as the teeth of the portcullis cleared from their fittings.  They rolled and wiggled underneath and then quickly got to their feet.  Several gnolls had survived the fires and they emerged from beneath the housing to defend their ram.  A small skirmish broke out as swords and shields clashed.
              The enemy shaman recognized the threat to his weapon.  He waved forward a dozen of his warriors towards the gate.  The archers behind him raised their bows and provided cover by firing on the defenders still up on the battlements.
              Thal Clarkmin recognized that Kirus and the others would be overwhelmed and killed if they remained outside.  He commanded, “Fall back!  Fall back!”
              Kirus killed the gnoll he was fighting and immediately dove to slither back beneath the gate.  The other men weren’t so fortunate.  They were caught and slaughtered as they tried to retreat.
              Lord Rurson spat, “Lower the gate!”
              Tydelis and the others spun around and reversed their turning.  The gate closed back into place with a crunch.
              The gnoll warriors arrived at the ram.  They disappeared beneath the cover.  Kirus stood up and scowled.  He didn’t say a word, but the white of his eyes against his now blackened skin spoke for him.
              For a long moment, everything fell silent as the gnolls inspected and readjusted the harness.  Then, with a few barked orders, they lifted together from inside and slid the whole thing forward a couple feet.  The head of the ram rested against the metal grill of the inner portcullis.  
              At last, the gnolls pulled back the ram.  They let it fall and it clanged against the iron like a blacksmith’s hammer falling upon his anvil.  The sound of grating and creaking metal washed over the defenders and made their teeth ache.
              “How long?” Malsh asked Lord Rurson.
              “The portcullis is sturdy iron.  It won’t break from the siege, but it will bend and eventually tear away from the stone grooves.  It’ll be a while, one or perhaps, two more hours.  When it goes, it’ll give way all at once.  We won’t have much warning.”
              Kirus added, “After that, it’ll just be us against at least three times as many of them.”  Thal Clarkmin nodded his head in grim acknowledgement.
              For the next hour, the gnolls continued smashing against the inner gate.  The portcullis shuddered and creaked with each blow.  Most of the outer doors had splintered away and they had a good view of the blackened front of the siege ram through the iron grill.  The head of the ram had been reduced to twisted mass of compressed timber and metal splints, but it thundered against the iron heedless of its own condition.  They defenders knew that the gate couldn’t survive forever.
              Lord Rurson took a deep breath as the ram slammed against the metal again.  He said in a loud voice, “Any who wish to make the gnolls pay for their entrance can gather with me in the courtyard.  The rest of you make preparations up in the north corner of the battlements.  That is where we will make our final stand should it come to that.  If the courtyard is overrun, we’ll retreat there while you provide us some cover.  We’ll draw up the ladders and fight together as brothers until the end.” 
              The defenders divided into two groups.  Most of the mercenaries and the younger soldiers retreated to the north corner.  Scout Kynn distributed bows from the armory to each of them.   Only five men went with Lord Rurson to take position in the courtyard.  Tydelis looked at them for a long moment.  He knew that he might not be able to do much, but he felt compelled to join them.  He turned and slid down the ladder.
              As he came to stand next to the Lord Rurson, he flexed his hand around the hilt of his blade.  The knight looked over at him and smiled a crooked grin.  In a whisper that only Tydelis could hear, he said, “When they breach the gate, we’ll see that their toll is high indeed, won’t we?”
              The fire of bloodlust burned in Lord Rurson’s eyes: The Gift of Elohara.  At this moment, Tydelis sensed that Lord Rurson ached for the battle.  He wanted to release all of his frustrations from the several days siege upon his enemy.  His eagerness to fight was infectious.  Tydelis drew his sword and said, “Yes we will, my lord.”
              For several more minutes, the gnolls continued their assault.  They sky paled in the east as morning approached.  The assault on the front gates had taken the entire night.
              At last, the ground around the foot of the gate started to crumble and flake away.  Cracks appeared in the overhead groove.  The stone that encased the portcullis began to lose its grip.  Soon the whole apparatus would collapse.  The men in the courtyard readied themselves.
              With an abrupt final crash and creak, the portcullis came loose.  It groaned and then slid out of its position, bits of stone clattering away as it fell.  Gray dust clouded the air.  The inner gate had been breached.
              The gnolls didn’t advance, but instead they retreated backwards bringing the siege ram with them for protection.  The small group of defenders in the courtyard looked through the open maw of the broken gate to the road beyond.  In the distance, the gnoll commander eyed them for a moment and then waved his soldiers forward.  They raised their tall wooden shields so that they were completely covered except for their spear hands.  They marched shoulder to shoulder in a single line towards them.  The opening, even with all the rubble, was still wide enough for five of them to come through together.
              Lord Rurson growled to himself.  He had forgone a shield and now wielded a double-edged short sword in either hand.
              In the instant that the gnolls with the shields and spears reached the broken gate, they stopped.  A gnoll barked a word of command and the front line of shields knelt down in unison.   Behind them, a row of archers with bows already drawn and arrows was ready.  The defenders had only a split second to react as they fired.
              Tydelis instinctively crouched behind his shield.  In the instant that he did, he felt the thump of an arrow against it.  He looked over to his side and saw that one of his fellow defenders wasn’t so lucky.  An arrow protruded from his chest and he fell on his back, wide eyes staring skywards. Lord Rurson and Thal Clarkmin had dropped to the ground rather than bracing themselves.  Now, they jumped to their feet, neither of them having been hit in the volley.
              The gnolls broke ranks and poured through the gate, howling as they came.  The knights stepped forward to meet them.  Thal Clarkmin smashed one with a shield as Lord Rurson cut into another.
              Tydelis lunged forward with his sword.  Unlike before, this time he executed his move perfectly as he had practiced at the Academy countless times.  The tip of his blade found flesh.  He stared into the face of the gnoll he impaled, its mouth twisted in agony around its yellow fangs.  His enemy’s spear had gone high and passed harmlessly overhead against the edge of Tydelis’s shield.  In that moment, Tydelis felt a surge of power unlike anything he had before experienced.  It was his first true combat kill and the thrill coursed through him like fire.
              More gnolls flooded the courtyard.  They moved wide and tried to surround the defenders.  Lord Rurson ran forward into the thick of them and exploded into a furious frenzy of spinning blades.  He turned aside the spear of the nearest gnoll with one blade and then twisted around in a circle to decapitate it with his other one.  The gnolls backed away, trying to keep him at a distance with their spears.
              Thal Clarkmin joined his liege.  He dodged forward and danced between their spear thrusts, his rapier a stinging viper that pierced gnoll hides so fast that some didn’t know they were wounded until the blood spurted from their throats.
              The men behind them on the battlements chose their targets and fired, dropping a few more gnolls.  But, for all the bravado, there were simply too many.  Both Rurson and Clarkmin took small grazing hits from the thrusting spears and blood streamed off from the wounds.  The courtyard defenders were forced to fall back against the relentless onslaught.
              “Retreat to the battlements!” Lord Rurson commanded as he wiped blood from his forehead.
              Tydelis turned and fled.  He scrambled up the nearest ladder and then hurried to the north corner where the others had gathered.  An armsman followed him, but another took a spear in the small of his back as he started up the ladder.
              Thal Clarkmin and Lord Rurson did their best to keep the gnolls at bay while the others escaped.  They were the last to climb up.  The defenders up top kept the gnolls at bay with a hailstorm of missiles until the knights were out of reach.
              “Pull up the ladders!” shouted Lord Rurson as he bounded up the final step.
              They gathered together.  The gnolls on the ground glanced around and realized that they had no way up.  Instead, they milled about growling and taunting the defenders.
              Lord Rurson pointed with his sword.  “Give them a taste of Elurion resolve!” 
              The defenders unleashed another barrage of arrows against the gnolls.  A few of them took hits, but most ducked behind their shields.  Some of them explored the courtyard while others howled like wolves that had treed their prey.
              There was a pause in the battle as the defenders reloaded their bows and crossbows.  Thal Clarkmin hissed, “They’re in the armory.”
              The gnolls had smashed the lock on the door.  Several of them ducked inside.  They emerged a moment later.  Each one carried an armful of heavy crossbows.  They eagerly began distributing them to their comrades.  Other gnolls started handing out bolts.
              Lord Rurson’s eyes grew wide.  “Tower shields!  Pull them down from the battlements!”
              The defenders dropped their weapons and scrambled to pull down the largest and heaviest shields they could find from the makeshift barrier.  The gnolls fanned out and began loading their new weapons.
              Kirus murmured, “Shields won’t do much good against our best heavy crossbows at this range,” but he grabbed one for himself nonetheless.
              At least twenty gnolls armed with their newly stolen weapons formed a semi-circle on the ground around the north corner.  They loaded them with tempered steel bolts designed for piercing armor.  The defenders crouched low to the battlements and raised their shields.
              The gnoll shaman stepped through the broken gate and into the courtyard.  He raised his twisted paw and the gnolls quieted and stood still.  He looked up at the dozen remaining defenders huddled in the corner.  Tydelis thought that the shaman must be waiting to see if they would offer their surrender.  He caught Kynn’s eye and knew that she was breathlessly thinking the same thing.
              Lord Rurson said nothing, but instead locked eyes with the shaman.  After a long moment, the knight hit his shield and snarled.  “Come on, then!”  He yelled.
              The shaman simply dropped his paw and barked a single word of command.  On cue, the gnolls fired.  Some of the bolts deflected from the shields, but many pierced them and found human flesh.  Four more men dropped.  Squire Mubiles fell against Tydelis, his eyes clenched and a crossbow bolt protruding from his shoulder.
              Lord Rurson returned to his full height.  He waved his fist and screamed angrily, “You cowards!  At least fight us so we die honorably!”  The gnolls either didn’t understand him or they didn’t care.  They began reloading their crossbows, locking their bolts into place.  The shaman raised his paw again as the gnolls took aim.
              Kirus whispered, “Now might be a good time to reconsider that surrender.”  This time, Tydelis felt that the mercenary was right.
              But Lord Rurson was too far gone in his bloodlust to hear him.  He thumped his chest.  “You filthy bastards!  Here! Give me what you’ve got!”
              The shaman dropped his paw.  Thal Clarkmin called out, “Cover!”
              They fired again.  More defenders fell.  Tydelis winced as he felt a sharp pain in his forearm.  A bolt had pierced his shield, passed through his upraised forearm, and stopped just a few inches from his face.  His own blood splattered into his eyes.  Tydelis wiped it away and glanced around in agony, his vision dimmed by tears.
              Lord Rurson stumbled back a few steps then dropped to one knee.  Most of the gnolls had singled him out as their target and at least three bolts had struck him in the chest and stomach, maybe more.  He glanced down at himself and grimaced.  Thal Clarkmin pitched forward over the battlements and fell to the courtyard below, a crossbow bolt still lodged in his throat.  He was dead.  Scout Kynn lay on the battlements nearby.  Blood pooled around her, a bolt protruded from between her ribs.  She still drew breath, but it was ragged and weak.
              The gnolls loaded their crossbows one last time.  Lord Rurson tried to speak, but couldn’t.  He collapsed to his hands and knees.  He struggled with his own weight and his arms shook.  He raised his head and scowled at the shaman commander with eyes of hate.
              The gnolls took aim for their final fusillade.  More so out of instinct than from thought, Tydelis raised his bloody arm and shield and waited for the bitter end.  He saw a vision in his mind of himself dangling from the bridge in Glademoor with only Khom’s strong hand supporting him from certain doom.  The vision faded and he found himself wondering what Elohara would look like.  He closed his eyes and drew in his breath.
              A sudden commotion erupted in the courtyard.  Tydelis peeked over the edge of his shield.  The gnolls started chattering and then, in a rush, they began running back out through the broken front gate.  Many of them dropped their weapons in their haste to escape.
              The air filled with the sound of drums and trumpets.  The rescuing Eloharan army had arrived.
              A moment later, two knights on horseback galloped into the courtyard.  Tydelis immediately recognized Thal Keminon in his green armor.  He had returned from his successful run for help.  The other knight wore a violet cape and had a large two handed sword strapped to his back.  As he pulled off his helmet, Tydelis couldn’t help but whisper, “Khom!”
              The big gray Khindonite man glanced quickly around the courtyard at the bodies strewn about and then up at the final few defenders.  As his eyes fell on Tydelis, he boomed, “Bring the healers!  There are survivors!”
              Tydelis pushed a ladder over the edge of the battlements with his feet and then collapsed upon his back.  He stared up at the open sky and basked in the warm morning sunlight that broke through the crenellations to caress his cheek.
              Sometime later, Tydelis recovered alongside his surviving defenders in the infirmary of the keep.  Blue-robed soulsingers had been included in the rescuing party.  Tydelis’s arm tingled with a warm sensation as one of them held it and sang the now familiar healing chant.  The pain left him and the bleeding stopped, but the wound remained.  Even with Elohara’s blessing, it would still take several hours before it healed down to become nothing but a small scar.  The memory of the furor of the battle would stick with him forever.  
              Tydelis rolled on his side and discovered that Lord Rurson lay in the bed next to him.  He smiled at Tydelis.  In a hoarse whisper the knight said, “A good soldier is the one who survives.”
              Tydelis nodded, but he couldn’t help but think of all the men who had died defending the keep. After a moment he asked, “How many …?”
              The cot creaked as Lord Rurson pushed himself to a seated position.  “The beasts killed even the wounded who were in the infirmary.  Five: you, me, Kynn, Kirus, and Malsh.  We are all that survive.”
              A shadow crossed Tydelis’s face.  Lord Rurson guessed his thoughts.  “Don’t concern yourself with the dead.  They died valiantly and are soldiers no more.  They have been discharged from service and will be welcomed into Elohara’s Bliss.  We will properly mourn and bury them, but those ceremonies are for the benefit of the living.  The dead already are at peace.”
              For a moment, Tydelis pondered his words.  They rang true to him.  He smiled in understanding.  
              Lord Rurson added, “I’m impressed with your bravery, Page Tydelis.  I’ve lost my squire.  Like you, he was a brave young man.  I’d like to request that you replace him at my side.”
              Tydelis swallowed.  He said, “I’d be honored my liege.”
              “Good.  We’ll go through the proper steps after we are discharged from the care of the healers.  After that, I’ll put you straightaway to work, Squire Tydelis.”  Lord Rurson lay back down.
              Squire Tydelis.  He turned the words over in his head.  The sense of purpose that had left him during his final moments on the battlements now returned.  It was exactly as Najene had said!  Elohara had chosen him and she was watching over him.  How else could he explain that he had been the only page to survive when so many others had died?  His chest swelled and he silently gave thanks to the Goddess for her mercy and protection.
              Khom interrupted his thoughts as he strode into the infirmary and knelt down between Tydelis and Lord Rurson.  He glanced briefly at Tydelis, a hint of recognition in his violet eyes.  He turned to Lord Rurson and said, “We’ve driven back the gnolls.  They are either dead, scattered, or in full retreat back across the river.”
              Lord Rurson asked, “And, what of their shaman commander?  Did you capture him alive?”
              “Unfortunately no.  My men tell me that he fell upon his own knife rather than submit.”
              “Hmm.  A strange and cunning creature he was.  With his death, I’m afraid that we have no idea why the gnolls have attacked us.”
              Khom held up a small leather-bound and bloodstained book.  “We did find this on the body, however.”
              “A book?  That’s very strange.  Aren’t most gnolls are illiterate?  What does it say?”
              “I don’t know.  I speak some gnoll, but I cannot read it.”
              Lord Rurson raised himself up on one arm.  “Well, we had at least three stationed here at the keep who were reasonably fluent in gnoll, but I fear that they are all dead now.  All, except perhaps Kynn.”
              Kynn sat up in her cot at the mention of her name.  She joined in, “I’m not very good with the written language, but I’ve studied it some.  I’ve found that knowing even a little helps me in my work.  Let me have a look.”
              Khom took the book over to her.  She ran her fingers through the pages, her mouth silently trying to sound out the characters.  After a few moments, she squinted at it and muttered, “This can’t be right.”
              “What’s that?”
              “As near as I can tell, it is a new religious book of some kind.  It’s written in the manner of scripture and filled with mysterious prophecies that I can’t make sense of.  But, the strangest thing of all is the book’s apparent title.”
              “What’s that?”
              The pointed her finger at the top of the first page.  “The book is titled, ‘The Harmony of Ahavah’.”
 
 




CHAPTER 15: 
SANCTUARY
 
 
“Let my greatest servants seek my thoughts in solitude.  Let them first sanctify themselves so that they are pure of heart, mind, and body.”
 
-Second Bliss 3:1-2
The Voice of Elohara
 
 
              Sivin stood before the polished and ornately carved white oak double doors.  He tugged at his ponytail and smoothed his tunic.  The Arbitress might be his great aunt, but she still filled him with a certain degree of awe and respect.  His mouth was dry and his stomach tight, but he maintained his easygoing smile and outward grace nonetheless.  He raised his fist, took a deep breath, and knocked.
              A yellow and black clad Highward opened the door.  She regarded him, her steel shod quarterstaff at the ready, and said nothing.  Sivin didn’t recognize this Khindonite.  Perhaps she was new to her position.
              “I have been invited to dinner by the Arbitress,” he said.
              The Highward eyed him a moment longer, then bowed from the waist.  “You are expected, Master Sivin,” she said as she held open the door.
              The Arbitress’s sanctuary took up the entire upper floor of the highest tower in the Academy.  Large clear glass windows, crafted specifically for this room, overlooked the city of Chorus to the west and the Academy gardens to the east.  The distant sun had begun to set over the mountains and yellow light bathed the chamber.
              Although Sivin had visited the place before, it still impressed him.  No expense had been spared.  Sheepskin carpeted the stone floor from wall to wall.  The padded white wool that cushioned Sivin’s steps as he walked across it and the height of the tower combined to make him feel as though he were walking across a cloud.  Alabaster statues of the Goddess looked down on him from all sides.  Gold and ivory trim accented the polished heartwood furniture.  Several small tiled fountains burbled in alcoves and unseen wind chimes chattered in gentle currents of air.  If there was any place in all of Elurion that most evoked notions of Elohara’s Bliss, the Sanctuary of the Arbitress was it.
              As Sivin stopped near the center of the entryway, the Arbitress appeared.  She clapped her hands and smiled.  “Oh good!  You’re here!  Come in, come in!  The table is set and dinner will begin shortly!”
              Sivin bowed low.  “Good evening, Arbitress.  I appreciate the hospitality of your invitation.”
              “Bah!  Drop the formalities, nephew!  Call me Aunt Villie, just as you did when you were a boy.”  She shuffled towards him, her arms outstretched for an embrace.
              Sivin leaned forward and hugged her.  He noticed as his hands patted her shoulders that she seemed even more frail and crooked than the last time they had dined together a few weeks ago.  Her robe barely concealed the sharp points of her knees and elbows.  Her face appeared thinner – almost skeletal.  At one time, she had been a beautiful woman, but the ravages of age and this strange wasting sickness had come upon her suddenly.  Already there were whispers that she might not live to see another year.
              “Of course, Aunt Villie.”  Sivin smiled at her to hide his worry.  She was the most powerful person in Elurion, favored of the Goddess Herself, and yet she seemed so vulnerable.  She held on to him and led him towards the dining room.
              As they walked together, Sivin glanced down at her fragile hand.  The sight of her bony knuckles curled up around his caused him to reflect up their long history together.  Viltara had adopted him when he was only three years old.  His mother had become pregnant at a very young age, only fifteen.  Sivin never met his father.  He had run off the instant he had learned of her condition.  Although she valiantly tried to raise him, Sivin’s mother struggled with the disgrace of having an illegitimate son and no means of support.  
              One day, Sivin’s mother brought him with her to visit Aunt Villie shortly after she had first been appointed to the Council of Ten.  Ostensibly, she came to congratulate her much older sister, but while Aunt Villie played with the toddling child in the gardens, his mother disappeared, abandoning him.  She never returned.  Now, in his late twenties, all Sivin could recall of her were the faintest of memories; a few misty sparks of smiles and tears.
              Although there was talk of putting young Sivin into an orphanage, Viltara insisted that he instead be raised at the Academy.  Even though she was over twenty years older than his mother, they were still family.  She also said that, despite his inauspicious birth, Elohara had brought him here and therefore that he must have a special purpose. Some of the sisters also thought that Viltara loved the thought of having a child of her own in spite of her vow of celibacy, but they kept silent.
              And so, Sivin grew up under the watchful eyes of both his Aunt Villie and the other women of the Academy.  He discovered early that he had a vibrant aptitude for study.  He constantly asked questions and developed a deep love for books.  Aunt Villie decided that must mean that the Goddess intended for him to become a scholar and she arranged for him to have access to the libraries as much as he wished.
              When the previous Arbitress died, Viltara ascended to assume her position.  In time, she used her influence to convince the Council to permit Sivin to teach the new maidens.  Some of the Priestesses thought that Viltara was engaging in a serious breach of Academy tradition by allowing a man to teach, but she insisted that Sivin was destined to do so.  She pointed out that nowhere in the Voice was it expressly forbidden.  As further proof, she pointed to his tremendous scholarly skills and knowledge of musical theory.  Why else would the Goddess have gifted him with such aptitude if She didn’t intend for him to instruct others?  Eventually, she gained the support of the other members of the Council, at least openly.  Few dared to question the living mouthpiece of the Goddess.
              Thus it was that Master Sivin began teaching Music Theory at the Academy three years ago.  He knew that there were many who were skeptical of his position, but he was also determined to prove that Aunt Villie’s confidence in him was not misplaced.  Although he was only twenty-eight years old, he adopted the elevated diction and mannerisms that he felt a teacher should have.  He prepared his lessons carefully and took his duties seriously.  Even Abbess Flare relaxed her initial misgivings and had commended him at the end of his first year.
              Private dinners such as this one were fairly regular for him.  In her role as his Aunt Villie, she wanted to check up on him and see how he was doing.  But, as the Arbitress, she also wanted his scholarly insight.  He acted as her eyes and ears within the Academy as he was closely involved with the day to day activities and had a viewpoint free from the politicking that sometimes divided the Council.  She found his young wisdom refreshing. 
              Together they moved into the dining area.  Plates of steamed vegetables and chilled fruits awaited them on the already prepared table.  Sivin nodded.  It was standard fare.  Viltara made it a point not to aggrandize her position with special needs.  Her meals came directly from the same kitchen as that of the students.  As usual, there was no meat.  Even though only fish was expressly forbidden, the Sisters at the Academy strived to respect all of Elohara’s higher creations.  Personally, Sivin sometimes left the Academy and visited an inn in Chorus simply to get a bite of mutton or beef.
              They sat down and began eating.  Viltara summoned the Highward to her.  “Please wait outside.  I’ll summon you when we are finished.”
              “Arbitress?  But, it is my duty to protect you.”  The new Khindonite eyed Sivin.
              “I want to have a private conversation with my nephew.  I think I’ll be perfectly safe for the next fifteen minutes or so.”
              The Highward hesitated a moment.  At last, she bowed.  “As you wish.”  She then turned sharply and left.
              After they were alone, Sivin took a bite of a sliced apple and remarked, “I don’t recall you sending away any of your servants when we’ve dined before.”
              “True, but lately their presence has weighed upon me.  Perhaps I am merely growing old, but sometimes I think that one in particular listens a little too closely.  I’m sure that it is nothing to worry about, but I find that I feel most comfortable when I am alone.  More peaceful and more at ease.”
              This desire for solitude was out of character for his aunt.  At times, she had even asked others to join them for their meal.  Sivin tilted his head and asked, “Tell me truly, how is your health?”
              Viltara put down her fork and rubbed her temples.  With a sigh, she admitted, “I’m tired, Sivin.  So very tired.  I know that my duty requires me to lead and direct the Council, but sometimes I look out across the city and envy the regular people in their simple lives.  Perhaps the stress of my calling is finally catching up with me.”  She smiled weakly.
              This was the first time that his aunt had admitted to him that she did not feel well.  Ordinarily, she insisted that she was fine.  She must genuinely be ill if she was ready to admit it. “Have you spoken with the healers?” he asked.
              “Of course.  I have tried various songs of cure and restoration, but nothing seems to help.  I fear that this illness is borne of age and grows within.  There is no music that can turn back time!  But do not trouble yourself, my boy.  Elohara will sustain me in accordance with Her will.  How are things in the Academy?”
              Sivin paused a moment.  He wanted to inquire more about whatever illness it was that troubled her, but he also knew from the tone of her voice that she had said all she wished on the topic.  Instead, he tried to feign nonchalance and answered, “My classes are going well.  The maidens this year are especially bright and eager.”
              “Are you still meeting with Maid Jathryn?”
              Sivin took a drink of water.  So, she knew about that.  Abbess Flare had ordered him not to discuss his private tutoring of Jathryn with anyone, but of course the Arbitress would know.  “Yes, I am.  The Abbess made a point about how our twice weekly meetings are part of some kind of a program for Jathryn to assure that she stays out of trouble.”
              Viltara’s gray eyes narrowed.  “Did Abbess Flare ever explain to you what she did to get herself into trouble in the first place?”
              “No, but I don’t think that is important.  The Abbess must simply recognize Jathryn’s talent.”  The Arbitress rolled her eyes.  
              Sivin noticed her reaction and added quickly, “Aunt Villie, I haven’t heard a maiden with a voice like this ever before.  Not in all my years growing up and not in my years of teaching.  I think that she already may be better than many, if not most, of the sisters.  I’m confident that she could learn the songs of the healers today with only a little focused effort.  She could be a soulsinger tomorrow if she were permitted to be so!”
              “It appears that you are quite taken with her.”
              “Uh, taken?  Well, no, I appreciate the talents with which the Goddess has blessed her.”
              Viltara sat back in her chair.  She pointed an accusing finger at him.  “Come now, my boy.  I know you much too well.  I can see it in your face.  The look in your eye is more than simple appreciation.”
              Sivin swallowed hard.  Was it really that transparent?  He straightened up in his seat and said, “I assure you, our relationship is purely professional.  I am her teacher and she is my student.  Nothing more.”
              “I see.”  Viltara leaned forward.  She lowered her voice and her smile sank into a frown.  “Remember your position, nephew.  You may be a fine scholar and a devoted teacher, but underneath your vestments you are still a young man and she is still a young girl.  Keep your wits about you.  Think with your head, not with your heart.”
              Sivin’s eyes flashed.  “Of course, Aunt Villie.  Besides, she goes to great lengths to avoid any discussion of her personal life.  I know nothing about her outside of our studies.  I don’t even know how she came to the Academy other than that she accompanied Priestess Najene to the Battlegrounds.  I’m certain there is a story there, but she hesitates to tell me.  I think she wants to confide in me, but rather than speaking, she withdraws into herself.  I can sense her conflict.”
              The Arbitress was sharp with a rebuke.  “Don’t press her, Sivin!  The fact that she was pledged by, by her, should be cause for concern enough.  Have you not noticed?  All of Najene’s pledges are her little protégés: zealous, devoted, and faithful.  They are self-assured of their own righteousness.  If Jathryn appears to be keeping secrets, she does so only because she mirrors that conviction.”
              “But Jathryn is different.  She asks questions.  Lots of them, and I can see that she has a good deal many more pent up inside her, but she holds back.  Not only does she have a beautiful voice, she also has a sharp mind.  Still, she seems afraid of something.  Perhaps it is me.  Perhaps she doesn’t trust me with her secrets.  At least, not yet…”  Sivin’s voice trailed off.  He knew that he had said too much.
              Viltara pursed her lips.  She clasped her hands and brought them to touch her chin.  She looked down for a moment and Sivin knew that a lecture was forthcoming.  “Your desire to seek knowledge is admirable, but there must be limits to your curiosity.  I can see that you are lured by the mystery you perceive in Maid Jathryn: How did she come to the Academy?  Why did she accompany Priestess Najene to the Battlegrounds?  Where did she gain her extraordinary talents?  But, some things must be accepted upon their face.  If Maid Jathryn doesn’t want to open up to you, you must respect that and remember your calling.  She is a servant of Elohara and you are her instructor.  I will allow for nothing else, and so I ask that you concentrate upon your position and let your questions go.”
              Sivin looked into his Aunt’s eyes.  He knew that her advice was right and his heart sank.  Still, he also knew that he couldn’t shake his growing feelings for Jathryn.  He was confident that he was in control of his emotions and he took solace that absolutely nothing inappropriate had transpired between them.  Priestess Najene herself could be watching their meetings and he would have nothing to worry about.  He swallowed and dropped his gaze, “Yes, Aunt Villie.”
              “Good,” she said and then resumed eating.
              After a thoughtful moment, Sivin said, “But certainly, you invited me here for more than a discussion about Maid Jathryn.” 
              Viltara glanced out the window briefly and then took a bite of salad.  As she chewed, she said, “Indeed, I did.  You have heard the news of the gnolls?”
              “I have heard that they sieged Wetstone Keep and were turned away when our army arrived.”
              “That is true.  It was a fierce battle, one in which we lost many excellent soldiers.  But now we of the Council are all asking ourselves the same question: Why?  Why did they attack us?”
              Sivin offered, “For years, the Malapa River has marked the boundary between Elurion and the gnoll homelands.  But gnolls are notoriously disorganized and ill-mannered.  Perhaps a rogue tribe merely overflowed the borders and settled unwittingly upon our side of the river.”
              “Yes, that was what we thought at first, but you haven’t heard the whole story.  These gnolls were not rabble-rousers, raiders, or exiles.  They behaved like well-trained soldiers and they had a purpose.  They didn’t stumble upon the keep.  They orchestrated a well-planned siege and came within a hair’s breadth of capturing it.  Were it not for the stubborn valiance of Lord Rurson, I suspect that they would have.”
              The wheels in Sivin’s mind began turning.  He tried to recall what little he knew of gnoll culture from his studies.  “That is odd.  Gnolls don’t organize themselves like that unless led by a strong leader.  But, even so, the tribes tend to quarrel among themselves.  Why attack us when they must know from experience that we are better armed and equipped?”
              “So, you see the problem.”
              Sivin turned his head and gently tugged on his ponytail.  The motion was soothing and helped him think.  He stared up at the ceiling.  “There must be more to this.”
              Viltara craned her neck to regain his attention.  “Indeed there is.  They found this upon the body of the gnoll commander.”  She held up the tattered book.  “A messenger brought it before the Council this morning.”
              Gingerly, Sivin took it from her.  He thumbed through the pages.  After a moment he admitted, “I can’t read gnoll.  What does it say?”
              Even though they were alone, Viltara lowered her voice to whisper.  “Scholar Timwell has translated it for us.  The book is titled the Harmony of Ahavah.”
              Sivin looked at her and then back to the book.  He also spoke in hushed tones.  “That sounds suspiciously close to the scripture of the Ahavites, doesn’t it?  Ahavah’s Melody?” Sivin placed the book on the table.  He cocked he head at it trying to fathom what it could mean.
              “It would appear so, but it gets stranger.”
              “How so?”
              “From what we can tell, the book bears many similarities to the Ahavite scripture, but it is something else as well.  It contains a mixture of prophecies, some old and well-worn, but some new and never-before seen.  But, perhaps oddest of all, the book focuses on a coming day of unity between the Goddess Elohara and the God Gruush.”
              “The gnoll god of battle!”
              “Indeed.  As if the original Ahavite scripture wasn’t blasphemous enough already.  The Arbitress unfolded a piece of parchment to read a portion of the translation.  “Listen to this!” she said before reading.
              “And in that day when pure water intermingles with shed blood, the Goddess Elohara will at last ready herself to accept the gift of the Great Alpha.  And the two shall join in spirit and flesh to become Mother and Father as they cry out together.  And their cries shall bring everlasting Harmony to all.  Harmony in rhythm and voice and song.”
              Sivin twisted a smile in spite of himself, “Rather suggestive for scripture, wouldn’t you say?”  The Arbitress responded only with raised eyebrows.  He rushed ahead, “So, this book is Ahavah’s Melody, and yet it is not?  Is it then a companion volume to the original?”  Sivin’s head swam.
              The arbitress folded up the translation and slipped it inside the book.  She said, “It would appear that the gnolls suddenly have their very own scripture.  A version that casts their false god as the central figure that, in some perverse way, comes to unite himself with the Goddess.”
              Sivin closed his eyes.  There were at least tens of thousands of gnolls living across the Malapa River if not hundreds of thousands.  Nobody knew for sure.  For generations, the gnolls had been fractured into dozens of tribes.  Inter-clan warfare divided them as each group struggled for control.  From time to time, short-lived coalitions would form and a dominant tribe would subjugate its neighbors.  But, eventually old feuds would arise and family grudges would be remembered.  The coalition would collapse.
              Hence, the gnolls were not considered a threat to the civilized people of Elurion.  They were far too consumed with warring among themselves.  From time to time an exiled tribe would spill over the border and then be either pushed back or destroyed by the armies of Elurion.  But as far as Sivin could recall, there had never been a recorded instance of the gnolls actually instigating a coordinated attack.  Somehow, this change of character for them must be tied in with this new scripture.  But how?
              A chilling idea tickled the back of Sivin’s reverie.  His eyes snapped open.  He asked, “The final prophecy of Ahavah?  Is it in there?”  He stabbed his finger at the gnoll scripture.
              Viltara nodded.  “I knew you’d piece it together.  You always were a bright boy.”
              Sivin continued thinking aloud, “The final prophecy of Ahavah tells of a time when the Goddess Elohara will select a new prophetess to prepare for her return to Elurion.  The prophetess will raise up a mighty army, overthrow the corrupt Council of Ten, and cleanse the lands of the impure in heart.  Only then, once the infidels are destroyed, can the Goddess return.  Of course, we know that Ahavah was a heretic and a blasphemer, so the prophecy holds no weight.  But here, we have gnolls in possession of a new scripture that foretells this fall of the Council prior to Her return?  Gnolls that just openly attacked us?” Sivin drew in his breath.  “This could be bad.”
              “None of us know exactly what this means for Elurion, but there are some on the Council who are calling this a crisis.”
              Sivin exclaimed, “Indeed!  I can imagine!”
              “I have been with the Council most of the day in a closed session.  Our discussions have explored many possibilities, but we cannot agree upon a clear course of action.   So, this is why I invited you to dine with me tonight.  I need to discuss this with someone not of the Council.  I need an outside mind to help me think my way through things.”
              So she had asked him to be a resonance chime for her yet again.  Not that he minded.  To a degree, it was flattering. Viltara would toss ideas out and he would ask a few questions, and then she may or may not change her perspective on things.  He had been in this position before. But, just as a resonance chime did nothing to sound but echo it back to the singer so she could better hear her own voice, Sivin knew that all conclusions and decisions would belong to his aunt.  “So, what are the arguments?” he asked.
              Viltara ran her finger around the rim of her glass.  “Of course, Priestess Najene is the most vocal.  She is absolutely convinced that my policy of encouraging tolerance and permitting trade with the Ahavites -- provided they don’t preach their false beliefs -- is what has brought us to this.  She never has been comfortable with the terms of the Treaty of Separate Doctrine.  She rants on and on about how even a single drop of poison can foul the entire water of a well.”
              “That’s not surprising.  Najene sees the world exclusively in black and white.”
              “Even so, I can understand her viewpoint.  It was only at the beginning of this summer that we tried to reason with one of their missionaries.  And, although I would have liked to extend him mercy if he would have simply agreed to cease his preaching, all I got in return was a spell of strangulation clutching at my throat.”  She touched her thin neck for emphasis.
              “Yes.  I remember.  I was there.”
              “So, maybe Najene is right.  Perhaps I don’t fully recognize the threat because I choose not to.  I want to maintain reasonable relations with our Ahavite neighbors to the north.  Nothing good can come of a new holy war.  We abide fastidiously by our agreement not to preach to them, but every day I learn that more and more of their false scriptures are finding their way into the hands of our people.  How can I keep our borders open if they defy the most crucial element of our treaty?”
              “So, what does Priestess Najene recommend?”
              Viltara bit off her words.  “Gah!  You can probably guess.  She would immediately close the northern border and then systematically expel or, I dare say, execute every Ahavite currently within our lands – treaty be damned.”
              “But that wouldn’t do anything to assuage the problem with the gnolls.”
              “No, but she’s convinced that the Ahavites are at the root of the problem.  She is certain that if they weren’t so zealous about pushing their scripture upon everyone, it is unlikely that the gnolls would have somehow received a copy and then translated and twisted it into their own cursed book of blasphemies.”
              “It sounds to me that the Priestess blames the Ahavites for the attack on Wetstone Keep.”
              “Oh she does!  But that’s not to say that she doesn’t wish retribution upon the gnolls as well.  She is encouraging the Council to gather our forces together and launch an immediate counter strike back across the river and right into the heart of gnoll territory.  I believe her colorful words were that we must be surgical and cut out the disease before it can fester and do us real harm.”
              “That sounds rather drastic, especially given as little as we know.  Maybe the group that attacked us acted alone.  Perhaps the gnoll commander wrote this book himself and was using his new scripture to start a new clan of his own?  Perhaps this was an isolated incident.”
              “Now you sound like Priestess Greylin.  She encourages caution lest we inflame other gnoll clans unnecessarily.  The fact that they can’t organize themselves is the greatest defense we have.  If we invade their homelands, they’ll have a common cause and perhaps galvanize themselves into something more formidable than merely a rabble of disorganized tribes.”
              “And, how does Najene respond to that?”
              “She’s convinced that the presence of this gnoll scripture and the attack on Wetstone is proof enough already that they are coming together.  She thinks that any delay would show weakness and only give them time to bolster their strength in preparation for another attack.”
              Sivin glanced out the enormous windows.  He took a bite of food and chewed pensively for a moment.  “But the gnolls are so many.  While we have reasonable defenses, how does she think that we could assemble an invasion force in such a short order?  Our military might isn’t large enough to deal with thousands of gnolls.”
              “Najene favors immediate conscription.”
              “She does?  Well, that might swell the ranks quickly, but that would also be a tremendous change from the current system of sponsorship.  The new recruits would need training and equipment.  How does she propose that the realm finance all this?” 
              Viltara hesitated.  “She advocates a change from voluntary tithes back to mandatory taxes.”  She winced at her own words.  It was Viltara who did away with the old system of taxation when she had come to power.  She believed that the people would give freely at the Songhalls if they were only taught properly.  She trusted that the people would see the importance of the work of the Church.  In addition, she felt that the people would thrive if they had less financial burdens to bear.  For the most part, she had been right.  At least at first.  But, gradually, income had slowed.  They still had enough to maintain a moderate army and support the sisters in their work, but nowhere near enough to wage a large scale war, should it come to that.
              Sivin leaned back in his seat.  “It sounds like Najene has already thought this through.”
              “You know her position.  She’s never been happy with my reforms and complains that the people are losing faith and growing soft.  Where I see freedom and opportunity, she sees chaos and corruption.  She even goes so far as to blame the rising tide of necromancy upon the lack of faith in our people.”
              “Yes, that sounds just like her.”
              “So, this is where we stand after a full day of arguing.”  Viltara held open her palm.  “On the one hand, we have Najene and her radical propositions that we act quickly and dramatically.”  She held open her other hand.  “And, on the other, we have Greylin and her suggestion that we proceed cautiously, fortify Wetstone, and then wait to see what develops.”  She looked back and forth as she curled and uncurled her fingers.  “The Council is divided.  Both positions appear to have their merits and their risks.  I want to believe Priestess Greylin, but I’m not sure where I stand myself.”
              Sivin thought a bit longer and then a small smile crinkled the edges of his mouth.  “Considering what we know, I’d say that both of them are right.”
              Viltara brought her hands together.  “Don’t play coy with me, young man.  What do you mean?”
              “Priestess Najene’s proposals hinge upon the presumption that the gnolls are rallying around this new scripture and that they’ll soon be ready to attack in fulfillment of the final prophecy.  Meanwhile, Priestess Greylin presumes that the siege at Wetstone was an isolated incident and that, perhaps, with the death of the gnoll commander who carried this book, there is no more threat.”
              “Yes, that summarizes their positions well.  So what of it?”
              “Who do you think is right?”
              “I don’t know that!  If I did then I would know what course of action we should take.”
              Sivin leaned forward again.  “Exactly,” he said.
              Viltara wrinkled her brow and stared at his face for a long moment.  At last, her eyes began to widen with recognition.  “Oh ho!  And so a third option presents itself.  Leave it to a scholar to point to our ignorance as the proper solution!  We don’t know what to do because we don’t know.  Once we do know, then we will know what we can do!”
              “Indeed,” said Sivin.  Viltara had a tendency towards crafting strange turns of phrase when she was excited.  He pressed her for clarity. “So what now?”
              Viltara looked out the window and said, “The answer is that we must find out if there genuinely is a growing threat from the gnolls or not.  We’ve already discovered that emissaries won’t work, but by the Goddess, spies will!  I’ll go before the Council and propose that we send several secret scouting parties across the river to discover what they can.” 
              “That sounds reasonable, but what if Najene is right?  What if the gnolls are uniting for a massive attack on Elurion?”
              “I’ll send another two hundred men to Wetstone.  They’ll have instructions to fortify themselves in the case of an attack, but not to take any hostile actions against the gnolls until we receive word back from our scouts.  If they discover evidence that the gnolls are planning an attack, we’ll already have a ready force near the riverbank and that should buy us enough time to follow through on Najene’s plans of conscription.  If the Ahavites are involved, our spies should be able to discover that as well.  Conversely, if our scouts discover that there is no threat, we will have done nothing to provoke the gnolls and everyone can return home safe and sound.”
              Sivin nodded.  “As is often the case, a compromise between two extremes proves its wisdom.”
              “I can see Priestess Greylin seeing the wisdom of the idea, but Najene won’t like it.  She’s convinced that any delay on our part can only invite disaster.”  Viltara’s face darkened.  
              “That’s why you’re the Arbitress.  A split Council defers to your will.”
              “Hmmm.”  Viltara stood and took a few steps towards the window.  The sun had set and darkness washed over the landscape.  A few stars twinkled in the heavens.  “You’re right of course.  But I won’t be the Arbitress forever.”
              Sivin knew what she was thinking.  He offered, “Isn’t Priestess Greylin the next in succession?”
              “She does have the greatest seniority, but Najene’s success at the Battlegrounds has earned her a great many devotees among the sisters.  Even the other Council members now regard her as something more than an outspoken authoritarian.  She confidently sees herself as a chosen one and, I fear, some of the others are beginning to do so as well.  If the Goddess were to summon me home tonight, I honestly don’t know who the Council would vote as proper to assume my place.”
              Sivin swallowed.  Although she kept her composure in public, he knew how uncomfortable Viltara felt privately about Priestess Najene.  He tried to comfort her by repeating back words she had once said to him earlier, “The Goddess will never allow her Church to be led astray.  Whatever the Council should decide upon your passing will be Her Will.”
              He expected her to smile, but instead she only sighed.  Her eyes seemed misty.  She admitted, “I’ve been the Arbitress now for nearly a decade and a half but I still long to understand the mind of the Goddess.  Sometimes I wonder how much interest She truly takes in us, if any.”
              It was the sort of private thought that Sivin felt she had kept secret for years.  Even so, he felt a bit of shock in hearing it cross her lips.  The very idea that the Arbitress herself sometimes experienced moments of self-doubt was not the faith promoting picture that the Church wanted public.  In fact, Sivin suspected that no one else in the entire realm had any idea that she had moments like this.  Her illness had stretched her thin and now her private concerns bubbled up to break the surface.  It simultaneously made him love her for her hidden vulnerability and frightened him when he thought of what might happen once she was gone.  He didn’t know what to say and instead stood up and came to stand beside her.  He touched his hand to her shoulder and she leaned against him for a long moment.
              Abruptly, Viltara straightened up and smoothed her robe.  Her voice brightened.  “Ah, but I’ve still got some life in me yet.  Maybe the revelations will come pouring down tomorrow.  We’ll just have to wait and see.”  She turned towards him and held out her arms for a farewell embrace.  Her face was again stern and she had the fixed and confidence-imbuing look of her role of the Arbitress once again.
              Sivin hugged her.  She patted him on the back and whispered in his ear, “Send in my Highward, would you?  I will pray and retire early tonight.  Rest should do me good.”  He turned to leave with a nod.
 




CHAPTER 16: 
FOUNDATIONS
 
 
“For all things rise from the world that Elohara has crafted.  The soil springs from the stone, and the plant from the soil.  Nothing exists but that to which the Goddess has cast her hand.”
 
-Book of Waters 4:19-20
The Voice of Elohara
 
 
              “Jathryn?  It’s time to wake up.”
              Jathryn blinked her eyes and stirred.  Telise’s voice was soft and gentle but it still tore through her cloak of sleep like a jagged knife.  In its wake, the black peace of her dream world oozed away like blood from a wound.  Jathryn groggily rolled on to her side.  She lifted herself up on an elbow and frowned at her friend.
              Telise said, “We need to get ready.”  Upon seeing Jathryn’s dark look, she hastily added, “I’ll go first.”  She disappeared into the bathroom.
              Jathryn slipped her feet on to the floor.  Although she knew what she would see, she couldn’t help but lift the leg of her nightclothes.  Just as it had now for several weeks, Najene’s silver band glittered around her ankle.  The bloodgem peered up at her like the eye of a gremlin.  Jathryn wanted to scowl at it, but she had given up her anger long ago.  Instead, she stared at it blankly.
              She was in agony.
              It wasn’t physical pain.  That would have been easier to endure.  Instead, Jathryn suffered the hurt that could only come from the slow crushing of her spirit.  With each passing day, she felt less and less like herself and more and more like an empty shadow.
              She tried to remember what her life was like before she knew that at any given moment, Priestess Najene could be looking in on her.  For all she knew, the Priestess might be standing at her basin right now, watching over her and taking note of how sluggish she was to rise.
              Jathryn knew that the Priestess had many much more important things to do than monitor her sleeping habits.  But, she could if she wanted to.  This ever-present possibility blanketed Jathryn’s every waking moment and lurked at the back of her every thought.
              Jathryn rose to her feet and leaned across Telise’s cot to look out the window.  It was a beautiful morning and a hint of sparkling dew coated the green summer leaves.  The warm sun stirred up a breeze and breathed across the landscape making the long grass rustle in waves.  Jathryn sighed and tried to remember when the last time that she had felt like herself was.
              It must have been at least a month now since Najene had rebuked her.  She remembered that after she had concluded her meeting with Priestess Najene and Abbess Flare had returned her to her class, Telise rushed to her side.  As soon as the Abbess was gone, Telise leaned over. “What happened?” she asked.
              “I got caught,” Jathryn admitted.
              “Oh.  That’s horrible!”
              “Yes.  It was.”
              “But did you see him?”  Telise grinned.
              In that moment, Jathryn realized that the price for her secret excursion to visit Tydelis was far greater than the reward.  The disapproving scowl of Najene and the memory of her signed confession were still fresh in her mind.  She answered flatly.  “Yes, I saw him.”
              “And?”  Telise was almost beside herself with excitement.
              Jathryn knew that she couldn’t reasonably blame her roommate for what had just happened, and yet she suddenly felt that things were turning out very unfair.  Tydelis had her bracelet and Telise was getting her vicarious thrill, but it was her that had to bear the brunt of responsibility.  “And now I’m in very big trouble,” she snapped.
              Telise recoiled at the tone of her voice.  Jathryn hadn’t meant for it to sound quite so harsh, but now that it was out, she found that it reflected her feelings quite well.
              “I’m sorry.  But how bad can your punishment be?  What, are you assigned to double time in laundry?”
              “No.  Actually I don’t have to do any laundry anymore.”
              “What then?”
              “The Abbess says I can’t talk about it.”
              Telise was quiet for a long moment.  At last, she asked, “Not even to me?”
              “No.  Not even to you!”  Again, she knew she sounded angrier than she intended, but Jathryn felt that maybe Telise should pay just a little for her crime too.  She scowled at her and let her words stand.
              Telise withdrew.  “Oh.  Alright.”  After a moment, she added, “I’m sorry.”
              For the next several days, Telise had made several attempts at reaching out to Jathryn.  She had tried to broach the topic gently, but Jathryn refused to talk.  Part of the reason was because Jathryn was afraid that if she started talking, she might let it slip about her visit to the Priestess or say something about the terms of her probation.  But also part of it was because Jathryn continued to nurture a bit of resentment for her roommate.  Telise had put her up to it!  Of course, she knew it didn’t quite happen that way, but it was impossible to shake the feeling.
              As Jathryn withdrew into herself, her budding friendship with Telise cooled.  It wasn’t that either of them actually disliked each other, but the spark of levity was gone.  There were no more pranks and no more late night giggles.
              Sometimes, Jathryn wanted to break down and tell Telise all that had happened.  In her mind, she had already done so a dozen times.  She would raise the hem of her robe and show her the anklet.  She would tell her about how the Priestess could be watching her at any moment.  She would tell her about how the Abbess also wore one.  Then, maybe she would tell Telise about how she really came to be at the Academy and about how much she hated it here.
              But Jathryn remained mute.  Priestess Najene had been very clear that she must keep quiet.  The fear of what she might do if Jathryn betrayed her again forced her to keep her feelings bottled up. 
              Telise returned from the bathroom.  She brushed her damp hair and said, “Your turn.”
              “Thanks, Tel.”  Jathryn smiled a thin-lipped humorless smile, picked up her robe, and then went into the bathroom and locked the door behind her.  She paused a moment and stared at the wash basin.  Although she used to enjoy them, she now had come to despise the daily bathings.  Again, she suspected that the Priestess never looked in on her during private moments like this, but it didn’t do much to relieve her sensation of being watched.
              Jathryn slipped out of her nightclothes as the tub filled with water.  She looked down across her nude body to glare at the bloodgem anklet.  A few times late at night, she had tugged at it beneath her covers before deciding that it was on there to stay.  The thin band of cold polished steel was tough and hugged her skin tightly.  There was enough play to twist it around a bit, but not much more.  It wasn’t coming off unless Najene released her from its magic or she severed her own foot. Jathryn contemplated this morbid thought as she slipped her ankle into the warm water.
              Once per week, right after her second meeting with Master Sivin, Abbess Flare would escort her to Najene’s sanctuary.  There, the Priestess would ask her several rather bland questions about how things were going in her classes.  She seemed only partly interested in her answers.  Then, she would ask if she was enjoying her private tutoring sessions with Master Sivin.  Jathryn always answered truthfully that she was.  Najene would smile and nod.  Finally, the Priestess would have Jathryn recite a few of the etudes as she listened intently.  Then, the Priestess would dismiss her and the Abbess would escort her back to her room.
              Strangely, the Priestess had been very complimentary in these weekly visits.  She went out of her way to reassure Jathryn that she was starting to show signs of fulfilling her potential.  She praised her singing abilities and spoke highly of her improved attitude.  She was quick to remind her that she had been chosen by the Goddess and that all she was enduring now would ultimately be for her own good.  Sometimes, she suggested that Jathryn might be promoted to sister well ahead of the two years normally required for maidens.  But first, she needed to learn some discipline and get her thoughts attuned to Elohara’s Will.  Then, and only then, Jathryn was destined to greatness.
              While Jathryn much preferred the kind Najene to the critical one, she also struggled against such praise.  She left these visits feeling confused and pained.  The Priestess approved of her only when she acted submissive and obedient.  Jathryn, however, felt that was all it was: an act.  She longed to return to her free-spirited self.  She knew that the bloodgem anklet and her fear of what the Priestess might do had more to do with her change of heart than did anything else.
              Or so she reassured herself.  But Jathryn also harbored fears that maybe the Priestess was right.  Maybe she was permanently changing.  Maybe she wasn’t always acting.  Already that young girl who had stolen away through the gardens to visit her boyfriend seemed like another person.  She doubted that she could ever do such a thing again, with or without the anklet.
              Jathryn climbed out of the tub and dried off.  She slipped into her robe and ran her fingers through her long black hair tugging free the tangles.  She picked up Telise’s hand mirror from the edge of the washbasin.  As she looked at her own reflection, she marveled at how the face peering back at her didn’t seem to be her own.  The girl she saw looked too young, too pretty, and too calm to have such a tempest of conflicting emotions roiling behind those brown eyes.
              She dressed and finished the rest of her morning preparations.  Together with Telise, they met their Neume and then went down to breakfast in the Dining Hall.  Jathryn was excluded from their cheerful chatter.  Word had gotten around that she was in trouble with the Abbess and none of them wanted to associate too closely with her.  Instead of talking, Jathryn kept to herself and let her eyes dart about from ankle to ankle.  So far, she had only seen one other anklet besides her own and the one on Abbess Flare.  It was on a passing sister whose name she didn’t know.  Nevertheless, Jathryn had become accustomed to looking, just in case.  It kept her mind occupied and made it easier to bear the shunning of the other maidens.
              As usual, Abbess Flare led them in one of the etudes.  Etude three this time.  For Jathryn, singing the etudes had become routine and easy.  She also discovered that, after her many private tutoring sessions with Master Sivin that she had become much more sensitive to correct pitch and rhythm.  The sisters were right: most of the maidens still had a long way to go.
              After breakfast, they hurried to Sister Rumbulli’s gardening class.  Even though a few weeks had passed, Jathryn continued to have a difficult time walking past the quillbushes without feeling a brief momentary thrill followed immediately by an overwhelming sense of guilt.  Over time, the excitement of doing something forbidden had faded and the sense of shame had grown.  If she hadn’t been so foolish and impulsive, things would be different for her now.
              She thought often of Tydelis.  She knew that it was in his nature to be obedient and faithful.  She had brought out the rebellious streak in him, but now that they were apart, she suspected that he was loyally obeying orders and, most likely, growing ever more convinced that everything he experienced was perfectly in line with what the Goddess wanted for him.
              If only it could be the same for her!  Outwardly, she went through the motions with no one the wiser, but inside she continued to harbor doubts and questions.  To the world, she was becoming ever more a faithful servant of the Goddess, but deep inside, she clung to a spark of her true nature.
              Or did she?  She realized that she wasn’t sure which was the real Jathryn.  Her outward face or her inward mind?
              Sister Rumbulli mumbled her way through another lecture about the proper care of tree saplings.  Jathryn listened only half-heartedly.  Gardening still didn’t much appeal to her.  Besides, she thought that Sister Rumbulli sometimes scowled at her now.  Maybe it was just her imagination and her guilt, but did she too know about her troubles with the Abbess?  And did it matter if she did?
              With a sigh, she decided not to dwell on the idea.  Instead, let her thoughts drift to Master Sivin.
              She had come to see that, like her, Sivin had two faces.  When she attended his Music Theory class along with the other maidens in her Neume, he treated her no differently than anyone else.  In fact, Jathryn thought that he was almost too careful not to single her out.  His praise for some of the other maidens sometimes panged her with a bit of jealousy.  While she knew that she was much better than any of them, Sivin rarely drew attention to her talents in class anymore.
              Their private sessions were a different matter.  He focused all his attention on her.  He came to life and filled her with a renewed sense of awe and wonder for music and magic and the world.  And, rather than stifling her questions, he encouraged them.  She felt like she could have asked him anything without fear of censure or judgment.  She enjoyed the sense of freedom he evoked in her.  He had become the anchor that kept her from completely losing her true self.
              Sometimes he would pause in their lessons and ask if something was troubling her.  Jathryn knew that he could sense her discomfort in being at the Academy.  She longed to tell him about how she had really come to be here.  She felt that, if anyone would understand, it would be him.  But, whenever she thought of opening up to him, she remembered the bloodgem on her ankle and remained a silent captive to her guilt.
              Jathryn sleepwalked through the remainder of her classes that day.  As usual, she sat mute through Sivin’s lecture, doing her best not to appear either too interested or too distant.  Everything he said was review for her, but the other maidens couldn’t be allowed to know that.  For reasons that she still didn’t understand, Najene reminded her at their regular visits that her lessons with Sivin must remain absolutely secret.
              At last, after the supper meal, it was time for Purity Service.  While Telise and the other maidens filed off to do laundry, Jathryn stole away to Sivin’s classroom.  Before she started up the last flight of stairs, she took a moment to straighten her robe and smooth her hair.
              “Welcome Maid Jathryn!” said Sivin brightly as she entered the room.
              Jathryn returned the greeting, “Good evening, Master Sivin.”  It was the first time she had smiled all day.  She quietly closed the door behind her.
              He moved out from behind a workbench, a slateboard in hand.  The setting sun streamed through the windows and gave everything in the room a warm glow.  Jathryn noticed that the yellow light caught in the waves of his black hair making it shine as though it were wet.
              “Shall we take a moment to review?”  Sivin asked.  He came and sat on the table next to her. “Let’s begin with the fourth etude.”
              That was easy enough.  At first it had been difficult to sing in front of him.  But gradually, she had come to enjoy it.  Jathryn stood up straight and sang,
              ”Hear me, O Elohara.  Lift up my soul unto thee lest I sleep the sleep of death forever.”
              “Excellent!”  Sivin proclaimed.  “No, better than that.  It was perfect.  And the fifth?”
              ”In the day of my trouble hear my plea, O Goddess!  Hear and bless me with your magic and your love.”
              “Again, your timbre and pacing is exact.  Even the Arbitress herself could do no better.  Truly, Maid Jathryn, Elohara has blessed you with a remarkable talent.  I dare say that, between your understanding of theory and your outstanding voice, you could be promoted to the rank of sister, or even singer, tomorrow.”
              Jathryn tried to smile in response, but a shadow crossed her face instead.  This sort of praise felt too close to what Priestess Najene had said.  The idea of becoming a sister should have been welcome, but instead she imagined that the greater responsibility would mean even more pressure and scrutiny.  She feared that such a promotion would prove to be only another step towards losing herself completely.
              “What’s the matter?”  Sivin asked.  He had noticed her dark look.
              “Nothing.  I’m not sure if I’m ready to be a sister yet.  That’s all.”
              “Hmm? I think there was more in that look than hesitation.”
              “No, really.  I’m fine.”  She forced a smile and hoped that it looked sincere.
              “You’re certain?  I’ve seen that look before when I’ve spoken highly of your talents.  We’re alone here and I promise that anything you say I will keep in the strictest confidence.”
              That was the problem exactly.  It seemed like they were alone, but perhaps they were not.  She couldn’t be sure.  The anklet was almost like another person.  Jathryn repeated, “Nothing’s wrong, Master Sivin.  Don’t trouble yourself.”
              Sivin looked at her for a long time.  He wrinkled his brow and tugged at his ponytail.  He glanced away towards the open window.  He seemed to be weighing something in his mind.  At last, he nodded and said, “Very well then.  Let’s move on then.”
              “Certainly.”  Jathryn said, relieved.
              Sivin stood up.  “I want to forego any more voice lessons or music theory for tonight.  Instead, I have something that I want you to see.”
              “What’s that?”
              He walked to the back stairway.  With a crooked grin he said, “There is much more to the Academy than even most of the sisters know.  I think you’ll find it interesting.  Follow me.”
              Jathryn hesitated.  “I, uh, don’t want to do anything that could get me into any more trouble.  That’s why I’m here, remember?  Probation?”
              “I remember.  But, don’t worry.  There’s nothing to be afraid of.  I simply want to share with you a bit of a history lesson.  A learning excursion, if you will.  Consider it part of your education.”
              His smile disarmed her and Jathryn felt a flicker of curiosity boil up.  She hurried to his side.
              Sivin led her down the stairs, through a large door, and then along a corridor.  He paused beside an unlit candelabra affixed to the wall.  After checking to make sure no one was coming, he took it and said, “We’re going to need this.”
              They went through another door, along a narrow windowless corridor lit by a few hanging lanterns, and then down another twisting flight of stairs.  The stonework was much cruder than any place else Jathryn had visited before in the Academy.  Rather than carefully cut stone blocks, the walls were made of large interlocking boulders. They bulged partway into the passage making it feel even tighter.
              They stopped before a small iron-hinged ebonwood door.  A large black bolt fixed in place by a padlock barred entrance.  Nearby a smoldering torch flickered in a sconce.  Sivin touched the candelabra to the flames.  He said, “This marks the limits of the Academy proper.  Beyond this door, we enter the old world.  Ordinarily, this door is locked.  Fortunately, I have a key.”  He produced it from one of his pockets and held it up.
              “The old world?”
              Sivin put the key into the lock.  “The Academy that we know is built directly on top of an ancient Rahkon stronghold.  Indeed, the entire city of Chorus is built on the ruins of the former capital of the Rahkon Empire.”  He turned the key and the padlock popped open.  The bolt grated as he pulled it aside.
              He put his hand on the door and glanced back at Jathryn with raised eyebrows.  After a deliberately dramatic moment, he pushed it open.  A rush of cool air escaped from around the frame with a hiss like a viper.
              They took a few steps forward and looked down the open corridor.  A long crumbling stairway curved away into the darkness.  Damp and musty air flickered the flames in Sivin’s candelabra causing the light to cast dancing shadows on the crooked walls.  A light frost of mold and white buildup coated the ceiling.  A hollow breeze echoed up from the unseen depths, tugging on wisps of spider webbing in the corners.
              Sivin descended the stairs with Jathryn close behind.  He continued, “We tend to see the world only for what it is now.  It is easy for us to get so caught up in our present that we forget our past.  Because it has been hundreds of years since the Rahkons ruled the land, we conveniently forget that they were even here.  But most of the Academy owes its existence to them.”
              Jathryn padded down the steps.  The light from the torch at the top of the stairs had faded away.  Only the glow from Sivin’s candles illuminated the space around them.  In both directions, up and down, the stairs seemed to go forever.
              “Have you noticed the fountains in the garden or the running water in your bathroom?” Sivin asked.
              “Of course I have,” said Jathryn.
              He nodded.  “Truly wondrous is it not?  Nothing else like that exists in all of Elurion, but almost none of it was crafted by Eloharan hands.  Rather, we owe it all to the ancient Rahkons.  They were master engineers who designed a rather elaborate system of ceramic pipes and troughs for water distribution.  The Rahkon stronghold upon which the Academy is built, drew from the Malapa River via underground channels.  Our water system taps into their original work.”
              The stairs stopped and opened into a corridor that ran left and right.  Sivin hoisted the candelabra towards the ceiling.  “So too, much of our architecture is based upon them as well.  Some of the archways and spandrels that grace the Academy could have been crafted by Rahkon hands.”  He ran his hand along the overhead archway to illustrate.
              They turned and continued down the passage.  A spider the size of Jathryn’s fist scrambled away from the light.  She watched it duck into a crevice in the wall where it turned and watched them pass with rows of shining eyes.
              Sivin stopped before a partly opened door.  He paused a moment.  “However, perhaps most impressive of all was the Rahkon knowledge of magic.  Our own understanding pales compared to what they knew.  Much of that knowledge has been lost or eradicated.  But not all of it.”  At that, he smiled and then leaned against the door.  It creaked open.
              They entered a large chamber.  Empty stone shelves lined the walls, but here and there, a few dusty books lay among the cobwebs and mold.
              “A library!” Jathryn exclaimed in a whisper.
              “Yes!  Most of the books are lost, but what is here is tantalizing.  No one that I know can read Rahkon, but much like the edifice of the Academy above, even our language has Rahkon roots.  I’ve spent some time here trying to decipher what I can.”
              He walked along the rows pointing to various books as he went.  “This one appears to tell the tale of an ancient king.  Over here, we find a detailed description of various foods.  A recipe book perhaps.  This one appears to be a registry of names, but I can’t imagine what for.  And this one is a book of incantations, apparently for enchanting fire from what I can gather.”
              Jathryn was intrigued.  “You can enchant fire?”
              Sivin laughed.  “Well, not me.  But the ancient Rahkons could.”
              “What does that even mean?  To enchant fire?”  Jathryn asked.
              “I don’t know.  I’ve heard rumors that there is a guild in the distant island city of Prexis that still allows free inquiry into such things, but not so in all the lands of Elurion.  All the magical arts related to fire are now lost to us.
              For a long moment, Jathryn stood in the middle of the room and let her eyes rove from book to book.  She imagined what many secrets they held.  In her mind’s eye she envisioned a time when scholars might have come here to study fantastic forms of magic that were now only the stuff of rumors and dreams.
              Sivin went to the back of the room and paused beside another door.  Several large bolts and ancient padlocks held it closed.  “A whole underworld lurks beneath the Academy.  In my many years living here, I have ventured out to explore only the tiniest portion of it.  Most of it has been sealed, like this door.  But one day I would love to have access to explore the passageways and discover what lies beyond.  More books perhaps?  Or something more?  I like to think that there are great treasures of knowledge beyond.  As a student of magic and music, the idea of breaching the seal intoxicates me.”
              “Why is it sealed?”
              “A good question, but I think I have an answer.  I believe that hundreds of years ago following the collapse of the Rahkon Empire, the newly appointed Council of Ten must have ordered it.  I suspect that they have forbidden access because they fear what might be down here.”
              “Like what?”
              “Oh, the Council will never admit it, but they know that not everything fits neatly into their desired view of the world.”
              “I don’t understand.  What do you mean?”
              Sivin smiled.  He asked, “Tell me, Maid Jathryn, what do the sisters teach you about magic?  Where does the power come from?”
              “All magic comes from the Goddess.  If we please her with our voices and are faithful to Her Will, she showers us with her blessings.”  Jathryn recited her lessons.
              Sivin pointed to the book about enchanted fire.  “So, where does magic like that come from?”
              Jathryn frowned.  After a long pause, she admitted, “I don’t know.”
              “The Rahkons didn’t believe in Elohara at all and yet they possessed far greater magic than we do.  In fact, they worshipped their own pantheon of gods and goddesses, while we worship only the One Goddess.  And yet, books like these tell us that they could do marvelous and amazing things far beyond our own skills.”
              Jathryn’s mind whirled.  She had always been taught that all magic flowed from the Goddess.  Everyone she knew, from Sister Eila back in Glademoor to Abbess Flare to Priestess Najene, had emphasized that point.  But if that was true, how could the Rahkons, who hadn’t even heard of Elohara, have magic at all?
              Sivin continued, “But it gets stranger.”  He pulled out a small book from his tunic.  “I privately met with Eloh-Lavam before he was executed and he was more than happy to give me this.”  He held it up for her to see.  In the candlelight, the script across the leather binding sparkled “Ahavah’s Melody.”  Jathryn drew in her breath.
              “Remember when the old man was brought before the Council?  He attempted to curse the Arbitress with a bit of magic of his own.  And yet, we teach that the Ahavites are heretics who defy the true Will of Elohara.  If all magic comes from Her, why in the world would she allow an enemy of the true faith the ability to harm the presiding member of Her Council?”
              Jathryn remembered wondering about this before.  She offered, “Perhaps the Goddess permits the opposing magic to exist so that the Ahavites can exercise their right to choose.” 
              “Perhaps.  That would be much the explanation I would expect from one of the Council.  But, even so, such an explanation wouldn’t help with the question of how the Rahkons exercised their magic.”
              Jathryn felt flutters in her stomach.  She asked, “What are you suggesting, Master Sivin?”
              “Hmm.  Well, perhaps only this.  Even with all the supposed explanations about magic that we teach you in the Academy, there is still a great deal that we don’t understand.  There are many unanswered questions.  The Council wants their teachers to put on a face of perfect understanding, but those of us who are honest with ourselves must admit that there is a tremendous amount that we don’t know.”
              She looked at his face for a long moment.  The candlelight softened his features and he had a faraway look in his eye.  “But you’re a teacher too.  Why tell me this?” she asked.
              “Two reasons.  First to let you know that not everyone at the Academy accepts the surface tales taught in class.  There are others, even some of your other instructors, who recognize that there is more depth to our lessons than we publically acknowledge.”
              “And second, because I think that you too have thought about things like this before.  You hide away your questions and keep them to yourself.  I can understand that, considering the pressures of the Academy.  Even so, I want you to know my personal feelings on the matter.  I think it is a good thing to ask questions.  It is how you learn.  I may not have all the answers, but I wanted you to know that I am open to anything that you may want to ask.”
              “So you brought me here?”
              “Yes, I thought that if you saw the sorts of questions that I have then you might be more open to asking some yourself.  I don’t want you to regard me as merely someone who instructs you on bits of theory and lore, but also as someone who understands and …” he paused, “cares for you in a way that goes beyond that of being just your instructor for a class.”
              He looked over at her for a long moment.  She held his eye and nodded her head in understanding.
              Sivin took a step towards her.  He continued, “There’s more, Jathryn.  You see, just as the Academy has its foundations that it cannot escape, so too do people.  I am no exception.  I must admit, even to myself, that I am who I am because of my past.”
              “What do you mean?” Jathryn asked.
              “Do you know of my relationship to the Arbitress?”
              “There are rumors that you and she are related, but I don’t know much more than that.”
              “It is true.  The Arbitress is my aunt.  She is all the family I have.  I am a bastard son who never knew his father and was abandoned by his mother.  Aunt Villie took me in as her own child.  I grew up in the Academy from the time I was very young.  But, because she was always very busy, I had plenty of time to myself.  Time that I used to read and think and explore.  This, I suppose, explains why I know about lovely places such as this one.”  He waved his arm and gave a slight bow.  She couldn’t help but smile.
              He continued quietly, his soft voice barely a whisper above the hush of the underground library.  “The Academy is nearly all that I know.  And yet, even here I am something of an outcast.  I am neither a fighter, nor a sister.  I know no trade, I am forbidden from singing, and I can barely ride a horse or swing a sword.  I am merely a scholar of books.  Often I wonder if my foundations were different what sort of man I might have become.”  He looked about the room.  “But, I know that it is useless to speculate.  I have built upon the ground beneath me and this is who I am.”
              Over the past few weeks, Jathryn had come to appreciate his wit and candor, but this was a very private side to him. She felt like she was getting a glimpse into his soul.
              He drew close to her.  “Perhaps you and I have a great deal more in common than you know.  You see, even though I don’t know your past, I sense that, like me, you are here not of your own choosing.  I can see that whenever I speak of your bright future at the Academy it fills you with dread.  And yet, you have such an exceptional talent that such praise should comfort you.  I don’t understand.  We are completely alone here.  Please tell me, what is it that troubles you about being here?”
              The chamber fell silent save for the occasional drip of water echoing down the crumbling corridors.  Jathryn desperately wanted to confide in him.  In her heart, she knew that he would understand all that had happened to her.  But, at the same time, she hesitated as she pondered the consequences.  She looked down at the stone floor.
              Her conscience warned her that to defy the Priestess was to risk her wrath and maybe even potential destruction.  But, she told herself that if she didn’t cling to what little bit of herself that she had left, she would be slowly destroyed anyway.  Being near Sivin nurtured that spark of her true nature that she so desperately wanted to preserve.
              Sivin placed his hand on her arm.  “Jathryn?” he asked.
              Jathryn looked up into his compassionate eyes.  In a breathless rush she admitted, “I was convicted of practicing necromancy and sentenced to death.  I wasn’t really practicing it, actually.  More like dabbling in it out of curiosity.  I found some old papers that I think belonged to my mother before she died several years ago.  No one knows that part.  Even though she’s gone, I sometimes wonder if she were secretly a necromancer herself…”  Jathryn cut herself off.  It was a thought that she dared not explore even now.
              “Anyway, I was caught and Priestess Najene only spared my life on the condition that I come to the Academy and become a servant of Elohara.”  
              Sivin tilted his head to one side, but his eyes never left her face.
              Now that the dam had been breached, Jathryn hurried on, “But I don’t feel right here.  I’m not myself.  These robes aren’t who I am.  I feel like I am acting out a role that I can’t escape from.  Maybe I didn’t physically die back in Glademoor, but my spirit has been slowly dying ever since.”  Her voice caught in her throat and her eyes welled up with tears.
              Sivin whispered, “It’s alright, Jath. It’s alright.”  He took a step towards her and placed his other hand on her shoulder.  She threw her arms around him and buried her face in his chest.  Weeks of pent up emotion and confusion overflowed as she began sobbing.  He let his arms slide around to draw her in close.
              After several moments, Jathryn composed herself.  She wiped away her tears and looked up into his face.  Their eyes met for a long space.  She let them drift down and rest on his lips.  Her heart pounded and, almost involuntarily, she moved closer.
              With a small start of recognition, Sivin moved his head backwards, but he still held her close in his arms.  They looked at each other for a long moment and Jathryn could see the war of emotions roiling across his face.  She knew that, in that moment, he wanted to kiss her, but instead he took a deep breath and stepped back so that he held only her shoulders.  Then, reluctantly and slowly, he slid his hands down her arms and dropped them to his sides.
              His voice caught in his throat as he said, “Thank you for sharing with me, Maid Jathryn.”  He smiled at her.  She nodded her head and dabbed at her eyes again.  As she did so, he added, “Please know that your words are safe with me.  And that you need no longer feel alone.”  It was all that needed to be said.
              Again a long moment passed in silence.  Jathryn wrapped her arms around herself and looked about the room not really seeing it.  She wanted him to take her in his arms again, but she also felt that it was wrong to feel that way.
              At last, Sivin said, “We had best be getting back.  Our lesson is drawing to a close.”  He started towards the door, then looked back and added with a knowing glance, “At least, for tonight.”
              Jathryn didn’t want to go back to the Academy.  Worse, she couldn’t bear the thought of being so near him but no longer in his embrace.  The enforced space between them felt awkward. She nodded and followed mutely behind him.
              As they walked, she tried to focus her thoughts. She knew that they had come dangerously close to breaching the bounds of propriety between teacher and student.  He was right to pull away.  Still, she had seen the struggle within him.  She knew that he had done so out of respect for her and for his station, and not for a lack of shared desire.  She didn’t feel rejected or rebuffed.  Rather she acknowledged to herself that he too waged an internal war of his own.  There was a new and unspoken closeness between them.  Already, she began to wonder what their next meeting would be like.
              They climbed up the cracked steps and then closed and bolted the door behind them.  The creak of the ancient door echoed away into the darkness.  As they hurried down the back corridors of the Academy, Sivin replaced the candelabra in the space from which he had taken it.  At last, they ascended the final flight of stairs back into his classroom.
              As they entered the room, they were met by Abbess Flare and Priestess Najene.  A guardsman flanked them on either side.  Abbess Flare pointed at Sivin and commanded in a cold voice, “Arrest this man!”
              Sivin looked stunned as the men stepped forward to place shackles on his wrists.  He regained his voice and asked, “On what charge, Abbess?”
              She stepped forward and her hand snaked into the pocket of his tunic.  She pulled out the copy of Ahavah’s Melody and held it up.  “For the capital crime of promoting heresy among your students,” she said.  The guardsmen shoved him forward.  Sivin glanced back at Jathryn over his shoulder as he was dragged from the room.
              Priestess Najene clasped her hands inside the sleeves of her white robe and inclined her head towards Jathryn.  With the hint of a cold smile, she said, “Follow me, maiden.  We have much now to discuss.”
 
 
 




CHAPTER 17: 
TRIAL
 
 
“And upon that day, you will stand naked before the Goddess.  
For her Justice will not be blunted or turned aside.
All people, great and small, must face the consequences of their actions.”
 
-Actions and Echoes Canto IV: Lines 14-16
The Voice of Elohara
 
 
              Jathryn hooded her head as she followed Najene back to her sanctuary.  The Priestess led at a brisk pace, her robe swishing with purpose over the polished stone floors.  She never looked back to see if Jathryn was still there and Jathryn briefly contemplated ducking down a corridor and running off to hide.  But as the thought crossed her mind, she recognized that she didn’t know if she was in trouble again or not.  She hadn’t been disobedient to Najene’s earlier orders, and yet she felt a lingering sense of guilt after hearing the anger in the Abbess’s voice when she had ordered Sivin’s arrest.
              They entered her sanctuary and the Priestess sent away her highwards.  As soon as they were gone, she folded her hands inside her robe and took a seat on one of her polished ivorywood chairs.  Jathryn followed her lead and sat across from her.  Najene wore a strange smile that seemed neither happy nor angry.  Jathryn couldn’t read her.
              For a long moment, neither of them said anything, then the Priestess leaned forward and spoke.  “I am proud of you, Maid Jathryn.  You kept your wits even when Master Sivin unmasked his true heretical nature.  For years, I have suspected that he wasn’t loyal to the Council or Eloharan ways – much less to the Goddess!  And, at last, we have proof!  The possession of Ahavah’s Melody is a serious matter, here made worse by his presentation of it to you – a student – in secret!  One can only wonder at how many other innocent minds he has corrupted similarly.”  Najene sat back in her chair.  “But no longer!  No longer,” she said.  Now, Jathryn recognized her enigmatic smile.  It was a smile of righteous satisfaction.
              So that was it.  The Priestess had arranged things so that she could spy on him.  The rest about her probation and special tutoring was a ruse.  Now, she had her evidence and Sivin’s life was in danger.
              Najene continued, “I sent word to the other Council members prior to the arrest.  There will be an Inquiry held on this grave matter first thing tomorrow morning.  But, before then, I need to ask you a few questions about what was said between you.  Please take care that you answer them honestly and directly.”
              Jathryn thought this was odd.  She and Najene were alone, so she wasn’t questioning her for show.  If the Priestess needed to ask her questions about her conversation with Master Sivin then that meant that she hadn’t heard them in spite of watching them from her basin.  That could only mean that the bloodgem anklet allowed her to see, but not to hear!
              Jathryn ducked her eyes to hide her revelation.  She said simply, “Yes, Priestess.”
              “Good.  First off, why did Master Sivin take you beneath the Academy?  Did he say?”
              Jathryn swallowed.  “No Priestess.  He said only that he had something he wanted me to see.  He called it a field excursion.”
              “And, other than the forbidden book, did he show you anything else while in the tunnels?”
              Jathryn paused a moment to think.  She pieced together Najene’s timeline in her mind.  She must have rushed off to arrange for Sivin’s arrest an instant after seeing him produce the book.  That meant that she may not have seen the latter part of their conversation.  Perhaps she had left the basin and hadn’t seen their long embrace!  If true, Najene had no reason to suspect that she and Sivin were anything more to one another than teacher and student.
              “Just some old books on magic and music from centuries ago.  Master Sivin told me a bit of the history of music theory.  Oh, and he also said that he couldn’t read any of the old books, but wished that he had more knowledge of them,” said Jathryn.
              Najene narrowed her eyes.  “Did any of the books look necromantic to you?”
              “No, Priestess.”
              “Are you sure?”
              “Yes, Priestess.  He didn’t open any of them to me, but what little I saw looked nothing like the writings I saw back when I fell into folly at Glademoor.”
              “Ah.  Well.  That’s comforting.”  Najene’s voice betrayed a bit of disappointment.  She continued, “In your private discussion with Master Sivin, did you reveal anything about my gift to you?”  The Priestess inclined her head towards Jathryn’s ankle.
              “No, Priestess.  You asked me to keep it private and I have done as you commanded.”
              Najene nodded.  “Very good.  See that you continue to keep it a private matter between us as it will avoid any unnecessary complications.  Tomorrow at the Inquiry, we will rely upon your testimony rather than reveal,” she paused a moment before finishing, “the closeness of our relationship.”
              Up to that point, Jathryn had thought of the anklet as a burden that threatened to destroy her privacy and sense of self.  But in that moment, she suddenly saw things from a different perspective.  It was clear that the Priestess wanted to keep it a secret.  However, perhaps more importantly, when she wore it, the Priestess trusted her more.  The anklet marked her as a member of Najene’s inner circle.  Jathryn realized that this might have some unintended side benefits.
              “Of course, Priestess.  As you wish.”
              Najene smiled on her.  “Very good, my maiden.  Again, please accept my compliments in your improved attitude over these past several weeks.  Your deference to authority gives me increased confidence that you truly were chosen by the Goddess for your station.  Perhaps, it is time we considered extending your responsibilities.”
              It was much the same praise that she had heard before, but now Jathryn reacted to it differently.  Even if she outwardly accommodated the desires of the Priestess, she now realized that there remained a private place inside that Najene could never reach.  Sivin showed her that.  Her face might belong to the Priestess, but her heart was still hers.
              “I do not deserve such kind words,” she said.
              Priestess Najene stood and patted her hand.  “Oh, but you do, my maiden.  I can see that you are growing more attuned to the Will of Elohara.  You are developing the discipline and obedience that will make you great in Her eyes.  This fact will become increasingly important in the days ahead.”
              Jathryn thought that was an odd thing to say, but it was perfectly in character with the many enigmatic things that Najene said.  The Priestess moved towards the door and motioned for Jathryn to go.
              Jathryn rose and paused in the doorway.  She asked, “Does this mean that my probation is over?”
              “Yes, my child.  Following your testimony tomorrow before the Council, you can return to your regular schedule.  But, be assured that I will still look in on you from time to time.”
              Jathryn bowed before leaving.  “Thank you, Priestess.”
              Najene closed the door behind her.  Jathryn walked down the empty corridors back towards her room.  It was now late and the sound of summer crickets from the Outer Gardens echoed through the deserted hallways.  The blue light of Ormos flooded through the high windows and cast pale squares upon the floor.
              Jathryn mulled over the events of the past few hours as she put things together.  Clearly, Priestess Najene was convinced that Sivin posed a threat to the Academy and its students.  She considered him a heretic and wanted him gone, or worse.  But his relationship with the Arbitress had protected him from her wrath.  Now, she felt that she might finally have him cornered.  It would all come out at the Inquiry tomorrow.  Jathryn was worried for him.  She knew that, in her zeal, the Priestess wouldn’t hesitate to have him put to death.  And yet, he was the only person who Jathryn thought truly understood her.  She couldn’t bear the thought of his execution.
              She arrived at her room and turned the doorknob.  Telise slept soundly.  She stepped inside, closed the door behind her, and began changing into her nightclothes.
              What could she do?  The Priestess said that she planned to build upon her testimony to make her case against Sivin tomorrow.  But, Jathryn was also convinced that Najene didn’t know her true feelings towards him.  The Priestess saw her as her obedient and secret accomplice, dutifully obeying her orders as she spied for her.  So, no wonder, she had become assured that Jathryn had had a change of heart. She was seeing in her what she wanted to see.
              Jathryn lay back on her cot.  She had been through an Inquiry before so she knew something of what to expect.  There would be a series of questions and, if Sivin did not confess to the charges leveled against him, Najene would need Jathryn’s testimony to sway the other members of the Council.
              She closed her eyes.  This could put her in a tough spot where Najene would expect her to condemn him, but she might also have the only words that could sway the Council from calling for his execution.  What would she do if pressed to provide her opinion of Sivin’s heresy?
              Before the thought had fully formed, Jathryn knew that she already knew the answer to her own internal dialogue.  She would do her best to protect him, even if it meant earning the renewed ire of Priestess Najene.  The Priestess may have her signed confession and hold her life in her hands, but in her mind it was worth the risk to try and save Sivin.
              As she considered what tomorrow might bring, she found herself re-living the few moments she had spent in his warm embrace.  That sense of peace chased away her doubts and soon she drifted off into a deep dreamless slumber.
              “You are charged with heresy, the punishment for which is death.  How do you plead?”
              Sivin stood in the pool of light beneath the Council, his hands shackled at his wrists.  A highward stood on either side of him, their staves at the ready.  He held his head high, his thin figure casting a long shadow behind him.  His face held no fear and he appeared calm. “Please define heresy as described by the Council, Priestess,” he said in an even voice.
              Najene stood alone at the table and looked down on him.  She wore her finest white robe, the silver trim sparkling in the sunlight.  The other Priestesses, including the Arbitress, all sat.  They too wore their finest robes -- their faces grave and serious.  The Arbitress looked especially solemn and sad.
              “As a scholar, I would think that you would already know the definition.”  She bit off her words.
              “I recognize the gravity of the charge, Priestess.  That is why I want to make certain that I understand the terms.  Please afford me the indulgence so that I can make the correct plea.”
              Jathryn sat off to the side near the back of the chamber.  Sivin’s smooth speech impressed her.  He didn’t seem like a man who was on trial for his life.
              Priestess Najene took a deep breath.  She said, “Heresy is the teaching or espousing of any beliefs not in harmony with the Voice of Elohara.”
              “Thank you, Priestess.  In accordance with your definition, I plead not guilty.”
              The chamber fell silent for a long moment.  Some of the Priestesses glanced at one another.  Najene asked in a piercing whisper, “You understand that by pleading not guilty you are waiving any opportunity for mercy should the Council find you to be otherwise.”
              “I do.”
              “Very well then.  You have left me with no choice but to reveal the sordid details of your heretical actions.”
              Sivin bowed.  “Of course.  May Elohara guide you in your pursuit of truth.”
              Najene didn’t approve of his invocation of the Goddess’s name.  She chewed her teeth for a moment, swallowing her anger.  At last she held up his copy of Ahavah’s Melody for all the Council to see.  “Our law does not permit anyone to be in possession of this book lest they fall prey to or spread any false doctrine.  And yet, we found this book on you last night.  How can you explain this?”
              “Indeed, the book is mine.  But, as you said yourself, I am a scholar.  I have been studying it lately so that I can better understand the prophesies of the heretic Ahavites.  Given the developing situation with the gnolls along our western border and their newly discovered scripture based upon this book, it seemed the wise and appropriate thing to do.”
              “So you admit that you knowingly defied the law!”
              “My understanding of the law is that possession of the book is as you said.  That is, it is illegal if one has the intent to use it for the propagation of false beliefs.  I never had that intent.  Rather, my intentions were to the defense of our realm and our people.”
              Najene hurried on.  “Did you consult with any member of the Council before you procured your book and began your studies?”
              “No.  I was not aware that I needed the special permission of the Council to carry out my assigned duties.”
              Najene’s pursed her lips and narrowed her eyes.  She continued, “So you admit that you acted with complete disregard for this Council?”
              “Quite the contrary, dear Priestess.  My understanding of my position as a scholar was that I was permitted, nay obligated, to investigate anything that may be of use in strengthening the cause of the Eloharans and the will of the Council wherever it may lie.  But, perhaps I misjudged my charge.  Is it not my place to seek such knowledge?”
              “Of course it is.”
              “Then perhaps all this book demonstrates is that I am eager to fulfil my duty.  If that is inappropriate in your eyes, then I humbly ask your forgiveness.  But, I don’t think devotion to my work can qualify as heresy.”
              Jathryn felt butterflies in her stomach.  She had never seen anyone stand so boldly before Priestess Najene.  What’s more, Sivin’s explanation made good sense to her.  Some of the other Priestesses seemed to find it plausible as well, their nodding heads revealing their thoughts.  Jathryn’s respect for him grew.
              Najene paused a moment.  She turned to address the Council in a low tone.  “So, you see, it is precisely Master Sivin’s talent for distorting simple truths that makes him such a dangerous heretic.  He breaks the law and then thinks that he can justify himself with some cunning words. He cannot be allowed…”
              The Arbitress raised her hand and cut her off.  “If you please, Priestess, keep your private opinions to yourself.  Each member of the Council is to arrive at her own judgment based upon the facts.  Let us keep our wits about us.”
              Najene fell silent and she furrowed her brow.  After a moment, she relaxed and resumed her look of calm certainty. She tugged her belt and smoothed the pleats on her robe.  “As you wish, Arbitress,” she said as she stood up a little straighter.  
              Najene continued, “Heresy includes the teaching of any doctrines not in harmony with Eloharan ways.  Since Sivin is not only a scholar but also a teacher of maidens at the Academy, his duties include more than just study.  Let us hear from Abbess Flare her view on the matter.”
              The Abbess strode up the center aisle between the fountains.  As she came to stand a few steps in front of Sivin, her gray hair seemed almost to glow in the pale sunlight.  Jathryn could see the sparkle of the Najene’s anklet from beneath the hem of her blue robe.  Her fear for Sivin returned anew.
              “Please, tell the Council your opinion of Sivin’s teaching practices, Abbess,” said Najene.
              “While Sivin may be an excellent scholar, I have become increasingly concerned about what he is teaching the most impressionable of Elohara’s servants.  His classes on Music Theory for the maidens are … unconventional.”
              “Have you spoken with him about your concerns?”
              “Yes, I have, but he persists in his ways.  He agrees that his approach is different, but he also says that his duty is to involve his students in their education.” 
              “That sounds admirable, doesn’t it?”  Priestess Najene raised her voice. “So, why are you concerned?”
              “I believe that his numerous field excursions and object lessons have a negative effect.  His methods breed unnecessary curiosity and can lead to inappropriate questions, belligerence, and even insubordination.  I believe that, sometimes, his teaching might do more harm than good.”
              Sivin interjected, “It is true that I want my students to learn from experience and not merely by rote, but this certainly cannot qualify as heresy.”
              Najene swooped in, “The Arbitress has made it clear that the Council can make up their own minds as to what constitutes heresy.”  Sivin cocked an eyebrow in response, but said nothing more.
              The Priestess continued, “Now then, please go on Abbess Flare.  What do you mean by ‘his teaching might do more harm than good’?”
              “I believe that the primary tenets of our faith include discipline and obedience.  While Sivin may allegedly improve the knowledge of our maidens, he also seems to encourage them towards disobedience and poor discipline.  Such results are counter to Eloharan ways.”
              The Arbitress spoke up. “Did you not commend him for his teaching last season?” she asked.
              “I did indeed.  But, this was before I began to see the effects of his methods.  The maidens whom he taught may have a greater appetite for learning, but they also demonstrate a greater propensity towards troublemaking as well.  It is almost as though he plants within them a slow moving sickness that doesn’t reveal itself for many months.”  It is as the scripture exhorts, “Beware ye the lure of vain curiosities.””
              Several of the Priestesses on the Council nodded at this.  The Arbitress held up her hand.  “And yet, you are charged with the care and education of the students at the Academy.  This is the first that the Council has heard anything of this.  If you are so concerned with Master Sivin’s methods, why have you not spoken out before?”
              “A good question, Arbitress.  I had noticed a rise in disciplinary problems, but it was only recently that I have been able to make the connection back to him.  Indeed, it was not until last night that I fully recognized the extent of the danger and encouraged Priestess Najene to call for this Inquiry.”
              “What happened last night?”
              Najene interjected, “Some background, if you please.  Some weeks ago, Abbess Flare alerted me to the increased discipline problems of which she spoke.  Upon reviewing which maidens were the most troubled, we began to suspect that there might be a link to Sivin’s odd teaching methods.  But we could not be sure.  So, in an effort to get at the truth, we assigned several of the maidens known to have discipline problems to visit regularly with various Academy teachers for private tutoring.  Our purpose was twofold.  One, that it might help the troubled maidens to have direct involvement with a faculty member.  And two, that if Master Sivin was the source of the problem, it might come out more clearly in a one-on-one setting.”
              This surprised Jathryn.  As far as she knew, she was the only maiden in her Neume that had been assigned to visit a teacher after hours.  She couldn’t be sure because she hadn’t kept track of the others.  Still, she suspected that the Priestess wasn’t telling the whole truth.
              Priestess Najene continued, “The maiden we assigned to Sivin is one of the most promising and talented young women that we have ever seen at the Academy.  The Goddess has blessed her with an incredible voice.  And yet, she was having problems with obedience.  Our hope was that Master Sivin might be able to provide her with much needed personal guidance so that she could reach her potential.  Unfortunately, her report to the Abbess last night was so shocking that she came to me and we agreed that something had to be done.”
              This wasn’t right, either!  Jathryn hadn’t met with the Abbess at all.  Indeed, she had hardly spoken more than a few sentences to her in all her time at the Academy.  All her interactions and instructions regarding Master Sivin had come from the Priestess, not the Abbess.
              The Arbitress scowled.  “Where is this accusing maiden you speak of?  What has she to say?”
              Priestess Najene called out, “Maid Jathryn, please come stand before the Council.”
              Jathryn stood and walked up the long aisle to the pool of light.  Her heart pounded and her mouth felt like it was full of sand.  The highwards stepped aside so she could pass by them and stand next to Abbess Flare.  As she did so, every member of the Council turned her eyes upon her.  She felt small beneath their gaze.
              She glanced over at Sivin, hoping to catch his eye.  He didn’t look at her, but instead kept his focus on the Council.  She swallowed and then took two barely perceptible steps away from Abbess Flare in the direction of Sivin.
              The Arbitress addressed her, “You understand, maid Jathryn, the importance of your testimony here today.  Take care that you answer our questions directly and honestly.  We are not interested in your opinions, only in the facts.”  Jathryn felt the anger and suspicion in her voice.  The Arbitress didn’t trust her.
              Jathryn could answer only a meek, “Yes, Arbitress.”
              Najene said, “Maid Jathryn, please tell the Council where Master Sivin took you last night.”
              The Arbitress cut her off.  “Wait.  Before you do, I want to know what indiscretion you were guilty of that earned you your probation with the Abbess.”
              Jathryn looked first to Najene, then seeing her nod her head, she said, “I slipped out of Sister Rumbulli’s gardening class.”
              “Is that all?”
              “And, I, uh, stole away to visit my former boyfriend at the Drill Yard.”  It was painful to say.  She turned back to look over her shoulder at Sivin.  This time their eyes met.  His wrinkled forehead showed that this was news to him.
              “Face us, Maiden.”  Jathryn snapped forward.  “Is this the same young man from Glademoor who Priestess Najene instructed you to distance yourself from upon your induction into the Academy?”
              “It is.”
              The Arbitress nodded.  “Yes, your deliberate disobedience of her instructions would indicate that you do indeed have a problem, wouldn’t it?”  Again, there was a bite to her words.  Jathryn realized that the Arbitress was trying to make her look bad in front of the Council in order to better protect Sivin from her testimony.  Her emotions twisted up in knots.
              Priestess Najene repeated her question. “Please tell the Council where Master Sivin took you last night.”
              Jathryn took a deep breath.  “He led me below the Academy into the Rahkon tunnels.”
              Several of the Priestesses murmured to themselves.
              “Did he say why he was taking you there?”
              “Yes.  He said that he wanted to teach me a history lesson.”
              Najene raised her eyebrows in mock disbelief.  “That seems an exceedingly strange place to learn history, doesn’t it?  But, shortly after you were out of the boundaries of the Academy, he showed you a book from his pocket, didn’t he?”
              “Yes.”
              “And what book was that?”
              “Ahavah’s Melody, Priestess.”
              Again, several members of the Council shifted in their seats and mumbled to themselves.  Sivin quickly interjected, “Ask her why?”
              Najene held up her hand to silence him, but the Arbitress took his hint.  “Why do you think he showed you the book?” she asked.
              Jathryn had prepared herself for this question.  “Master Sivin was explaining how the present rests upon the foundations of the past.  That the heretic Ahavites have their roots in true Eloharan doctrine, but now they have deceived themselves onto a false path.”  That wasn’t quite what he said, but Jathryn hoped that her telling of things in this manner would resonate with some members of the Council.  The Arbitress seemed to appreciate her answer.  Some of the sharpness in her eyes subsided.
              Najene didn’t let the Council dwell on the idea for long.  She asked, “Do you think that you needed to be taken below the Academy into a secret chamber only to be told that the Ahavites are an offshoot from Eloharan faith?”
              “Um, no.  I suppose not.”
              “So, why do you think he went to all that trouble?”
              “I don’t know.  Perhaps to emphasize his point.”
              “Or, to make certain that you were completely alone?  Perhaps to encourage you to take it from him and read it in secret?”  Her voice rose with emphasis.
              Jathryn chewed her lip as she considered what to say.  At last she said, “He did not make any such suggestion, Priestess.”
              Najene continued, “But how did you respond, Maid Jathryn?  What did you say when you saw the book?”
              “I… well … I told him that I thought the book was forbidden and then he promptly put it away.”
              Najene let Jathryn’s words linger for a long moment as her thin smile of satisfaction returned.  “Of course you did.  That would be the proper response as should be expected by any true servant of the Goddess.  Thank you Maid Jathryn.  With your testimony, I think we have heard enough to ascertain Sivin’s intent.  I propose we call a vote.”
              The Arbitress raised her hand.  “Not quite yet, Priestess.  I want to ask Master Sivin to explain himself.”
              Sivin had slouched ever so slightly at the end of Jathryn’s testimony.  Now he drew himself up.  After a deep breath he said, “What Maid Jathryn has told you is true.  I took her privately into the Rahkon tunnels.  In hindsight, I realize now that I should not have done this.  But, at the time, I was more concerned with reaching out to a troubled student than I was for my own welfare.  I wanted her to see that she had someone in whom she could confide and trust.  I was not aware that this was a ploy to try and catch me behaving in an unorthodox manner.”
              “But, the stated purpose of this Inquiry is not to reveal if I am unique in my teaching.  That fact should surprise no one.  Instead, you have brought me here to see if I have either espoused or taught anything contrary to our faith.  Clearly, I have not.”
              Najene stopped him.  “You have already made your plea.  The Council will now vote to decide if your actions are in accordance with your words.  Priestess Drunna, what is your verdict regarding the charge of heresy?  Guilty or not guilty?”
              Again, the Arbitress stopped the vote with an upraised hand.  She looked first at Sivin for a long moment and then turned her attention to Jathryn.  In a soft voice she said, “Much of what this Council has heard today revolves around you, my young maiden.  You have spent more time with Master Sivin over the past weeks than have any of us.  I am certain that we can’t understand all that has transpired between the two of you in the course of but a few questions.  And so, before we take a vote, I want to know your opinion.  In your heart, do you think that Master Sivin is a heretic?”
              The chamber fell deathly still.  All the Priestesses looked at her and Jathryn felt the weight of their stares pressing in upon her.  She glanced over at Najene.  She smiled and then very gently and slowly nodded her head.  Jathryn then looked back to the Arbitress.  She took a deep breath and closed her eyes.
              “No, Arbitress.  I don’t think that he is.”
              Najene’s smile vanished.  She spat, “You see, he has the power of a sorcerer over their minds!  How else can she …?”
              The Arbitress cut her off.  “Now we vote!”  She hurried to call out the name of each of the Priestesses.  Jathryn counted the tally by secretly touching her fingers on either hand to the hem of the sleeve of her robe.
              “Priestess Drunna?”
              “Guilty.”
              “Priestess Hesha?”
              “Guilty.”
              “Priestess Ameli?”
              “Not Guilty.”
              “Priestess Elalene?”
              “Not Guilty.”
              “Priestess Bolotra?”
              “Not Guilty.”
              “Priestess Oroni?”
              “Guilty.”
              “Priestess Najene?”
              “As for me, in recognition of the evidence presented, I obviously must find him guilty.”
              “Priestess Evie?”
              “Not Guilty.”
              “Priestess Shym?”
              “Guilty.”
              “And finally, Priestess Greylin?”
              Jathryn held her breath. The tally currently stood at five votes for guilty and four against.  Priestess Greylin said, “The outcome of this Inquiry hangs upon whether Master Sivin is corrupting the mind of his students.  And so clearly, we must defer to the words of the student who knows him the best.”  At that, she turned to face Priestess Najene and looked her squarely in the eye.  “And so, in recognition of her testimony, I obviously must find him not guilty.”
              Priestess Najene dropped back into her seat.  Her twisted expression was that of one who had just been slapped across the face.  Abbess Flare sucked her teeth and scowled down at the floor.
              The Arbitress stood and leaned upon the table.  “The Will of Elohara expresses itself it strange ways.  When the Council is divided, it falls to me to make the final judgment.  As to the crime of heresy, I find Master Sivin not guilty.
              Jathryn almost cried out for joy.  Instead, she pushed down her happiness and slowly turned her head to look at Sivin.  Their eyes met again.  He kept his calm composure, but he tilted his head and gave her a very small and private smile.
              The Arbitress continued, “However, this Inquiry has not been without its use.  We have learned today that Abbess Flare has become quite dissatisfied with Sivin’s teaching methods.  It was never my intent when I requested that he be installed to his teaching position to disrupt the operations of the Academy.  Therefore, I am removing Sivin from his duties.”
              Sivin’s face fell.  “But, if I cannot teach, what am I to do?”
              “Again, I cannot help but acknowledge the mysterious hand of the Goddess in all this.  You said yourself that you were studying the Ahavite scripture to gain insight into the problem of the gnolls.  I believe that your specialized knowledge will prove to be very useful to the army now stationed at Wetstone Keep.  And hence, I am sending you there as an advisor.”
              “But, I can neither speak gnoll nor am I trained in the ways of the military,” Sivin protested.
              The Arbitress waved him off.  “Don’t concern yourself with such things.  You will bear the seal of the Council and the army will see to your welfare.  I’m certain that the knights stationed there will benefit from your knowledge.  That is, unless there are any on the Council who don’t think that this is a wise course of action.”
              For a long moment the Council sat in silence as they pondered the Arbitress’s new proposal.  Jathryn could sense the divisiveness from seconds ago melt away as each of them silently contemplated this new direction.  Within seconds, they all nodded their assent, including the Priestess Najene who did so with a renewed look of satisfaction in her blue eyes.  Once again, the Arbitress had found a middle path that unified the Council.
              “Very well then, it is decided,” said the Arbitress.  “The will of the Council is the Will of Elohara.  Master Sivin, you will leave to join the defenders at Wetstone keep upon the first light of the morning.  This Inquiry is now closed.”
 




CHAPTER 18: 
SISTER
 
 
“Let she who has proven her devotion commune freely with me.”
 
-Book of Waters 2:6
The Voice of Elohara
 
 
              “Study well, maidens.  There will be an oral examination the next time we meet.”  Abbess Flare dismissed the class with a wave of her hand.  The maidens rose slowly, many of them taking an extra moment to scribble a final note or two upon her slateboard.  They gathered at the door of the classroom and then went down the stairs together, chattering away.
              All of them except for Jathryn.  She lingered alone towards the back of the group, a storm of thoughts in her head.  Since Abbess Flare had replaced Master Sivin as the teacher of Music Theory the complexion of the class had changed.  There were no more field trips or object lessons, no more intriguing questions or open-ended speculations.  Now each session began with a review of the previous class that focused upon an exact recitation of what was learned before.  From there, it became a two-hour barrage of new terms and facts.
              Jathryn missed Sivin terribly and she knew she wasn’t the only one.  She had heard the other maidens talking among themselves over dinner.  Thanks to Abbess Flare’s brief summary the first day that she had assumed his place, they knew that Sivin had been sent away on Council business.  But the Inquiry had been private and so that was all she had said.  In the absence of detail, the maidens concocted all sorts of stories as to what really happened.  Some of them had Sivin expelled for necromancy or heresy.  Others said that he had been involved in a torrid love affair.  Still others had him conscripted to join the military.  From time to time, Jathryn heard her name whispered amid these speculations.  She remained silent as to what had really transpired and took comfort in knowing that she alone knew the full story.  She also enjoyed a bit of satisfaction in how none of these stories were quite right and yet how they all had a kernel of truth in them.
              Although no one in her Neume was openly rude to her, Jathryn continued to be excluded from their talk.  Word of her troubles with the Abbess had leaked out.  They knew that she had spent weeks involved in some kind of secret probation from which she was only recently released.  Even so, the maidens continued to keep her at a distance.  It was as though they had agreed upon an unspoken quarantine after Jathryn had returned from a long illness.  No one wanted to risk infection.
              Consequently, Jathryn had plenty of time to herself.  She spent much of it trying to sort through her emotions and decide upon a course of action.  She suspected that the Arbitress had no idea that Najene was secretly selecting women within the Academy to wear her bloodgem anklets.  In spite of Najene’s insistence that the anklets were gifts of protection, Jathryn knew they were given so that she could better monitor and control them.  Should tell the Arbitress?  But how would she arrange the meeting?  Every moment of her day was scripted.  How could she escape from the watchful eyes of her teachers, the Abbess, and if she was watching from her basin, Priestess Najene herself?  It seemed impossible.
              And would the Arbitress would be receptive to her story?  Judging from the way she regarded her at Sivin’s Inquiry, the Arbitress was suspicious of her.  Maybe she even blamed her for the whole mess.
              But what if the Arbitress already knew about Najene’s secret circle?  Najene had said that the bloodgem worked by tuning itself to the resonance of the blood of the wearer.  That meant that anyone who wore an anklet must have given a drop of blood to Najene for her basin.  If the Arbitress was clever, she might choose to allow Najene to go about her business.  Then the Arbitress could use the anklets to identify those that had allied themselves with the Priestess.  She could ask those who were loyal to her to keep an eye out and tally those they discovered to be wearing them.  Maybe she had already done so with Jathryn!  That would explain why she had been cold to her at Sivin’s Inquiry.
              But Jathryn didn’t know anything for sure.  All she could do was turn things over in her head and wonder.  She desperately wanted to confide in someone and get their advice, but she didn’t know who could understand.  Only Master Sivin had any idea of what was truly in her heart.  And now he was gone.
              There was, however, one person who knew everything about her: Priestess Najene.  While on the surface this troubled her, deep down Jathryn found it oddly reassuring.  Even with her history of dabbling in necromancy and her disobedience, the Priestess still saw fit to watch over her.  Jathryn had plenty of reasons to resent her.  She had taken her away from her family, she had forced her into the Academy, and she had invaded her privacy.  But, a small voice in Jathryn’s mind reminded her that Najene could simply have killed her at any time if she didn’t see some promise in her.  No one would challenge the word of the Priestess, especially when coupled with a signed confession.  So, clearly, the Priestess genuinely believed that Elohara had a special purpose for her.  When cold despair threatened to numb her, a part of Jathryn warmed itself at that spark of Najene’s ever-present faith.  Maybe she was right.  Maybe all this was for her own good.  
              And, maybe she shouldn’t resent the anklet as much as she did.  Besides, wasn’t it true that Elohara was watching over them all the time anyway?  Perhaps Priestess’s Najene’s gift wasn’t so different than that.  In fact, maybe the changes that she noted in her own behavior since she had been wearing it were simply a recognition of how the world truly worked.
              These thoughts swirled about Jathryn’s head as she lagged behind her Neume when her internal monologue was broken by the voice of Abbess Flare, “Maid Jathryn, Priestess Najene asks your presence in her private sanctuary immediately.  Please proceed there at once.”  Jathryn glanced back.  The Abbess had an odd twist to her lips that looked like a knowing smile.
              “Straight away, Abbess,” said Jathryn with a small bow as she hurried off.
              When she arrived, the Priestess greeted her at the door.  She welcomed her warmly, “Come in, Maid Jathryn!  I’ve been expecting you!”
              Jathryn entered the room and was surprised to see a sumptuous spread of food laid out on a table before her.  Polished silver bowls held leafy salads and steamed vegetables.  A pair of wicker baskets brimmed with cheeses, crackers, and breads.  Several dishes overflowed with grapes, peaches, sliced apples, sunberries, and other fruits.  A central arrangement of white and yellow flowers filled the air with sweet fragrance.  There were only two chairs at the table, but there was enough food for several people.  Puzzled, Jathryn looked back to Najene.
              “I wanted to show you my appreciation for your testimony.  I know that it must not have been easy to stand before the Council and bear witness of Master Sivin’s strange behavior.  He is, after all, quite a charismatic person.  But you were strong and you did the right thing.  You deserve to be rewarded.”
              “This is all for me?”
              “Yes.  I thought that you might tire of the standard fare that they offer down in the Dining Hall.  It is not much, but hopefully it will serve as a token of my gratitude.”
              Jathryn looked at Najene.  The Priestess smiled warmly upon her, her blue eyes sparkling in the twilight.  It seemed odd that the woman whom she was most afraid of had arranged a special dinner just for her.  “Thank you,” Jathryn said softly.
              “My dear maiden, the pleasure is all mine.  Shall we begin?” asked Najene.  Jathryn nodded and moved to take a seat.
              The Priestess dished Jathryn a plate of food and then sat down in the chair across from her.  She helped herself to a few slices of bread and a piece of melon.  After she had taken a small bite, she said, “Of course, I have a bit more to discuss with you than mere words of thanks.”  Jathryn glanced up from her salad. 
              “Ever since my success at the Battlegrounds, I have felt the presence of the Goddess more intensely.  Before then, I was dimly aware of Her holy will like a whisper in the back of my mind.  But, once I demonstrated the depth of my faith, the veil that separates us has melted away.  I can hear her voice more clearly with each passing day.”  She looked over at one of the polished statues of the goddess and nodded as though it could hear and understand her words.
              Jathryn swallowed a bite of food.  She remembered the words of Thal Favann.  He said that the Priestess might have desired to go to the Battlegrounds to prove her faith.  Now, Najene had all but admitted it.
              The Priestess continued, “Nothing that happens in our lives happens by accident.  Everything is stitched together by Elohara into a great web of purpose.  True, we cannot always see the reasons behind any given event, especially when we are embroiled in the concerns of the moment, but later everything is made clear.”
              “I have spoken to you many times about how you should try and recognize the hand of the Goddess guiding you in your life.  Now, I want to know, Maid Jathryn, have you felt Her presence?”
              It was a tough question.  Jathryn had, in fact, tried to sense the will of Elohara guiding her, but she struggled to separate her thoughts from her feelings.  Sometimes she thought that she could feel a sense of peace when she practiced the etudes.  It was as though she wasn’t producing the sounds herself, but rather that the song was moving through her.  “I don’t know for sure,” she admitted, “but sometimes I feel good inside when I sing.  It is almost as though the music rises up from outside and then flows through me.”  It was difficult to put into words.
              The Priestess nodded.  “Yes.  That is a start and it makes perfect sense considering your talents.  What you feel is confirmation from the Goddess that you are doing the right thing.  That sense of connection is proof that She approves of you and your growing service to Her.  Your deepest emotions will guide you.  And, in time, you will come to respect them for their clarity and purity.”
              Jathryn wondered a moment at this.  What she hadn’t said is that she had also had felt similar strong emotions when she embraced Master Sivin down in the Rahkon tunnels below the Academy.  She also knew that she had felt a surge of power and delight back in Glademoor when she had first seen the wolf rise from the dead.  These things had felt just as strong and as pure to her as those sensations she had when singing.  Jathryn knew that it was best to remain silent about these particular feelings.
              The Priestess continued, “As my mind has become increasingly attuned to Elohara’s Will, I have noticed her influence guiding me in my own life.  Indeed, I can now see that the moment in Glademoor where I stood in judgment over you and Tydelis for your dark crimes was pivotal for me as well.  I was prepared to have Khom drop you into the river as is the proper thing to do, but the Goddess whispered to me that She had something different in mind.”
              “I didn’t understand it at the time, but I now see that the Goddess wanted you to ask me the questions that you did.  That, in turn, brought me to seek for a way to provide you with meaningful answers.  She prompted me to change our course and go to the Battlegrounds and, well, you know the rest of the story.”
              “The point is this: You and I were meant to meet, Maid Jathryn.  Our fates are tied together.  As I have watched the change come over you these past several weeks, I have become ever more aware of the wisdom of the Goddess in all that has gone before.  You have grown increasingly sober minded as your prodigious talent has developed.  I now have no doubt that you are destined to a glorious future of service to Elohara.”
              Jathryn smiled.  A large part of her found Najene’s words to be compelling.  She wanted to believe her.  But, she also felt the familiar tickle of doubt in the back of her mind.  Again, she felt the odd sensation that there were two Jathryns inside of her.  There was the old Jathryn that was prone to disobedience and endless questioning and resented her time at the Academy.  And, there was new Jathryn that obeyed the rules, learned her lessons, and had learned how to bask in the praise of the Priestess.  At times like this, she wasn’t sure which one was really her.
              The Priestess’s face darkened.  “You see, Maid Jathryn, I believe that there is a time of crisis ahead for all of us who are counted as faithful to the Goddess.  There are difficult days ahead for Elurion.  Certainly you have heard rumors of how our western borders are under attack by gnolls?”  Jathryn nodded and took a sip of juice. 
              “The Council has debated for several days about what to do, but I fear that what we know of the gnolls is only one small thread in an unfolding tapestry of trouble.  The gnolls have adopted a new heretical Ahavite scripture and made it their own.  Such a thing would never have come about were it not for the Arbitress’s policy of openness towards those blasphemers to the north.  In the interests of improving relationships with them, she permitted them to enter our lands.  She trusted that they would abide by the terms of the treaty which forbade them from preaching their false doctrines.  But, we can see where that has led now can’t we?  The Ahavites spread their lies across our borders and into the jungles to the west.  Instead of one hostile nation, we now face two!”  The Priestess paused, her eyes narrow.
              Jathryn swallowed a bite of food.  It was bold of Najene to suggest that the Arbitress may have made a mistake in her leadership.  Jathryn asked, “Two?  I have heard something of the trouble with the gnolls, but I haven’t heard of any problems with the Ahavites.”  
              “That is not surprising, my young maiden.  They have been very cunning in how they have lulled us into complacency.  Now, after nearly a decade of open borders, there are hundreds of them scattered throughout our cities.  We have grown so accustomed to seeing their bald heads when they sell us their foreign trinkets that we hardly take notice any more.  And yet, there they are, mingling with our people and lying in wait.”
              “Waiting for what?”
              “The true heart of the Ahavite is much like that of Eloh-Lavam.  They believe that we must be converted to their heretical ways or we will perish.  The Goddess has shown me that, should we become embroiled in a protracted war with the gnolls to the west, the Ahavites will take advantage of our weaknesses and attack us from the north.  Those that already live among us will emerge from their waiting, unmask their true devotions, and fall upon us from within!”
              Jathryn thought that the last words of the Priestess sounded a bit shrill, almost frightened.  There was a sudden wildness to her eyes.  Jathryn asked brokenly, “What do we do?”
              “We must prepare ourselves!  The Goddess has also shown me that the faithful can rise to this crisis.  If we are strong, we may even prevent it altogether.”
              Again, Najene’s voice held great intensity.  Normally she seemed so composed, but now her words brimmed with emotion.  Jathryn felt compelled to ask, “How?”
              “First, we mustn’t allow the gnolls to organize.  As soon as possible, General Thurman must lead an army to crush them.  The gnolls are many but they have neither subtlety nor intellect.  All they respect is force.  If we make an example of some, the rest will capitulate.”
              “But the gnolls are only the beginning.  We must make drastic changes here at home.  The Academy has sheltered you from the true state of things, my maiden.  Outside these walls, the people live in horrible sin.  The city around us is filled with all kinds of evils.  We are an island of righteousness amid a cesspool of dishonesty, gambling, extortion, whoring, cheating, and filth.  The life of the average citizen is nasty, brutal, and brief.  The only solution is that they must be protected from themselves.  Only then can the happiness that Elohara desires for her followers be achieved.”
              Najene’s face soured.  “And then, there is the problem of the Ahavites.  I am confident that once the Eloharans are brought to recognize the danger that they pose, they will no longer tolerate their presence.  Elurion will be cleansed and all will be well.”
              From the look in her eye and the set of her mouth, Jathryn had no doubt that the Priestess held a clear vision of the future.  Still Jathryn wondered aloud, “How does the Arbitress feel about all this?”
              Najene’s face relaxed and she sat back in her chair.  “You’ve hit upon the crux of the matter, my dear maiden.  While I do not doubt that the Arbitress is striving to do her best, I fear that she no longer communes with the Goddess.  In turn, the Goddess no longer sustains or protects her.  What else could account for her sudden and growing illness?  I believe that the day is coming soon that Elohara will call her home.  We must be ready.”
              “Ready?  What do you mean?”
              “When the position of the Arbitress is vacated, a new one is chosen by the Priestesses who sit upon the Council.  But, there are exactly ten of us.  Should the Council be evenly divided, five to five, the Voice of Elohara indicates that the true will of the Goddess can be found in the cumulative hearts of the sisters.”
              Jathryn remembered the split vote at Sivin’s Inquiry and began to understand.  “So, you think that, should the Arbitress pass away, the sisters will be called to elect the new one?”
              “Traditionally, the Priestess with the greatest seniority ascends to become the new Arbitress.  That would be Priestess Greylin.  But many of the Council recognize that my new relationship with Elohara, as evinced by my success at the Battlegrounds, changes things.  There may be some who are not in tune, but I am certain that I have been chosen by the Goddess to assume that exalted position.”
              Jathryn looked at Najene for a long moment and saw that she held no doubt of her calling.  She began to suspect where this conversation might be headed.  “What do you want me to do?”
              The Priestess smiled.  “In light of your improved behavior and extraordinary talents, I have spoken with Abbess Flare.  I want to see you inducted into the sisterhood immediately.”
              Jathryn stammered, “But, I’ve only been here a few months.  Usually it is at least two years before a maiden can be considered for such a promotion.  Even then, many never are selected.”
              Najene reassured her, “Sisters are promoted whenever the Abbess feels that they should be.  Both she and I agree that you are ready.  Sivin’s private tutoring has accelerated your talents.  Furthermore, as I’ve watched over you, I’ve seen how you stand apart from the others.  I’ve seen that the daily rigors of being a maiden aren’t right for you.  I’ve seen how you chafe at how slowly the others learn.  And, I’ve seen how they secretly spite you because of your skills.
              You are too advanced and too talented for such nonsense.  But, my dear Jathryn, tomorrow you can be a sister.  All it requires from you is a little faith.  You do have faith, don’t you?”
              For a long moment Jathryn glanced about the room trying to get a grip on things.  She felt both flattered and frightened at once.  Some of what Najene said made sense to her.  She felt different and isolated from the rest of her Neume.  As a sister, she would enjoy greater freedom, perhaps even the opportunity to return home to see her father again.  And she knew that there was truth in the words of her teachers when they told her that she had the voice of someone much more experienced than a mere maiden.  That was obvious to her.  But, the suspicious old Jathryn shouted that this promotion was merely part of a larger scheme of Najene’s to assure that she would have the votes she needed should an election for the position of the new Arbitress be called.
              Her eyes came to rest on the same statue of Elohara that Najene had gazed at before.  She thought she could sense it looking back at her.  She felt something warm and caring emanating from the crafted features.  In that moment, the new Jathryn silenced the old.  “Yes. I have faith.” 
              The Priestess clasped her hands together.  “Splendid!  Following the breakfast meal tomorrow, Abbess Flare will hold a special ceremony to promote you and a few others.  After that, we’ll talk about what your new duties as a sister will entail.”
              After dinner, the Priestess dismissed Jathryn back to her room.  Jathryn walked slowly through the halls.  The glow of the Priestess’s praise began to fade and some of the concerns she had suppressed while in her presence began to return.  In retrospect several things that Najene had said chilled her.  She indicated that she really was ready to kill both her and Tydelis at Glademoor.  She said that she was eager to send an army to attack the gnolls.  And then there was that look of fierce anger, even hatred, that flared up in her eyes whenever she spoke of the Ahavites.  
              There was one thing that Jathryn knew for certain: Najene wouldn’t hesitate to act in the name of the Goddess.  Whether true or not, the Priestess was completely convinced that Elohara was communing with her.  She had spoken kind words to Jathryn tonight, but what would she do if she ever came to think of her as disloyal?  Jathryn shuddered at the thought. She knew that, in spite of what Najene felt, there was still a dangerous streak of the old Jathryn lurking inside of her.  Could she suppress her forever?  What if she made another mistake?
              Jathryn paused at the door to her room.  She closed her eyes for a moment and took a deep breath.  She knew what she had to do.
              “Where have you been?” Telise looked up from her slateboard as she entered the room.  “We missed you at dinner.”
              “Can I trust you, Tel?”  Jathryn moved to sit down on the edge of her cot.
              “Sure.  That whole thing with Tydelis didn’t work out so well, but I did my best, didn’t I?”  Telise forced a grin and sat up.  “What’s on your mind?”
              “I’m sorry that I’ve been acting so strange.  A lot has happened to me that you don’t know about.  But I need to tell someone before tomorrow.  Just in case.”
              Telise put down her slateboard and leaned forward.  “Just in case what?”
              “No, no, pick up your slateboard and pretend to study it while we talk.  We could be being watched.”
              Telise cocked her head.  The urgency in Jathryn’s voice surprised her.  She retrieved her slateboard and looked down at it.  In a whisper she asked, “What in the world is going on, Jath?”
              Jathryn took a deep breath to steady herself.  Then, for the next several minutes under the pretense of studying, she told Telise everything.  She told her about the wolf she re-animated at Glademoor.  She told her about the Inquiry and the bridge.  She told her about what really happened with Najene when she had been caught.  She punctuated her words by smoothly raising the hem of her robe to show Najene’s anklet.  Then she told her about the Abbess, and the true terms of her probation to spy on Master Sivin.  She told her about what had happened between them in the Rahkon tunnels and about the Inquiry.  She told her about the private dinner with the Priestess and her ambitions to become the next Arbitress.  Finally, she told her how she had agreed to be made a sister tomorrow.
              As she finished, Jathryn realized that her eyes were wet.  She reached up to wipe away the tears.  She hadn’t appreciated how much pressure she had felt in keeping so many secrets.  Sharing them with Telise eased her burden.
              For a long moment, Telise stared at her slateboard.  Mostly she had listened in stunned silence.  At first, all she could manage was a breathless, “Well, that explains why you’ve been such an ogre lately.”  Jathryn couldn’t help but choke out a small laugh.
              Telise glanced up.  “But, why are you telling me all this, Jath?  Why now?”
              “Because I don’t think I’ll get another chance.  Nobody else in the entire world knows my story.  Master Sivin knows parts and Tydelis knows parts. Even the Priestess doesn’t know everything I’ve told you.  You’re the only one, Tel.  My only confidant.  And, maybe, my only true friend.”  Jathryn blinked back another rush of tears.
              Telise tried to reassure her.  “You can trust me, Jath.  I swear by the hair of my own head that I won’t say a word to anyone.”
              It was kind of a silly oath, but that was just like her.  “I know you won’t,” said Jathryn. “But there is one thing more.”
              “What’s that?”
              “I’m afraid of what might happen to me.  If the Priestess ever has a change of heart, or decides that she doesn’t want me around anymore, I could easily meet the same fate as Eloh-Lavam.  If that happens, I want someone to know the truth.  I need to know that there is someone who will stand by me.  If not in person then in spirit.”
              “Of course, Jath.  If I ever hear of a new Inquiry with your name attached, I’ll be right there screaming ‘she’s innocent!’”
              Jathryn chuckled, “Well, maybe not innocent.  Just hopeless.”
              “Very well, then.  ‘Jathryn is hopeless!’”  She reached across the aisle between their cots give her knee a reassuring squeeze.
              “Thanks, Tel.  I knew I could count on you.”  She grabbed her hand and held it.
              Telise’s smile faded.  “I must say though, that I don’t know what to think about all this.  I mean, what with the Priestess Najene and Master Sivin and all that.  It’s rather scary actually.”  She looked down at the floor.
              Jathryn empathized.  It must be strange to be hearing all this now.  She said, “Don’t worry about it, Tel.  I’m certain everything will work out for the best.  It’s just politics or some such thing.”
              Telise nodded, but her smile was forced.  “Yes.  I’m sure you’re right.  Politics… and all that.”
              They put aside their slateboards and prepared for bed.  After they had changed into their nightclothes and extinguished the candles, Telise whispered into the darkness, “You know it is nice to have my old roommate back, even if it is just for one night.”
              Jathryn swallowed hard.  “Don’t worry.  I won’t forget about you again.”
              After the morning etude, Abbess Flare addressed the gathering of maidens in the Dining Hall.  “Traditionally, we wait until the end of the class session to announce candidates for sisterhood.  But, this year the Goddess has blessed us with an outpouring of her grace.  Several of the maidens among you have demonstrated exceptional talent and knowledge.  After consulting with the Council and the other instructors on the faculty, we have decided to induct four new sisters immediately.  Will the following maidens please come forward: Maid Kisha, Maid Haylu, Maid Eralini, and Maid Jathryn?”
              Jathryn didn’t know the other two maidens as they came from the other Neume, but she recognized Maid Haylu.  She too had been pledged by Priestess Najene.  It wouldn’t surprise her if all four of them had been. 
              The maidens stepped up to stand near the Abbess.  She added, “Each of you should aspire to the excellence that these four have demonstrated.  They are indisputably among the finest maidens this Academy has ever seen.  They deserve your congratulations.”
              It was quiet for a moment, and then a few of the maidens began to clap.  Gradually the applause spread until nearly all of them had joined in.  Jathryn thought that the noise was odd, both because the Dining Hall was normally a rather somber place and because their hearts didn’t seem in it.
              Once the applause died down, Abbess Flare said, “Very well then.  Off with you to class now.  You four remain here.”  The maidens rose together in unison and filed out much as they had for months.  Jathryn caught the eye of Telise as she walked past.  Neither of them said anything, but an unspoken glimmer of recognition passed between them.  After the maidens were gone, the Abbess said, “Follow me.”
              She led them through a series of hallways and up a narrow spiral staircase.  At last, they entered a high tower.  Stained glass windows surrounded them on all sides.  The white flagstone floor was smooth and highly polished.  It gleamed like a mirror.  The morning sunlight burst through the dozens of window panes to create a rainbow of dancing hues. It was as though they had stepped inside a gemstone.
              There were no chairs or other bits of furniture in the room.  Instead, a fountain set right in the exact middle of the room expelled a single jet of clear water that crested waist-high before falling back on itself.
              Three other women were already there.  Like the Abbess, all of them wore the blue robes marking them as healers and soulsingers.  As the maidens entered, they took position in a single line facing them.
              The Abbess strode across the floor, her footsteps echoing.  “This is the Atrium of Purity.  I don’t imagine that any of you have been here before, so I will explain.”
              “Whenever a servant of Elohara is promoted, be it to sister, singer, or Priestess, she must come here to take her oath and be cleansed of any impurities in her heart.  The water in this fountain has been blessed such that any who drink of it will experience communion with the Goddess.  If she finds you worthy, you will be purified and prepared for your new station.  However, you hold any dark secrets that are not in accordance with her will, this will be the final drink you ever take in this life.”
              “All servants of Elohara must accept their new responsibilities willingly.  If you have any doubts about your worthiness, you may withdraw now.”
              The Abbess paused and looked each of them in the eye.  Jathryn felt a twinge of concern.  The Priestess hadn’t said anything about this.  But, certainly, she must have known.  If there were any true dangers, she would have said something, wouldn’t she?  None of the other maidens seemed worried.  Maybe this was nothing more than a formal ceremony.  Jathryn drew herself up and returned the Abbess’s questioning stare with a stiff nod.
              The Abbess continued, “Very good.  We will begin with the Oath of Sisterhood then.  Each of you repeat after me.”
              “By the grace of the Goddess, I solemnly swear to uphold and defend the true faith of Elohara.”
              The Abbess seemed to chant.  The maidens repeated her words back to her.  
              She continued, “I dedicate my life to Her and promise to hold firm to Her Church and obey its Holy Council.”
              The maidens followed, their words echoing hers.
              “In turn, I take upon myself the blessings and responsibilities of Sisterhood. So shall it be, henceforth and forever.”
              After they recited the last bit of the oath, the soulsingers dipped small silver cups in the fountain and handed them to the maidens.  They then moved to stand directly behind them.  The Abbess took position behind Jathryn.
              “You may now drink of the Waters of Communion for the first time.”  Together, each of the maidens lifted the cup to her lips and sipped down the cool water until the cup was empty.  Jathryn thought that the water tasted strange.  It had a peppery flavor.
              At first, nothing happened.  Then, Jathryn noticed that the window panes started to glow.  The colors deepened until they seemed to be opaque.  At the same time, her ears filled with a humming sound like the sound of dozens of honeybees.  She felt lightheaded and dizzy.  A wave of tingling warmth that started in her chest flowed out to her fingertips and then down her trunk to her feet.  The sensation pulsed up her neck and into her head.  The room lurched.  Jathryn had a fleeting thought that she was entering a dream. The skin on her face tingled and then peeled back.  Her exposed nerves feathered out from her cheeks to fan themselves in the cold air.  The sensation spread down her neck and shoulders as she ruptured into exposed webbing.  She let out a small moan and collapsed backwards into the waiting arms of the Abbess.
              For several hours, Jathryn dreamed incredible and vivid things.  First, she swam through a molten pool of flashing flowers, each one grinned at her with a full set of flat white teeth.  Then, she soared like a bird above misty mountain peaks of gold and green.  She bathed nude in a waterfall composed of silver liquid satin.  She sensed Sivin nearby.  Or maybe it was Tydelis.  Or maybe they were both embodied in a single man.  He moved to embrace her and as he did so, his body entwined to wrap completely around her like a vine.  He melted down her sides as distant music rose from afar.  The rhythm grew within her and became one with the pounding of her heart.  The thumping became drumbeats and then marching armored feet.  She walked among a thousand warriors.  When she turned to look at their faces, she saw the flesh drip from them until they became grinning skulls.  She covered her eyes for a brief instant and the music and marching stopped.  Finally, she drifted on the back of an emerald colored cloud over an empty black landscape that cast a shadow up into the a violet sky.
              Jathryn’s eyelids fluttered open.  She was no longer in the Atrium of Purity, but now lay upon a soft bed.  Groggily she rolled on her side and was surprised that she no longer wore green robes, but now was dressed in brown.
              “Ah, you survived,” said Abbess Flare with raised eyebrows.  “As did the other maidens.  Welcome back, Sister Jathryn.”
              Jathryn tried to sit up, but vertigo clutched her head and pushed her back down.  “What happened?” she asked.
              “You have been communing with the Will of Elohara.  I have watched over you as you have slept.  Of course, you won’t be able to make sense of your experience yet, but one day you may.  In any case, you will discover that the images and sounds of your first communion may haunt you for years to come.”
              Her head pounded.  The light in the room was too bright.  She blinked hard for a moment and then looked out through half-lidded eyes.  “Where am I?”
              The Abbess leaned over her and dabbed her forehead with a cloth.  “In your new room.  As a sister, you are entitled to a private space while at the Academy.  Later, you may be called to serve afield, but for now consider this your home.”
              Jathryn squinted.  In addition to her bed, there was also a wooden desk and a chair in the room.  A thin window looked out towards the sky.  It was night.  The light that seemed so bright was the face of the pale blue moon Ormos.
              The Abbess handed her a cup of spiced apple juice.  “The Priestess Najene and I have discussed things.  As a newly inducted sister, you will spend much of your time copying your own personal version of the Voice from the Master Tome.  But beyond that, we would like to have your services down in the Dining Hall.  There can never be enough hands in the kitchen.  Oh, and I would also personally appreciate it if you would occasionally lead the maidens in their etudes.  You have such a lovely voice.”  
              Weakly, Jathryn nodded her assent.  The Abbess took the cup from her and set it on the edge of the desk.  “Good.  The effects of your communion will fade over time.  The more you drink, the quicker you will recover.  Come morning, you should feel like your old self again.  But now that I see that you are well, I will take my leave and let you alone to ponder your new station.”
              The Abbess slipped out, leaving Jathryn by herself.  She tried again to sit up, but the bed seemed to tilt underneath her.  Instead, she fell sideways across the bed and covered her face with her new robe against the persistent light of the moon.
              “Just like my old self again,” she mumbled and then slipped into a dreamless black slumber.
 
 




CHAPTER 19: 
MISSION
 
 
“As shadows in the dark, we stole away from that wicked place.  By the grace of the Goddess, we passed unseen in the night until we came again to the lands of those who welcomed us.”
 
-Dirge of Departure 9:25-26
The Voice of Elohara
 
 
              Sivin stepped down from the supply cart and pulled up his hood.  A drizzle of warm rain misted the air on the grey afternoon.  After several days on the road, it felt good to arrive at Wetstone Keep.  He turned and dropped a few coppers into the gnarled hand of the driver.  “A small tip for your trouble,” he said.
              The driver grinned at the sparkling coins.  “If there’s anything else I can do for ye, young master, don’t hesitate to ask.”  His words whistled through wide gaps between his rotted teeth.  Sivin nodded and thought to himself that now he understood why the old man had smiled so rarely during the trip.
              Sivin looked around.  The keep bustled with activity.  There were guards posted all along the battlements and heavily armored soldiers walked their patrols.  Several men worked at rebuilding the four corner watchtowers.  As he watched, twenty hurried across the muddy ground to form a line behind the cart.  They formed a relay line and started emptying it of bags, boxes, and barrels.  
              Sivin approached one of the men.  “Where is the commander of the keep?”
              The man hoisted a sack on his shoulder and grunted, “What’s it to you?”  He wrinkled his nose in distaste at Sivin’s finely stitched gray leather and bright red tunic.  Clearly, Sivin was no military man.
              “I am here on Council business.”  Sivin pulled out a scroll from his pocket.  He turned it so the man could see the blue wax seal.
              The man squinted at it.  “Aye.  You’ll find Lord Rurson in with his knights.  Over that way in the command hall.”  He pointed with his chin and then trundled off.
              Dodging through the workers, Sivin crossed the courtyard to where the solder indicated.  He stopped in front of a wooden door.  An armsman wearing chainmail and armed with a halberd stepped in front of him.  “Admittance only by request, sir.”
              “Does this qualify?”  Sivin again held up the scroll.  The armsman looked at it for a moment, then bowed and pushed open the door.  Sivin paused and took note of how quick the soldiers were to obey the imprint of the Council; all this muscle and steel deferred to blob of wax.  The idea intrigued him.
              Sivin stepped inside.  Half a dozen knights gathered around a small table.  They fell silent and turned his way.  A large parchment map showing the area around the keep lay before them.  Black stones marked the known locations of various gnoll campsites.
              Lord Rurson stood and asked, “What this?”
              “I bring word from the Council.”  Sivin held out the scroll.
              “Finally!”  Rurson stepped forward and took it from him.  He broke the seal and unrolled it.  He scanned it silently for a space and then set it out on the table for all to see.
              Lord Rurson,
              Congratulations on your successful defense of Wetstone Keep against the gnoll invaders.  Truly, the blessings of Elohara are with you.  We are confident that those brave soldiers that gave their lives in its defense are now enjoying eternal bliss.  We will see to it that their families are justly compensated for their losses.
              Our scholars have translated the book you found on the gnoll shaman.  It appears to be a newly created book of blasphemies called The Harmony of Ahavah.  At its core, it speaks of an alliance between Elohara and the gnoll god Gruush.  We suspect that this new scripture is being used as a rallying point to unify the gnoll tribes.  We remind you that a key prophecy in the book points to the eventual overthrow of the Council and the destruction of Elurion. This likely explains why you were attacked.
              We are committed to the defense of our homelands.  Nevertheless, before we can act, we must first know the extent of the problem.  It is possible that the group that attacked you was acting alone.  But, it may also be true that there is a larger threat afoot and more gnolls have adopted this scripture.  We require as much information as you can gather before we can plan a course of prudent action.
              Master Sivin bears you this message.  He is a scholar of Music Theory and Theology.  He is familiar with Ahavite scripture and his knowledge may prove valuable in the preparation of your report.  Use him as you see fit.              
              We expect word within two weeks.  May the Goddess guide you!
                                                        Arbitress Viltara
                                                        The Council of Elohara
              It ended with another imprint of blue wax and the flowing black signature of the Arbitress.
              “A scholar of music theory and theology, eh?”  Lord Rurson cocked his head at Sivin.
              “Ah, yes sir.” 
              “Know anything about military strategy or tactics?”
              “Just what I’ve read in the libraries at Chorus.  I found Gribbon’s work concerning the fall of the Rahkon Empire to be especially fascinating reading...”  His voice trailed off as Lord Rurson stared at him with one eye squinted.
              Rurson shrugged.  “I suppose the Council must know what it is doing.  Come over here and tell me what you make of this.”
              Sivin stepped forward to view the map.  Rurson explained, “We’ve sent out fourteen scouts in the past week.  From their reports, we’ve determined that there are at least four camps of thirty or forty gnolls each scattered along the far shores of the Malapa.  None of them appear to be well equipped or battle ready.”
              “Sentry camps?” Sivin offered.
              “We think so.  Our scouts are running into theirs as often as not.  It would appear that they are as interested in us as we are in them.”
              “I see.  Hmmm.”  Sivin tried to look thoughtful.
              Lord Rurson glanced at him sideways.  He regarded him blankly and then at last he said, “And we found another copy of the gnoll book.”
              Sivin perked up at this.  “Ah!  Well now that is very important!  It means there is a movement within the gnoll tribes.  It’s anyone’s guess as to how large it has grown.”  He thought for a second, then asked, “Any signs of preparations for a second siege attempt?”
              “None.  In fact, we are confident from our reports that with our recent reinforcements, we now outnumber them by at least two to one.”
              “That’s very interesting.”  Sivin scanned the map and stroked his ponytail.  “It would appear that the theory that the gnolls are on the verge of a full-scale invasion of Elurion doesn’t hold much merit.”
              One of the knights asked, “Then why did they attack the keep?”
              Sivin mused.  He had spent much of the trip reviewing what notes he had gathered about the gnolls and their culture.  He suggested, “Perhaps the siege was intended as a show of force.”
              Several of the knights chuckled.  Rurson said, “I’m not impressed.  A handful of my men held out against three times as many of them.”
              “No,” Sivin clarified, “it wasn’t intended for our sake.  I think they wanted to prove something to themselves.”
              “What?”
              Sivin took a step back from the table and gestured with his hands.  “The gnoll tribes are a fragmented mess of small groups and clans.  They are little more than large extended families.  But, from time to time these bands will come together under the flag of a common purpose.  My guess is that some crafty gnoll got hold of the original Ahavah’s Melody and then revised it to create their new scripture.  Now, he’s using his new book to claim divine providence.  Somewhere, out there in the jungle, there must be a gnoll that claims to have a sacred religious calling.  A gnoll prophet, if you will.  He is using the scripture as proof to convince the shamans of the various clans to unite behind him.”
              “Yes, after we found the second copy, we pieced that much together ourselves.”
              “But, how long could such a ruse last before the followers started to get suspicious?  The scripture promises an overthrow of Elurion.  Eventually, those shamans might start to get restless.  They would want to see proof that this purported leader really had the backing of their god.”
              “So, you’re saying that the attack on our keep wasn’t the first step in a planned invasion, but a stunt intended to convince skeptics?”
              “I’m speculating that might be the case.  The only way to know for certain would be to ask one of the shamans.”
              Lord Rurson chewed on this for a bit.  “Hmmm.  Your suggestion does explain both why the commander promptly killed himself rather than face capture as well as why there has not been a follow up attack.”
              Sivin raised his eyebrows.  “It is reasonable to think that their failure to take a lightly defended keep has caused a whole host of problems for the gnoll prophet.  It could be that his coalition is collapsing even as we speak.  There may be no threat of an invasion at all.”
              “An interesting appraisal, scholar, but as you said, we don’t know any of this for sure.” Lord Rurson looked to his knights.  “The Council has asked that we report back to them in two weeks.  That only gives us a few more days to gather the information we need.”
              One of the knights nodded and asked, “Who will go?”
              “Go where?”  Sivin interrupted.  He was puzzled.
              A sliver of white teeth glowed against his skin as a grin twisted Lord Rurson’s lip.  He stabbed his finger into Sivin’s chest.  “The Council was right about you.  Already you’ve proved yourself to be helpful.  Until a few minutes ago, we weren’t sure what sort of information we needed.  Now we know.  We need to arrange for a little chat with a gnoll shaman.”
              Sivin said, “I thought you said that the last shaman killed himself rather than be taken captive.”
              “That’s why we’ll have to get him real quiet-like.”
              “Oh.”
              “I think a party of six should be enough.  I’ve had my fill of time at the keep, so I’ll go and bring my squire with me.  Thal Khom can handle things in my absence.”  The Khindonite nodded his acknowledgement.  
              Lord Rurson paced a few steps.  “We’ll need a scout who is adept at moving through enemy territory unseen.  Kynn will fill that role nicely.  And, since the three of us are bound by a code of honor, we’ll need someone a bit less scrupulous should the need for persuasion arise.  It’ll cost me dearly, but I’m certain Kirus will come around.  That’s enough muscle.  Now for utility.  A healer might come in handy, either for us or for our target, depending upon how things go.  Singer Ajana is right for the job.”
              Lord Rurson paused.  “That makes five.  There’s room for one more.”  He locked eyes with Sivin.
              “Me?  I’m, uh, not combat trained.”
              “Our objective is stealth and capture, not combat.  The Council said that I should use you as I see fit.  I want you along so we know what questions to ask once we have our shaman.  It will make things much easier if we can complete the interrogation in the field rather than dragging him back here.”
              Sivin’s throat ran dry.  “I might be more useful as an advisor here at the keep,” he offered.
              “I’m not asking your permission, scholar.  I’m telling you how it is.”
              “Ah.”
              Lord Rurson turned his attention to his knights.  “Very good then.  Inform those that need to know and see to the preparations.  We will leave at dusk tonight.”
              Long ruddy shadows stained the courtyard as the sun drifted below the distant treetops.  Lord Rurson’s party gathered outside the newly repaired gate.  All six of them had shed their regular clothes in favor of form-fitting supple leather.  Blackroot oil had been used to dye the armor the color of shadows.  Sivin felt that the leggings chafed his inner thighs.  He missed his old clothing already.
              The afternoon rains had relented and now a thin warm haze shrouded the forest.  Sivin stood mute and let his eyes rove over the twisted trees in front of them.  He pulled aside his black hooded cloak and adjusted his backpack.  Even with the padding, it bit into his shoulders. 
              He hadn’t formally been introduced to the other members of the group, but he guessed at who they were.  Kynn stood away from the rest of them, her hair pulled back into a tight braid on the back of her head.  She knelt on the ground as she checked the arrows in her quiver and strung her bow.  Kirus leaned against the keep wall as he kneaded the thick moustaches on his face and looked up at the cloudy sky.  Sivin noticed throwing daggers peeking out from his boots.
              Singer Ajana tugged at her belt, her thin face twisted with a scowl.  She had become accustomed to wearing robes and the leather troubled her as well.  She gave up trying to feel comfortable and instead pulled her long brown hair straight and tucked it beneath her hood.
              Lord Rurson stood a short distance away.  He placed his hand on his sword and gave instructions to Squire Tydelis.  The young man nodded obediently, his face calm and dedicated.  Sivin thought that he seemed remarkably well composed for one so young.  The only sign that he may have been nervous was the way in which he twisted a handcrafted bracelet around his wrist.
              After a moment, Rurson approached Sivin.  He carried two swords both sheathed in scabbards.  He asked, “You have any experience with a blade?”
              “A little.  When I was young I used to try and imitate the drills of the boys at the Academy.”
              “About what I expected.”  Rurson handed him the shorter of the two swords.  “Carry this.  Don’t unsheathe it unless I tell you to.  I don’t want to return dragging any one-legged gimps.”
              “I thought this wasn’t a combat mission,” Sivin said as he took the sword.
              “It’s not.”  Lord Rurson walked away.
              Sivin unbuckled his belt and slid it through the loop in the back of the scabbard.  As he twisted it around his waist and into position, Kirus growled, “You right handed?”
              “Uh, yes.”  Sivin looked up.  It was the first thing the mercenary had said since he’d arrived.
              The grizzled man made a twisting motion with his finger.  “Other side, then.”
              Sivin looked down at himself.  He thought for a moment and then admitted, “Right.  Thanks.”  He fixed the problem while deliberately avoiding the gaze of the others.
              At last, everyone was ready.  Kynn shouldered her bow and made a small forward motion with her hand.  They crossed the road and slipped beneath the cover of the jungle.  The vines and the underbrush swallowed them up within moments.
              They swiftly made their way through the trees, following an unseen path that only Kynn could see.  The crooked way sometimes turned sharply one way or the other and before long, Sivin was helplessly lost.
              As the last gasp of daylight expired, Kynn brought them into a small clearing.  The wet ground was soft and sucked at their boots.  She stopped and addressed them in a whisper.  “As night falls, the gnoll scouts on our side of the river will become more active.  Even though we should be in the clear, there is the possibility that we’ll come across one.  That means that I need you to watch me and stick close.  If I motion for you to get down, you do so immediately.  Drop like a stone and lie as still as the dead until I give the word. Your lives could depend on it.”  Though she addressed them as a group, Sivin noticed that her eyes roved only between him and Sister Ajana.  The two of them nodded in unison.
              “Down!”  Kynn hissed and motioned with her hand.   Neither Sivin nor Ajana moved.  Upon seeing the disapproval creep across the scout’s face, they both slowly started crouching.  It was a test and they both failed.  Kirus chuckled.
              “You’ll need to be much quicker than that,” she reprimanded.  “Let’s try again. Ready? Down!”
              This time both Sivin and Ajana fell into the mud.  The sticky stuff splashed over their arms and faces.  They flinched and recoiled.  It was surprisingly cold.
              “Like the dead!”  Kynn commanded.
              Reluctantly, they both eased themselves down until they flattened against the wet ground.  Sivin closed one eye as his cheek sank into the muck.  He thought it strange that the others remained standing.
              “Good!  Remember what you have learned.  You can get up now.”
              They pushed themselves up.  The mud dripped off them in large chunks.  Singer Ajana held her hands out in front of her.  She made a sour face as rivulets of blackened water trickled from her fingertips.
              Sivin’s ponytail was soaked and caked with mud.  He wrung it out and said, “You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?”
              Kynn knelt down in the mud.  “A little,” she admitted with a grin.  “But if I ever give the command for real, you’ll know what to expect.”  She scooped up a handful of the wet soil and spread it across her forehead.  Lord Rurson and the others followed her example, each one smearing their faces until they were dull black.  Tydelis pulled back his hood and slicked his blonde hair to his skull.
              As Kirus dabbed his nose, he grinned. “If they’re slow getting down, I can always give them a little nudge.”  He pushed Singer Ajana with two fingers.
              “I’ll have a bit more respect from you, mercenary.”  She was not amused.  She continued to smooth the mud from off her forearms.              
              “Of course, my lady.”  Kirus bowed overly deep.  Ajana wrinkled her nose at him.
              Kynn raised her voice to regain their attention.  “One other thing.  Try and move silently.  I know that you aren’t trained in this sort of thing, but a little extra care can go a long way.  Especially watch your breathing.  In the dark, it is easier to discern the panting of a human than it is the snap of a twig.”
              She led them from the clearing and back into the thick of the forest.  They traveled now in short bursts.  They hurried forward for a moment or two and then stopped for several minutes as Kynn cocked her head and listened.  In those moments, Sivin could hear nothing but the sound of dripping water, distant chirping frogs, and the thrumming of his own heartbeat.
              The sky grew ever darker until it was completely lost in blackness.  Large heavy drops of rain began to fall. Sivin peered through the trickles that flowed over his eyelids.  None of the party carried any torches or other sources of light.  With the change in the weather, the night tightened.  While Sivin and Ajana had to watch their footing lest they trip over a fallen log or exposed root, Kynn moved like a graceful shadow.
              At last, they reached the banks of the Malapa River.  Kynn indicated that they should wait beneath the jungle canopy.  Between the trees, they could see the elongated ripples of the rain in the water as it drifted by.
              Kynn covered her mouth and made a croaking noise that sounded far too deep and inhuman for her small size.  A moment later and a similar sound answered her.  Kynn motioned for the party to get down.  This time, they collapsed together in a single smooth motion.  Breathlessly, they waited.              
              A shadow stole up to them from the river.  As it drew near, Kynn motioned them up.  “Good to see you, Lillia,” she said.
              The other scout looked over the party and then back to Kynn.  “It is quiet tonight.  The rain will make things that much easier.  You should be able to cross without incident.”  Lillia motioned with her head and they scrambled down the banks of the river and gathered on the edge.
              Lillia led them to an outcropping of vegetation.  She waded out into the river and pulled a log out from under a thick clump of wet grasses.  Although it appeared to be nothing more than a long thick trunk from a fallen tree, complete with a few extraneous branches, it was actually a cunningly crafted small boat.  
              Lillia held it in place as the six of them climbed aboard.  There were no seats and they knelt instead.  The boat sank low in the water and some seeped over the edges, soaking their legs.  “Myphar waits for you across and downstream,” she said as she handed them crude flat paddles, “signal him when you draw near.”  She gave them a gentle push and then disappeared back into the jungle mists.
              For several long moments, they drifted across the surface.  Kynn had them take a few strokes, but mostly she let the current carry them.  At one point, both sides of the river were lost to the fog and the darkness.  In the shroud of the rainfall, it was as though they floated across the back of a thundercloud.
              The far side loomed up before them.  Kynn croaked and heard the answer in return.  Scout Myphar appeared to assist.  Once they waded ashore, he took the boat from them and tucked it away in a nearby alcove.  With little more than a backwards glance, he said, “The Goddess guide you,” and then evaporated into the night.
              They went a short distance inland before Kynn waved them in close.  In a low whisper she said, “We are now in enemy territory.  There are only a handful of friendly scouts on this side of the river and they are spread far and wide.  Should we come under attack, it will be only the six of us.  That means we must be exceptionally cautious not to draw any undue attention.  We will proceed slowly.  Keep your eyes open and your mind wary.  There have been reports of worse things on this side of the river than gnolls.”
              Tydelis asked, “What will we do when the morning comes?”
              “We will take cover and rest for the day.  It is safer to travel by night.”
              “I thought that gnolls were nocturnal?” asked Sivin.
              “They are.  But so am I.  In my profession, you come to love the darkness and abhor the light.”  Kynn padded away.
              For the next couple hours, they crept deeper into the jungle.  At last, the sky in the east began to pale and they looked for shelter.  Kynn discovered a dense thicket of brush between three large trees.  A thick curtain of dangling vines veiled it from view.  She directed the party underneath. They clawed their way inside and spread out as best they could.  Once everyone was inside and situated, Kynn ducked back out and hoisted herself up into the branches to begin her watch.
              Sivin found a smooth patch of ground and slumped down against the base of a sapbird tree.  He removed his pack and placed it in his lap.  The rains were slowing and some of the mud on his face and clothes was beginning to dry.  He realized that it had been a full day since he last slept.  As he let his eyes drift over to look at the other members of the party, they grew heavy and closed.  Before he knew it, he fell asleep.
              He awoke to a tickle across the back of his hand.  He looked down and saw that a line of small green ants had found its way into his backpack.  Quickly he shook them off.  He checked inside and discovered that only a few had found their way to his food.  He picked them off and tossed them back into the brush.  
               He must have slept for several hours as it was late in the afternoon.  The sun filtered through the canopy creating a net of yellow light across their makeshift camp.  Several small clouds of buzzing flies danced through the grasses.  Ajana dozed to his left.  Kynn and Lord Rurson gathered around a small map and talked in hushed tones.  Kirus was nowhere to be seen.  Sivin guessed that he was on watch.  Tydelis sat alone, sharpening the edge of his blade.  
              Sivin thought for a moment.  At last, he picked himself up and shuffled over to sit near Tydelis.  He pulled out a strip of dried pork and took a small bite.  “You look young to be a squire,” he said as he chewed.
              “Yes sir.  I’ve been out of the Academy less than a month.”
              “Why such a quick rank advance?”
              Tydelis smiled, the mud cracking around the corners of his mouth.  “I suppose it was the will of Elohara.  I was fortunate enough to survive the attack on Wetstone Keep.  Lord Rurson’s former squire was not.  I earned a battlefield promotion.”
              “Strange how our lives can change so dramatically from a single unexpected event, isn’t it?”
              “Yes sir.”  
              “Only a week ago I too was at the Academy, happily teaching lessons in my classroom above the Reception Gardens.  And now look at me.”  Sivin gestured at himself and pulled some caked dirt from his ponytail.  He grinned.  “There’s no way I would have predicted this!”
              “You were an instructor at the Academy?”  Tydelis said.
              “Indeed, I was.  I taught Music Theory to first year maidens.”  Sivin watched Tydelis’s face and noticed a flash of recognition as his hand dropped to touch the bracelet at his wrist.  Sivin paused a moment before continuing, “But now like you, I’m here thanks to a strange confluence of accidents.”
              “Begging your pardon sir, but I’m right where I should be.  There were no accidents.”  Tydelis voice was flat, neither angry nor defensive.  For him, it was a simple statement of fact.
              “Of course.”  Sivin said with a small smile.  Tydelis returned to sharpening his blade.
              After a moment, Sivin pointed and said, “That’s a remarkable bracelet. It appears to have been crafted with considerable care.  Was it a gift?”
              Tydelis glanced down.  He hesitated a moment and swallowed.  “Yes, it was.”
              “From who?”
              “From a, uh, very close friend.  It reminds me of her.”  After a moment, Tydelis quickly added, “And of home.” 
              “Where is home?”
              Tydelis seemed a bit nervous. “Glademoor.  It’s a small farming village a few days journey east from Chorus.” 
              Sivin’s suspicions were satisfied.  He nodded and patted Tydelis’s shoulder.  “Yes, I’ve heard of Glademoor.  I hear it is a fine little community.  Truly it is a small world.”  Tydelis looked up at him puzzled.  Sivin continued, “But, never mind that.  I’m not familiar with military ways.  Can you teach me how to properly sharpen my new blade?”
              “Yes sir.”  Tydelis seemed relieved by the change of subject.
              They spent much of the afternoon quietly chatting as Tydelis instructed Sivin in the basics of weapon care.  Tydelis explained that the custody of both his and of Lord Rurson’s weapons, armor, and equipment was one of his most important tasks.  Blades rarely kept their sharp edge for more than a battle or two.  Over time, even the finest steel would show signs of wear.  Sometimes a sword might even come loose at the hilt or wind up imbalanced.  While they hadn’t seen any action yet on this trip, it never hurt to double check.  The best time to do that was before there was any need.  That way, you were always ready.
              As dusk settled in, Kirus returned from his perch.  Silently, everyone gathered up their things and prepared to move out.  Kynn and Lord Rurson hosted a briefing.
              “The last report I received before heading out indicates that there may be a gnoll encampment a few miles north from here,” whispered Rurson.  “We will circle wide around to the west and then double back.  With Elohara’s blessing, we’ll make it through the night unseen and arrive nearby before daybreak.  It’s a lot of ground to cover in a single journey, but both Kynn and I agree that we should be able to make it.  We’ll need to move swiftly as well as stealthily.  We won’t be taking a break, so keep your waterskins handy and drink whenever you have an opportunity.”
              They slipped out of the thicket and began moving at the speed of a brisk walk.  The sky had mostly cleared and only a few bruised and sullen stormclouds remained, their purple faces scowling low above the treetops.  In the absence of any rain, Sivin noted by how noisy the jungle was.  As darkness slithered through the vines, it brought with it an ocean of churning sounds.  Sivin began trying to single out the various individual buzzes, chirps, and hums.  If they weren’t in such a hurry, he would have enjoyed listening more intently.  The syncopated rhythm intrigued him.
              After an hour or so of traveling, Sivin began to notice a new sound.  It sounded like a sharp series of hollow clicks followed by a low moan.  He tried to picture what sort of animal would make such a noise.  As he continued to listen for it among all the other sounds, he noticed that the clicks seemed to come first from the right side and then, a few moments later, they echoed again from the left.  He got the impression that the noises followed them.
              The next time they paused, Sivin hurried to Kynn’s side.  He asked, “Do you hear that?”
              “What?”
              “That noise.”  Kynn cocked her head.  The hollow clicks repeated and Sivin pointed to his ear. “There.  That.”
              Kynn narrowed her eyes.  “Yes.  Some kind of insect I suspect.”
              “Perhaps.  But they’re very strange.  And I think they’re closing in on us.”
              “Are you sure?”
              As if in answer, the clicks sounded again.  First off to one side and then to the other.  They did seem a little closer.
              Kynn drew her blade and moved back with the others.  Between her teeth she hissed, “We’ve got company.”
              Lord Rurson, Tydelis, and Kirus silently drew their blades and formed points around the other three.  Ajana drew near and gripped Sivin’s bicep.
              For a long moment, they heard nothing but the steady jungle drone.  Then, the clicks came again.  They were definitely closer this time and now they were answered by a third source.  Sivin’s mouth went dry and a bead of sweat traced a miniature canyon through the dirt on his forehead.
              Tydelis mouthed breathlessly, “Gnolls?”
              Lord Rurson shook his head.  “I don’t know.  Be ready for anything.”
              The vegetation and the dim light made it was impossible to see more than a few feet.  The vines and grasses formed an impenetrable web.  Sivin desperately wished they had some light.
              Again they heard the strange clicks.  The three sources formed a triangle around them.  They sounded as though they came from barely beyond the reach of their sight.
              Lord Rurson palmed his longsword from hand to hand.  He crouched in the knees and waited.  Sivin knew that the knight’s blessing of battle fury simmered in his veins.
              The jungle erupted with clicking and rattling.  Three large, black, wolf-headed skeletons loped into the clearing.  Their oddly shaped eye-sockets and their fanged jaws made it was clear that they once were gnolls.  Pinpricks of light gleamed out from their eye-sockets and they clawed the air with open and empty claws.
              Lord Rurson lunged forward and cut off the elongated head of the nearest one with a single smooth stroke.  The skull fell into the dirt and began chomping the soil furiously.  The headless body staggered and swiped blindly at the air.  The knight leaned away from its strikes.
              Kirus ducked beneath the slow swing of another and brought up his sword into its chest.  He pushed his blade upwards into the ribcage so hard that it lifted off of its feet.  The skeleton wasn’t fazed at all and reached down to grab at him.  The mercenary dodged away from its bony fingers, leaving his sword stuck where it was.
              Tydelis skirted sideways to interpose himself between the third one and the others.  He held his sword out in front of him, its point just a few inches from the creature’s exposed pelvis.  The skeleton lurched forward and Tydelis struck low.  His blade glanced off bone and chipped downwards into the dirt.  Tydelis fell forward onto his stomach and rolled off to the side as the skeleton leaned down to snap at him.
              “Singer Ajana, we need your talents!” barked Lord Rurson as he danced away from his opponent.  The severed skull hopped across the ground nipping at his feet.
              Ajana said, “I’m not a deadslayer!” She patted herself and added, “And, I don’t have the Voice!  I must’ve left it back at the Keep!”
              “You don’t need it.  Only the song matters,” said Sivin.
              Kirus swept his foot low to the ground and tripped his skeleton.  It fell face first into the mud.  As it tried to push itself up, he brought his boot down on its neck and held it there.  He tried to grab the hilt of his sword and pull it free, but the undead creature struggled and fought so furiously that he couldn’t get to it.
              Singer Ajana closed her eyes and steadied her mind.  She began singing the deadslayer’s Hymn of Release.  Kynn searched through her pack and pulled out a coil of rope.
              Tydelis scrambled to his feet and squared up with the skeleton again.  Puzzled, he traced the point of his sword up and down the torso of his opponent.  He had trained in how to kill the living, but there were no vital organs to cut at or stab inside this bony cage.  He backed away while parrying aside his enemy’s skeletal arms.
              “If you please, Singer!” Kirus growled as his skeleton started to get away from him.  Ajana completed the song and her hands shimmered with pale white fire.  She opened her eyes and stepped towards him.  The skeleton got a hold of Kirus’s ankle and pulled him down.  It crawled partly on top of him and opened its jaws above his face.  He flinched away.  In that instant, Ajana touched the skeleton’s spine and it erupted into chalky powder. The stuff fell like snow across the mercenary.  He coughed and spat.
              Next, Ajana turned and stretched out her hand towards the one that Tydelis fought.  As she drew near, the skeleton aimed a wide swipe at her.  She held up her glowing palm to block the blow.  The impact turned it into a cloud of dust.
              Last came Lord Rurson’s foe.  Ajana picked up the chattering skull by its sockets and it became a smoky fireball that dissipated into vapor.  The headless skeleton turned on its heel and began to run towards the cover of the jungle.  Kynn lassoed its leg and dragged it back.  With a final touch from the singer, it too evaporated. 
              “Good thing we were ready.”  Kirus remarked as he dusted the powder from his blade.  “There’s not much honor in being done in by a headless dog.”
              Lord Rurson still crouched low, his blade extended and his fingers flexing around the hilt.  He stared off into the forest, his eyes open wide and his forehead creased with anticipation.  Sivin knew that he secretly wished for something more to fight.  
              “We had better get moving.  There might be more.”  Kynn coiled her rope and replaced it in her pack.
              Reluctantly, Lord Rurson nodded and stood upright.  He took a few deep breaths and then returned his blade to his side.  “Alright.  Lead on.”
              As Kynn stepped over the spot where one of the skeletons had fallen she remarked, “They gave us a bit of a scare, but I’m glad to see them.”
              “Glad to see them?”  Ajana asked.
              Kynn looked back over her shoulder.  “If there are skeletons on the hunt here then it means that the gnoll scouts are not.”  She stole away.
              Sivin pondered aloud, “Gnoll skeletons as guards?  I’ve never heard of such a thing!  Does that mean that there are gnoll necromancers nearby as well?”
              “Don’t know and don’t care.”  Kirus collected himself and followed after Kynn.
              “One more thing to ask our shaman,” said Lord Rurson.  He clapped Sivin and Tydelis on the shoulder and they moved out after the others.
              They traveled for most of the night, slowing only in the hour before daybreak.  As before, Kynn selected an appropriate hiding spot for them and then hurried off by herself.  Sivin was famished and found a bit of hardtack to fill the pit in his stomach.
              As the sun began to rise, Kynn returned to them.  She appeared so suddenly that even Kirus dropped his food and fumbled for his blade.  After a quick knowing glance in his direction, she said, “Good news.  The camp is still there.  I estimate that there are thirty gnolls.  And, they have a shaman with them.”
              Lord Rurson grinned.  “Excellent work as always, Kynn.  Now then, let’s try to get some rest today.  We go in at dusk.”
 
 




CHAPTER 20: 
REPORT
 
 
“Be wary in your search for wisdom.  The price of genuine knowledge is great.  Revealed truth is rarely kind or easily understood.”
 
-First Bliss 1:8
The Voice of Elohara
 
 
              As the sun drifted down in the late afternoon sky, Lord Rurson gathered the party together to review the plan.  He knelt down and sketched in the dirt with his finger.  “Two hours after nightfall, Kirus and Kynn will circle around to the far side of the gnoll camp - here.  The remaining four of us will steal to the edge of the camp on the near side and wait.  Once the time is right, Kirus and Kynn will create a diversion to draw out as the warriors.  In the wake, we will make our way to the shaman’s tent located here - at the center.  While I deal with any remaining guards, Tydelis and Sivin will go inside and subdue him.  After that, we’ll make our escape with our captive and return.  This thicket is well hidden and will serve as our rendezvous point.  If anyone gets separated, find your way back here and wait for the others.  Any questions?”
              Singer Ajana asked, “What am I to do?”
              “Stick by me, carry a dagger, and hope that you don’t need to use it.”
              Kynn bent over and began wiping her leggings with mud.  As she did so, she motioned to the others.  “Time to refresh your camouflage.”
              “I’m still quite a mess.  I’m not certain I understand how more mud is going to hide me any better,” Sivin said as he motioned to his smeared armor.
              Kynn held a handful of mud up to her nose.  “The mud isn’t to blind their eyes, it to mask your scent.  The fresher the better.  I have something else that’ll work to confound their vision.”
              Sivin looked at her and raised an eyebrow.
              With a sigh, she explained, “Gnolls have a keen sense of smell and they see better at night than we do.  The mud helps protect you on both counts.  Apply it to your exposed skin.  If they can’t smell or see you clearly, they’ll have no better a chance of finding you in the dark than a human would.”
              “What’s this ‘something else’?”
              “Although they see better in the darkness than we do, deep blues and purples go a long way towards masking us from their vision.  I’ve brought some indigoleaf powder.  Once you’ve reapplied the mud, dust yourself in this.  It’ll make you no more than a shadow in the dark to them.”  Kynn held up a large black bag.
              Sivin nodded.  He bent down and scooped up a handful of earth.  As he drew it across his cheek he remarked with a grin, “You would make a dangerous thief were you so inclined.”
              “I know.  But I’ve discovered that the pay is better here,” she said flatly.  Sivin caught her eye and knew in an instant that she wasn’t joking.
              Night stalked into the forest.  The trees turned from green to gray to black.  A few stars winked into view high overhead.  Once again, the rhythmic pulse of frogs and insects filled the air.
              They double checked their equipment and tightened their armor.  After they completed their preparations, the six of them stood together in silence.  A violet shroud of sludge covered each of them from head to foot.  Only the whites of their eyes stood out in the darkness.  Sivin and Tydelis both carried a coil of thin rope across their shoulders in preparation for their capture mission.
              As the blackness of nightfall enveloped the thicket, Kynn nodded to Lord Rurson.  He motioned with his hand and then she and Kirus ducked out beneath the overhanging vines and disappeared.  Both of them wore large quivers filled with a dozen arrows on their backs.  Sivin had watched them prepare and thought that the arrows looked especially odd, with heavy shafts and large blunt heads composed of a sparkling silver powder.  He knew that these arrows must have something to do with the planned diversion.
              A few moments after they were gone, Lord Rurson led the remaining four of them off in the opposite direction.  They crept along, staying low and taking care to watch their steps and keep their breathing soft.
              After several minutes, they turned to the right.  Lord Rurson motioned for them to get down.  They dropped and lay still for a bit, crawling forward only upon his signal.  At last, they crested a small rise and peered out through a tuft of long grasses across the gnoll camp.
              Kynn had been right.  The camp was small and numbered no more than twenty or thirty.  The gnolls all appeared to be warriors and there were no females or pups present.  A few sentries walked along the perimeter, pausing every few feet to sniff the air and survey the surrounding jungle.
              Several tents made of cured animal hides spread out before them.  A few small cooking fires burned around the outskirts, their orange flames casting hunched shadows across the ground.  Near the center of the encampment, a crudely drawn red hand with three very short fingers, a paw Sivin realized, marked a tent.  Rurson pointed and whispered, “The shaman will be in there.”
              As they watched and waited, a hunting party of three gnolls returned to the camp.  They brought with them a large freshly killed boar tied to a spit by the ankles.  Many of the gnolls, including several of the patrolling sentries, hurried over to them.  They clapped the hunters on the back and licked at their faces in congratulations all while barking and growling in their strange language to one another. 
              “Good,” said Lord Rurson, “their discipline is sloppy.  That means that they don’t suspect anything.”
              The gnoll shaman lifted the flap of his tent.  His fur was mostly brown and black, but it had started graying around the muzzle.  Several feathers and beads were braided into his mane.  He barked sharply and the sentries that had left their posts cowed their heads.  They loped back to their positions, their tails dragging the dirt behind them.  The shaman scowled at them with cold yellow eyes, and then ducked back inside.
              Abruptly, the fire around which most of the gnolls had gathered exploded into a shimmering shower of brilliant white sparks.  The gnolls jumped back, their mouths hanging open in astonishment.  The hunters dropped their kill and scrambled to draw their weapons.
              Another flash erupted nearby and sent a plume of silver embers skyward.  The gnolls barked and howled to one another.  Several of them shielded their eyes against the sudden light.
              After a short delay, more minor explosions of white fire and sparks rocked the camp.  Each one left a spot of shimmering silver and blue flame behind.  The gnolls stumbled about, covering their eyes against the sudden intense brightness.
              The shaman appeared and growled orders above the commotion.  One of the sentries rushed to his side.  The others fumbled for their spears and hurried into the jungle near the first explosion.
              Ajana gasped, “They’ll capture them!”
              Lord Rurson shook his head.  “They’re not even close.”  He pointed upwards towards the treetops off to one side.  Under lit by the white fires from below and silhouetted against the dim light of the stars above they saw Kirus and Kynn positioned in the boughs of two separate trees twenty feet above the ground.  As they watched, they drew more arrows and let them fly.  A moment later and two more pockets of flashing silver flames and sparks exploded far across the camp.  The gnolls stopped in their tracks and then doubled back towards the new fires, squinting and barking the whole way.
              Several more flashes of fire sprung up in the jungle on the far side of the camp and the panicked gnolls moved off in a disorganized rabble towards them. Lord Rurson raised himself into a crouch.  He waited a moment and then hissed, “Let’s go.”
              They hurried down the hill headed straight for the shaman’s tent.  As they came near, Rurson drew his blade.  The gnoll guard shielded his eyes against the shadow that fell upon him, but he didn’t have time to cry out.  Lord Rurson ran him through before he could so much as gasp a warning.
              The shaman lifted his staff for protection as Tydelis and Sivin bowled into it, their ropes stretched before them.  It fell backwards into the tent, struggling and yelping.
              Sivin and Tydelis rolled around on the dirt floor of the tent as they fought to subdue the shaman.  They took turns throwing coils of rope over the beast’s limbs.  Even though they were both bigger than the elderly gnoll, it still put up a terrific fight.  He kicked and clawed and snapped at them, howling all the while.
              “Bind its mouth!” hissed Lord Rurson as he pushed the crumpled body of the gnoll guard off his sword.
              Sivin attempted to put a large piece of cloth into the shaman’s mouth.  The gnoll jerked forward and bit him.  Sivin snapped back his hand.  Four large puncture wounds oozed blood.
              Tydelis wrestled away the staff and then brought it down hard.  It sharply cracked the gnoll in the forehead.  The shaman’s yellow eyes went wide and its hands limply fell to the side.  As the creature tried to clear the fog from its mind, it kicked only weakly. “Now,” growled Tydelis, “finish binding it!”
              Sivin ignored the pain in his hand and, with Tydelis’s help, he bound the shaman’s wrists and ankles.  He stuffed the cloth in its mouth and then looped several more coils around his toothy snout, fixing it shut.
              Outside the tent, two gnolls heard the scuffle and hurried to investigate.  Lord Rurson pushed Singer Ajana behind him as he turned to face them.  One warrior was armed with a spear and the other a spiked club.  The bright white fires still partly blinded them and they scowled to see.  Lord Rurson took advantage of their hesitation.  He lunged forward and cut deep into the forearm of the one with the spear.  It howled in pain.  Several of the gnolls across the camp paused and turned their way.  Some of them raised their hands to try and block out the glare to see what was happening.
              “Tydelis!  We’re out of time!  Let’s go!” shouted Rurson.
              On cue, Sivin and Tydelis emerged from the tent, carrying the dazed shaman between them.  They pushed past Ajana and began scrambling back up the hillside.  Lord Rurson dodged a swing from the club-wielding gnoll.
              The injured gnoll with the spear backed a step or two away and barked loudly.  All the gnolls scattered about listened for a second and then sprang into action.  They began running across the camp towards the shaman’s tent.  Kirus and Kynn launched another fusillade of explosive arrows, but it slowed them only for a moment.  They leapt over the new fires and raised their weapons.
              Lord Rurson weaved and spun.  He brought his blade around underneath the arm of his opponent and slashed his ribs.  The gnoll stumbled back.
              “Go after them!  Meet at the rendezvous point!”  Lord Rurson shouted at Ajana as he pointed at the backs of Sivin and Tydelis.  She obeyed and fled up the hill.  Rurson turned to face the incoming onslaught.
              Kirus and Kynn switched to regular arrows and felled the first gnolls to arrive at the scene.  The incoming arrows revealed their position and several of the gnolls pointed up at them.  Others readied their bows.
              Tydelis and Sivin stumbled into the underbrush.  Encumbered by the weight of the shaman, they lurched forward.  Tydelis’s foot caught on a root and he fell forward to one knee.  Ajana caught up with them, her breathing ragged.
              “Help us!” Sivin gasped.
              Ajana wrapped her arm around the midsection of the shaman as Tydelis got to his feet.  She tugged forward and almost pulled them both over.
              “Work together!”
              “Which way?” she yelled.
              “Forward and to the left!”
              “I’m trying!  The mud makes everything slippery!”
              The three of them pitched ahead and half-ran, half-staggered into the jungle.  Behind them, they heard a clang of metal and then a roar of fury from Lord Rurson.
              Tydelis paused, bringing the group to a sudden halt.  “I’ve got to help him!” he said as he looked back through the darkness to the flickering fires.
              “He gave us an order!  We’re to meet back at the rendezvous point.  Ajana and I can’t carry the shaman alone!”
              Tydelis hesitated for a moment.  The sounds of battle echoed from the camp.  Tydelis flexed his hands around the ankles of the gnoll.  At last, his sense of duty won out and he nodded.  They heaved forward again.
              They hurried through the jungle, ducking under vines and threading their way between thick moss-covered trees.  Tydelis led them, doing his best to try and recall the way back.  Finally, they found the familiar copse of trees and stumbled into the appointed thicket of grass.  They dropped the shaman and then sank back against the trunks, panting and wheezing.
              They were alone.  Kirus, Kynn, and Lord Rurson were nowhere to be seen.  Singer Ajana swallowed her breathing and asked, “Now what?”
              Tydelis replied, “We wait.”
              Sivin thought a moment then asked, “But for how long?”
              Tydelis shrugged.  “As long as it takes.”
              “What if no one else made it out?  It looked awfully thick back…”
              “He’ll make it.” Tydelis cut him off.  His jaw was set and his eyes narrow.
              Sivin looked at the determination in Tydelis’s face and decided that he wouldn’t press the issue for a few minutes at least.  He wiped his eyes and rummaged through his pack for a waterskin instead.
              As they took a moment to catch their breaths, the pale light of Phandos cut through the canopy and slashed across the clearing.  The gnoll shaman stirred.  With a whimper, he rolled over on to his side.              
              “He’s waking up!” Ajana hissed.  “What do we do?”
              “Kick the bastard in the face!”  It was Kirus’s voice.  He and Kynn rushed into the clearing.  Both appeared unhurt, although Kirus’s blade dripped black.
              Kynn knelt down at the side of the gnoll.  She thumbed his eyelids and then noticed the welt on his skull.  “You hit him awfully hard.  I hope he’ll come around enough to answer our questions.”
              Sivin asked, “We’re going to interrogate him right here?  Right now?”
              “The gnolls sent runners to nearby camps.  By now they’re in the process of organizing search parties.  The trail you left getting him here won’t be a hard one to find.  There’ll be gnolls swarming this part of the jungle in a half hour or less.”  She patted the shaman’s face trying to rouse him.
              Kirus suggested, “We could try and bring him with us.”
              “He’ll slow us down and make us that much easier to track.”
              “He’s the whole reason we’re here.  If he can’t talk in the next few minutes and we’re forced to leave him behind, this mission will fail.”
              Kynn glanced back over her shoulder, her green eyes sharp.  “If we don’t get a good head start on those trackers, we’ll all be dead.”
              Kirus smoothed his moustache and cocked an eyebrow.  “He doesn’t look so big.  I bet I could carry him myself.”
              “For a few hundred yards, yes.  And then what?  We’ll be right back to this point only we will have left the trackers even more of an indication of our heading.”
              Kirus persisted.  “But look at him!  He won’t be able to tell us anything in that condition.  By the Goddess, the damned beast doesn’t even know who he is!  He needs time to recover!”
              “We don’t have time to argue!”  Kynn gritted her teeth.  “Besides, what do you care?  You’ll get paid either way.”
              “True, but I’ve a reputation to uphold,” he said with a wry grin.
              “A reputation for being difficult at every turn!  Just because you were discharged from service gives you no right to challenge anyone in authority!”  Sivin was surprised at the ferocity in Kynn’s voice.  He suspected that there must be much more behind this exchange than a tactical discussion.
              Kirus smirked.  “Oh, so now you’re in a position of authority are you?  I must have missed the ceremony.”
              “I don’t have time for this!”  Kynn turned away and shook the shaman fiercely.  His head lolled about his shoulders.
              “There’s five of us here so let’s put it to a vote, shall we?  That’s the way important things get decided within the Elurion military, isn’t it?”  He looked over the others, a strange wildness in his eyes.  “How many favor Kynn’s idea?” he asked.              
              “The scout is right.  Rouse him.”  Everyone looked towards the voice.  It was Lord Rurson.
              The knight staggered into the clearing.  Blood soaked the front of his armor and a nasty gash above his left eye had blackened the entire side of his face.  Tydelis rushed to his side and offered him support.
              Lord Rurson leaned heavily upon his squire.  In a gurgle he added, “Singer Ajana, I have need of your services.”  He slumped to the ground.
              As they gathered around the big man, it became apparent that he was in very bad shape.  His left arm was gone, severed away at the elbow and blood flowed freely from the stump.   Worse, his stomach had been gashed and his internal organs caught the sheen of the moonlight.
              Sivin felt lightheaded and nauseous at the sight.  “How did you survive?” he stammered breathlessly.
              Rurson slid down further so that he was on his back.  Tydelis supported his head on his knee.  “Assuming that I do survive, I’ll have the Goddess to thank.  Well, that and the gnolls made the mistake of leaving me for dead in their haste to pursue you.” 
              “This is beyond my skills!”  Ajana knelt down and gaped at his wounds.  “Even the Arbitress herself couldn’t heal this!”  Tears welled up in her eyes.
              “I only need enough to get me back on my feet.  I’ve already come this far.”  There was no voice to his words, only breath.  He grit his teeth and his eyelids fluttered.
                Ajana held out her hand and gingerly placed it above his wound.  She took a deep breath and sang the words of healing.  Her voice cracked partway through the verse.
              “Concentrate, Singer!”  Sivin knelt beside her and steadied her shoulders.
              Ajana’s looked down into the gaping wound in Rurson’s belly, her eyes white and wide.  Blood coated her palm and she pulled back.  “I can’t.  The song can only accelerate healing, not undo such horrific damage.  It works with the natural course of things, not against it.  He’s lost too much blood!”
              “Don’t lose faith.  The Goddess will hear you and nothing is beyond her power.  You must try!”  Sivin consoled her.
              Ajana blinked several times as tears welled up and then streamed down her face.  She nodded and placed her hand on the knight again.  The blood flowed around her trembling fingers.  She began the song again, but Sivin knew immediately that her cadence was much too fast.  
              He cut her off. “Close your eyes!  Forget about what you see and focus instead on the notes and the rhythm!”
              She clenched her eyes and began again.  She started out well, but Lord Rurson coughed and the exertion sent a fresh wave of bloody warmth over her hand.  Her voice quivered.
              Sivin put his hands on either side of her face.  Piercingly he said, “You can do this.  It is no different than singing an etude.  You’ve done it dozens of times before.”
              “But never like this!  Never when a man’s life was at stake!  Before the wounds were always bound and there were always others to assist me!  Goddess grace, there’s so much blood!”  She withdrew her hand again, her face pale.
              Sivin feared he was losing her to panic.  He gripped her by the wrist and forced her hand to press against the knight’s stomach.  He commanded, “Focus your mind!  Look me in the eye and sing it with me.”  He placed his hand over hers and stared her in the face.
              She took another deep breath.  They locked eyes.  After a moment, they began together.
Harm undone and purpose pure,
Elohara’s will brings all to cure.
              Ajana stopped after the word “pure,” her face a mixture of astonishment and fear but Sivin continued perfectly in tune all the way to the end of the verse.  
              “Again!” said Sivin.
Harm undone and purpose pure,
Elohara’s will brings all to cure.
              This time, Ajana sang only the first two words before she stopped short and gasped.  Sivin, however, continued all the way through.
              As Sivin sang alone, Lord Rurson’s injury bubbled and then made a wet slurping noise.  Suddenly, the skin began to close itself.
              Sivin finished and the clearing fell dead silent.  Kirus, Kynn, and Tydelis stared at him.  Ajana backed away, pointing a bloody finger at him accusingly.  In a whisper she said, “You can’t do that!”
              It took a long moment for what had happened to dawn on him.  Sivin stared down at his hand.  Beneath his fingers, Lord Rurson’s wound continued stitching itself together with small tendrils of red skin stretching out towards one another. The bleeding from his severed arm slowed and the gash on his forehead started to seal.
              Sivin inhaled.  He mumbled aloud, “Only women can invoke the blessings of the Goddess!  I don’t understand.  How can this be?”  He looked down into his bloodied palms.
              Lord Rurson stirred and sat up.  He stared at Sivin and ran his fingers across the rapidly forming scar on his forehead.  He croaked, “We don’t have time for academic questions.  Consider it a gift from Elohara.  Rouse the shaman and learn what we can.”
              After a short while, Kirus and Kynn shook off their astonishment and returned to the shaman.  Ajana took another step back and let her accusing hand fall to her side, but her eyes never left Sivin.  Tydelis helped Lord Rurson to his feet.
              Sivin sat back and gazed at the rising knight dumbfounded.  This undercut everything he had learned and taught about Music Theory.  The Goddess shouldn’t have healed Lord Rurson.  The doctrine came right from the Voice itself.  The words of the scripture echoed through his mind.
              “The blessings of the Goddess come only to she who calls to Her in faith and purity.  Elohara will hear none but she who is true.  Let no others cry out lest he be accursed.”
              His mind reeled.  Had the Goddess made an exception for him?  Ajana had begun the healing chant with him, but he continued and finished it alone.  In all his experience, he had never heard of anything like this happening before.  Indeed, he couldn’t recall any recorded instances of men entreating the Goddess for her blessings.  Centuries ago, the Council had unanimously interpreted this scripture as making it clearly forbidden.
              He looked around.  Lord Rurson leaned upon Tydelis.  The knight was still injured but there was no doubt that the healing power of the Goddess was working its magic upon him.  It would be several days before he was completely restored and his arm would never grow back, but the threat of death had passed.  Perhaps it was as simple as Lord Rurson had said.  Elohara had made an exception in their behalf.
              With Tydelis’s help, Lord Rurson shambled over to the gnoll.  He commanded, “Singer Ajana, come help us!”
              Ajana turned away from Sivin.  She hurried to Lord Rurson’s side.  With a slight backwards glance, she placed her hand upon the shaman’s head.  She closed her eyes, inhaled, and this time sang the healing chant perfectly.  The gnoll groggily opened his eyes as the lump on his head began to fade.
              Lord Rurson leaned over the beast.  Kirus and Kynn held the shaman firmly against the ground. “Translate for me,” he said.  Kynn nodded.
                “You have been captured because we need information.  If you answer our questions, you will be released.  Do you understand?”  Kynn dutifully relayed Rurson’s message in a broken series of growls and yips.  The gnoll looked around at the pack of humans leaning over him and dipped his head in acknowledgement.
              “Alright, untie his jaw.”  Kirus reached over and pulled away the rope.  No sooner had he done so than the shaman began howling.  The noise pierced the night and several startled animals in the surrounding trees chattered.
              Kirus forced the shaman’s mouth shut with his gloved hand.  He pulled a small throwing knife from his belt and held it near the gnoll’s face.  Lord Rurson continued, “By my code of honor, I am not permitted to harm a prisoner without specific instructions to do so.  Kirus here, however, does not share in that code.”  Kynn relayed his words to the shaman as Lord Rurson pulled back.
              Kirus rolled on top of the gnoll, pinning him underneath.  He leaned in close and smiled a nasty grin.  He waved the blade before his face, the moonlight glinting off its polished surface.  He said, “You want to howl, huh?  Well, I’ll make you howl!”  Kynn whispered the translation into the shaman’s ear and his golden eyes opened wide.
              Slowly, Kirus moved the knife down the gnoll’s body, lightly dragging it through his black fur as he went.  He paused at the hollow of his ribcage.  Kirus held it there for a bit and then slowly turned his hand so that the point was pushing into the flesh.  The gnoll clenched his eyes shut.  Kirus increased the pressure and a trickle of blood leaked down the shaman’s belly.
              The gnoll whimpered and struggled.  Kynn said, “He’s trying to speak!”
              Kirus kept the knife in place as he released the shaman’s jaw.  The gnoll grumbled and looked up at Kynn.
              “He says that he’ll talk,” Kynn reported.
              “Scholar, ask your questions!”  Rurson ordered.
              Sivin shook himself out of his reverie.  He came near the gnoll and thought for a moment.  At last, he asked, “What do you know of the new gnoll scripture called the Harmony of Ahavah?”  
              Kynn continued her intermediation.  After an exchange of low grumbles and barks she said, “He says that it was written by another gnoll shaman.  This shaman says that he was called by Gruush to unite the gnolls against the vile humans and drive them from the land.  Many tribes have rallied to him.”
              “A gnoll prophet!” Sivin whispered.  It was much as he suspected.
              “Find out how many follow this prophet and where they gather.” Lord Rurson said.  
              “Nineteen full tribes are true to the prophet.  They are at an ancient Vugoric stronghold located several miles west of here.”
              Tydelis asked, “Nineteen full tribes?  How many gnolls is that?”
              “Eight or nine hundred,” Lord Rurson answered.  He turned his attention back to the gnoll.  “Get details.  Where is this stronghold?”
              Another growled exchange.  “It is raised on a hill and surrounded by a dry swamp.  I think I remember some similar geography from one of the maps at the keep,” Kynn reported.  
              Sivin asked, “What was your party of warriors doing away from the stronghold?”  
              Again, Kynn translated. “He no longer believes in the prophet.  He and his warriors were returning to his tribe.  When Wetstone Keep withstood the siege, they lost faith.”
              “Was he part of the siege?”  Kirus asked.  Kynn asked and the gnoll shook his head.  “A likely story,” Kirus mumbled.
              “Why does this prophet teach that the Eloharans must be destroyed?” Sivin inquired.
              “Only Gruush is a true god.  The Eloharans follow a false Goddess.  This makes Gruush angry.  Gruush will unite with the Goddess and make her his.  The ancient prophetess Ahavah knew this.  Only her followers will be spared.”
              “Blasphemy!”  Ajana murmured.
              “What will happen if the Eloharans aren’t destroyed and Gruush becomes angry?”  Sivin asked.
              Kynn and the shaman exchanged several words.  Kynn seemed to get confused but the gnoll resolutely persisted in repeating the same thing over and over.  At last, Kynn sighed and said, “As near as I can tell, he says the punishment has begun already, both in the lands of the gnolls and in the realm of Elurion.”
              “What punishment?”
              “He says that the ground is cursed.  The graves no longer hold their dead.  The corpses return to life of their own accord.”
              Kirus spat, “Superstition!  Only necromancy can animate the dead!  He’s trying to cover for their evil deeds.  Remember the skeletons from last night!”
              Sivin remembered what Jathryn had said about why she had been inducted into the Academy.  He glanced over at Tydelis.  The squire looked away.  Sivin pondered for a moment and said, “The Council has reported a drastic rise in reports of undead, especially among the outlying villages.  So much that there are not enough deadslayers to deal with the problem.  They fear a growing underground society of necromancers.  But now I’m not so sure.  What if there is some truth to -”
              Kynn held up her hand and the group fell silent.  It took them only an instant to recognize that the jungle had gone deathly still.  She whispered, “We are out of time.”  She stood up.  Kirus snapped the shaman’s jaw shut and began coiling the rope around it again.
              Lord Rurson motioned for them to move out.  As he passed Kirus, he leaned over and whispered, “Leave him alive,” in his ear.  The mercenary stood up while sheathing his knife, a look of disappointment concealed in his thick mustache. 
              They left the shaman bound on the ground where he lay.  The party followed Kynn into the jungle.  As before, they moved quietly but now there was more urgency and less stealth to their travel.  Sivin noticed that Ajana regarded him with suspicion and kept her distance.  And why not?  Everything that she had been taught in her years from a maiden, to a sister, to a singer had indicated that men would only displease the Goddess if they tried to sing.  And yet, tonight she had seen a man invoke the blessings of healing.  One thing was certain. Ajana would have much more to include to her Council report than merely the words of the gnoll shaman.
              Sivin could barely keep his thoughts on their journey.  Between his unintended healing of Lord Rurson and the strange explanation of the gnoll shaman as to the increased numbers of the undead, he found his mind muddling through a haze of contradictions.  None of it made sense.  He wished that he could retreat to the library at Chorus and pore over the books there.  Even better would be a trip down into the vaults.  He knew that with some time and effort he might be able to turn something up there.  He may not read gnoll, but he felt that he had a pretty good grip on the basics of the Rahkon language.  What would their writings on necromancy reveal?  What was behind the vault door that the Council had ordered sealed centuries ago?
              So wrapped up in his thoughts was he that he hardly noticed the coming of dawn.  The trees turned black against the warm red glow.  Kynn showed no signs of slowing down and led them relentlessly onward.
              At last fatigue overcame him and Sivin asked, “Aren’t we due for a break?”
              Kynn said, “We can rest once we reach the far side of the river.”
              “I’m exhausted!  Are you certain that we can’t pause for even a moment to catch our breaths?”
              Kynn paused.  “Quite certain,” she turned and smiled at him.  “But it is better to be exhausted than dead, I think.”
              Sivin knew that he couldn’t argue with that.  He ducked his head and continued grimly on.
 
 




CHAPTER 21: 
SECRETS
 
 
“Do not despair in the midnight hour.  Trust not in your intellect, but decide upon your heart.  In that way, the Goddess will guide you.”
 
-Book of Rising 1:4
The Voice of Elohara
 
 
              Jathryn dipped the nib of her quill into the inkwell and looked back to the Master Tome.  She found her place partway down the yellowed page and moved the piece of blank paper that served as a marker ahead another four words.  With a sigh, she blotted the pen on the edge of the well and then carefully copied the newly revealed words into her own white-bound volume.  
              Several days had passed since she began the laborious process of creating her own personal reproduction of the Voice of Elohara.  At first, she approached the task with considerable interest, wondering what new things she might learn or what secrets the Master Tome might hold.  Gradually however, she began to see that every word rang familiar from her studies as a maiden.  There weren’t any dramatic secrets or new revelations.  It was simply the same passages of scripture that she had heard many times over.  There were no new stories; no new insights.
              She told herself that she ought to be comforted by this fact because it meant that she had learned her lessons well, but she couldn’t help but feel a little disappointed.  The entire religion and culture of Elurion revolved around the Voice.  Their lives, rituals, and laws were grounded in its authority.  But now that she had examined it up close, it seemed ambiguous and repetitive.  In some places even a bit contradictory.  There was considerable room for personal interpretation.  Realizing this was anything but comforting.
              She put the pen back in the inkwell and rubbed her hand.  She had spent seven or eight hours copying from the Master Tome every day and she was now two-thirds of the way through.  From time to time she showed her work to Abbess Flare for approval.  In each case, the Abbess reminded her to take her time, write beautiful script, and dwell upon the depth and richness of her experience.  She should meditate on what she read and use the time to bolster her fledgling faith.  She would get such an opportunity only once and it was quite possible that her finished copy would be with her for the rest of her life.  While Jathryn appreciated what the Abbess was trying to do, she found that mostly she longed to finish the work and get on with doing other things.
              Jathryn stood up from her desk and stretched her legs.  She leaned forward and looked out the open window to the landscape beyond.  The bright greens of spring had yellowed into the golden browns of late summer.  The seasons were beginning to change. Back home, the stalks of grain would be long and heavy.  Farmers would be sharpening their sickles in preparation for the coming harvest.  Dussokath would be selecting which hogs to butcher.  Her father would be busy hemming and repairing cloaks and coats in preparation for the coming colder weather.  She could see them in her mind, working long hours through the day and then enjoying the long lazy sunsets in the evening.  It had been nearly five months since she left Glademoor, but the warm afternoon breeze made her memories of home bright.  With a start, she realized that in only two more months she would turn eighteen.  Nearly half of her seventeenth year had been spent right here at the Academy!
              Jathryn sat back at the desk and rolled the pen between her fingers.  Now that she was a sister, she was permitted to send and receive mail.  But so far, she hadn’t done so.  Several times she had contemplated writing something to her father to let him know that she was well.  But she felt that there was nothing she could say that wouldn’t make him miss her terribly and she didn’t want that.  What she really wanted to do was simply visit Glademoor.  She had left it in shame.  But now she could return with dignity.  The surprise and joy in her father’s face would make it all worthwhile.
              She smiled to herself.  That’s what she would do!  Once she was finished copying the Voice, she would ask permission for the journey.  She dashed off the next four words with renewed enthusiasm.
              And, she thought, Priestess Najene would grant her request.  The new soft-spoken and mild-mannered Jathryn had won out in her internal struggle.  At least it had come to dominate her outward appearance.  She found that she rarely concerned herself with thoughts of the Priestess looking in on her because she had become so accustomed to playing the part of the obedient and faithful sister.  Let her look!  Jathryn no longer had anything to hide.  She had learned to do exactly as she was instructed and she did it well.
              Even so, the old Jathryn was still there, lurking about the fringes of her mind, questioning, challenging, and wondering about things.  But she knew that as long as she kept her private thoughts private, she had nothing to fear.  She had grown used to wearing an outward mask of submission and faith.  Her improved attitude had even garnered sincere smiles a time or two from the Abbess.
              Jathryn shook out her hand and then continued on with her copying.  After a while, the mechanical process of writing a group of words, moving down her marker, and dipping her pen lulled her into a pleasant trance.  The words she wrote hardly seemed there as she dwelled on thoughts of returning home.
              She was a bit started to hear the ringing of the chimes that signaled it was time for her to head down to the kitchen and assist in the preparation of the evening meal.  She covered her work, closed the inkwell, and then gently lifted the Master Tome to place it within its large protective metal case.  There were only four such tomes at the Academy and she knew how important it was to treat well the one on loan to her.
              She left her room and hurried down the stairs and along the familiar corridors.  She passed through the empty Dining Hall and through the swinging double doors into the kitchen.  Already, several of the other sisters who had also been assigned to prepare dinner were there and beginning their work.
              Jathryn paused.  Even though she should have been familiar with the size and layout of the kitchen by now, it never ceased to impress her.  The room was immense.  Ten individual hearths, each with its own set of kettles and pots, lined three of the walls.  Their brick chimneys extended up through the roof and out into the sky above.  The fourth wall opened into the Dining Hall where the maidens or other sisters could take their plates of food buffet style.  In front of each hearth was a polished wood countertop and several cutting and serving utensils.  In the middle of the room was a large bubbling fountain of crystal clear water.  Each sister had a specific task in the preparations, be it cleaning and cutting vegetables, or boiling water, or shuttling food and dishes about.  With each of them working away, they could easily and efficiently prepare enough to feed the entire female half of the Academy: as many as two hundred and fifty mouths, depending upon how many visitors were housed in the south wing that day.  As far as she knew, the men in the military wing took care of their food preparations themselves.
              Tonight it was Jathryn’s turn to act as a primary server.  She went to the cabinets filled with serving dishes and set them up as she had been taught.  Next she arranged the cups and serving ladles.  Finally, she began moving the readied pots of steamed vegetables, soups, and hot drinks from the other sister’s stations over to her own.  She poured them into the large heated bins and then returned the empty vessels back.
              As she poured a large kettle of boiled turnips, a splash of scalding water washed over her fingers and she lost her grip.  A stream of steaming water poured out on the floor.  She reached out and caught the edge of the pot, stopping the flow, but not before it had made a large puddle right near her feet.  The mess wasn’t bad, but she knew she’d have to mop it up at her first opportunity.  But now, the chimes were sounding and the maidens would be filing in soon.  She dumped out the rest of the turnips into the center bin.
              “I better watch my step!” came a thick Khindonite voice from the doorway.
              Jathryn looked over.  “Oh, good evening, Akhi!” she said brightly to the Highward.  “Sorry about that.  Let me ready the plates for you and the Arbitress.”  
              Akhi smiled a toothy grin.  “You had best hurry.  The maidens are on their way and I want to be up the stairs before I’m caught in the flood of hungry girls.”
              “Of course!”  Jathryn stepped forward over the water and handed her two plates piled high with steaming vegetables.  “I put extra carrots on one because I know how much the Arbitress enjoys them.”
              The Highward bowed.  “Thank you.  I’m sure she’ll appreciate your kindness.”  Akhi took the plates and exited out through the swinging doors.
              Jathryn smiled then spun on her heel and hurried back towards her station.  As she took her first step, her foot slipped across the wet stone and she fell backwards.  She grabbed wildly at the air trying to find something to catch herself.  Instead, she tumbled several steps back and out into the Dining Hall.  She landed hard on the stone floor.
              Jathryn lay still for a moment.  She was grateful that her pride hurt more than her tailbone.  She sat up and looked around to see if anyone had seen her fall.  She saw Akhi standing on the far side of the room in the doorway between the Dining Hall and the corridor.  In her thin gray fingers she held a tiny blue glass vial over the pile of carrots.  As Jathryn watched, a single clear drop of liquid fell and seeped in.
              With a start, Akhi saw Jathryn lying on the floor.  She tucked the vial into her yellow robes and wheeled to face her.  For a long moment, she scowled, a dark cloud forming in her eyes.  But then, suddenly her face brightened and a knowing smile crept across her lips as she took notice of Jathryn’s exposed anklet.  Akhi nodded and extended her leg so that Jathryn could see an identical gem affixed to her own ankle.  The Highward then stole away up the stairs and out of sight.  
              “Sister Jathryn, are you alright?”  One of the sisters from the kitchen rushed to her aid.
              Jathryn took her hand and got to her feet.  “Yes, I’m fine.  Thank you.”
              “You must watch yourself!  That was a nasty fall!  Thank the Goddess that you weren’t hurt.”
              Jathryn returned to her station as the maidens began coming into the Dining Hall.  She tried to force herself to concentrate on her work, but a haze clouded her mind.  What was it that she had she just seen? Her heart began to pound and her mouth went dry as the inevitable conclusion began to sink in.  
              Akhi was poisoning the Arbitress!  And she probably had been doing so for months.  That was why she was so ill!
              Jathryn’s first response was to cry out, but her voice caught in her throat.  There was more to this.  Akhi had smiled when she saw Priestess Najene’s anklet.  A chill went down her spine as it dawned on her that Akhi’s reaction upon seeing her anklet could only mean one thing: the Priestess approved.  Worse, she had most likely directed the Highward in her dark deeds.  The Priestess was slowly murdering the Arbitress using her own Highward!
              The shock of realization stole her breath and the blood drained from her face.  She swooned and caught the edge of the countertop to steady herself.  Someone asked, “Sister Jathryn?  Are you sure you’re feeling well?”  A reassuring hand pressed upon her back.
              She had to get a hold of herself.  What if the Priestess was watching her right now?  She needed some time to calm down and think. “I, uh, must have fallen a bit harder than I thought.  I’ll be fine in a moment.”  
              She found a cup and took a large drink of water.  As the coolness bathed her throat, she clenched shut her eyes and concentrated on regaining her composure.  She put down the cup with a steady hand and stood up straight. “There now.  I was simply a little dizzy,” she said with a thin smile.  The helpful sister looked after her a moment and then returned to her hearth. 
              With her mask of obedience firmly in place, Jathryn returned to her duties.  Outwardly, she acted as though nothing was out of the ordinary.  Inwardly, she struggled to make sense of her storm of thoughts.              
              What should she do?  Indeed, what could she do?  If she told someone, it wouldn’t be long before word would get back to Najene.  If the Priestess had the gall to poison the Arbitress, she wouldn’t hesitate to make quick work of her too.  She had her signed confession and Jathryn knew that Najene wouldn’t hesitate to use it in her own defense.  
              Besides, who could she tell?  The Abbess was already one of hers.  The other Priestesses, especially Priestess Greylin, might listen to her but how could Jathryn possibly arrange such a meeting without Najene finding out?  It was the same problem for going directly to the Arbitress herself, especially with Akhi ever present as her personal bodyguard.  If only Sivin were here!
              Jathryn pulled open the shutters to the Dining Hall as the maidens completed their evening etude and formed a line.  She began serving up the vegetables.  As they moved by, she looked at their faces.  Many of them reflected simple faith and peace.  They had no idea of the awful conspiracy that swirled in the halls above.                 
              In that instant, Jathryn entertained the thought of doing nothing at all.  It was, after all, the safest course of action.  She could pretend that she hadn’t seen anything and go on normally.  Eventually, the Arbitress would die.  Najene had claimed to know the mind of the Goddess.  Perhaps she was merely obeying Her Will.  Wasn’t that what they taught in the Academy?  That everything that happened was ultimately the Will of Elohara?
              If only she could fool herself into believing it.  Even the new Jathryn knew that her conscience would never let her do that.  By remaining silent, she would become a tacit conspirator in a murder plot.  The Arbitress’s blood would be on her hands as well.  She had to do something!  But what?
              Jathryn forced herself to concentrate.  She needed to somehow warn the Arbitress of the danger, but she needed to do so in a way that Najene couldn’t discover her.  That meant that she needed to deliver a message to the Arbitress so that even she wouldn’t know who had sent it.  Clearly whatever she decided to do, she must do anonymously.  
              A plan began to form in her mind.  She could write the Arbitress a brief letter using the pen and ink she already had in her room.  But when?  That part seemed easy enough.  Even Priestess Najene had to sleep.  She could write it late at night, well after midnight when she was confident that everyone would be fast asleep.
              But this was only half of the problem.  How could she deliver the letter so that no one could trace it back to her?  She couldn’t use a courier as that only removed her by a single step and a single question.  So too, she couldn’t slip it under the door as the letter was likely to make it no further than Akhi.  Somehow, the letter needed to get from her and safely into the possession of the Arbitress without anyone knowing how it got there.
              Telise went through the food line.  As she took her plate, she smiled and whispered, “Thanks, Jath.”  Jathryn watched her return to her seat.  With a start she realized that perhaps there was a glimmer of hope after all.  It would require a bit of help from Telise, but if she were careful, no one would know of her involvement either.  The letter could arrive safely in the Arbitress’s hands as if by magic.
              After supper, Jathryn returned to her room.  She sat at her desk and resumed copying the Voice.  She held her pen steady and kept her mind focused.  As she did so, part of her hoped that Najene checked in on her so that she could see that everything was exactly as it should be: she was a dutiful Sister faithfully transcribing the Voice in her own hand.  Nothing more.
              The sun set and Jathryn lit a candle.  A short while later and the chimes that signaled the end of the day rang.  Jathryn set aside a fresh sheaf of paper and carefully placed her quill in its stand.  She put away the Voice and prepared for bed.  Gracefully and deliberately, she blew out the candle and climbed into bed.  The darkness enveloped her as she closed her eyes and feigned sleep. 
              For the next several hours, Jathryn reviewed every detail of her plan over and over.  She charted the course she would take down to the maidens’ dormitories.  She composed every sentence of the letter in her head.  She practiced what she would say to Telise.  She looked out from under her eyelids and watched the blue and white pattern of crisscrossed light from the two moons slowly creep across the foot of her bed.
              At last, when she was satisfied that it had grown sufficiently late, she threw off her covers and slipped into her robe.  She re-lit the candle and sat down at her desk.  Taking care to disguise her handwriting, she dashed off the words:
My dearest Arbitress,
              Those in whom you trust the most seek your demise.  One of your Highwards has been poisoning your supper meal.  But she is not alone.  Priestess Najene leads a larger conspiracy.  Some have joined her willingly while others have been forced into her service under threat of death.  You can know which are loyal to her by the presence of a bloodgem anklet that each of them wear.
              I wish that I could say more, but I fear for my life.  Please, for the sake of Elurion, do not take this warning lightly.  Gather those about you who you know you can trust and do what you must to protect yourself.
              Jathryn paused a moment.  She wasn’t sure how best to sign it, but settled on an ambiguous phrase that she hoped would throw off anyone who might intercept the message.
              A Devoted Friend 
              She folded the letter in thirds and sealed it with a drop of wax.  As she twisted out of her chair, she cupped her hand around the candle wick and blew it out.  The room fell dark again.  She tucked the message into a pocket of her robe and then moved to stand by the door.  Cautiously, she opened it and peeked out into the corridor.
              All was quiet.  The torches along the wall guttered low and dim, their orange and yellow flames flickering in the evening breeze.
              She steadied herself and drew in a quick inhalation of breath.  If she were caught outside her room at this late hour, it would be difficult to explain away.  She slipped out into the hall and guided the door closed behind her.  Hearing it latch into place, she turned and padded away.
              She followed a back route to the maidens’ dormitories that she thought was unlikely to be traveled.  Of course, at this late hour, the only people who should be out would be the night watchmen, but they were few and far apart.
              Like a ghost, she flitted down the corridors and stairways.  She held close to the walls and paused briefly at each corner.  Any one of the dozens of archways she passed posed a potential threat.  Even so, her journey was uneventful and she saw no one.  She reached the right floor and darted into the hallway, her robe trailing like a whisper behind her.  At last, she stopped at the end of the corridor before the old familiar door.
              She knocked lightly.  In the still of the night, the rapping seemed exceptionally loud to her.  She glanced back down the hall and waited.
              No answer.  Jathryn screwed up her courage and knocked again, a bit louder this time.  She winced as the echoes carried away down the hallway.  The seconds ticked by.
              Still nothing.  Jathryn mumbled to herself, “The dead sleep less soundly.”  She balled up her fist and thumped hard enough that she was sure that the moons themselves must have heard.
              At last, the latch clicked and Telise cracked open the door.  Jathryn pushed her way in and sealed the door behind them.  Telise stumbled back over the end of her cot and almost fell to the floor.
              Telise squinted her eyes against the darkness.  The light from the window behind her splashed over Jathryn’s face.  “Goddess grace,” she hissed.  “What is going on, Jath?”
              “I’m sorry Tel, but I desperately need your help.”
              Telise took a step forward.  The urgency in Jathryn’s voice struck her.  “What is it?” she asked.
              “Tomorrow night is Purity Service, right?  You’ll be doing laundry?”
              “Of course.  Same as always.”
              Jathryn pulled out the letter.  “I need you to see that this message finds its way into one of the pockets of the Arbitress’s robe.  Make certain that no one sees you put it there.”
              “What is it?”
              “I think that the less you know the better off you are.”
              Telise cocked her head and studied Jathryn’s eyes.  “This is serious, isn’t it?”
              Suddenly, Jathryn realized that if Telise was caught, she would face Najene’s wrath just as much as she would.  Her ignorance wouldn’t protect her.  A wave of guilt rushed over her.  How could she do this to her friend?  But there was no other way.  She lowered her voice.  “Yes, it is deadly serious.  No one can know about this.  Not Rika.  Not anyone.  If you’re caught, it could mean both our lives.”
              Telise flinched.  She looked at the outstretched letter.  After a pause she said, “So, let me make sure I understand things correctly.  You’ve brought me a mysterious letter in the middle of the night to deliver to the Arbitress with the warning that it is certain death if anyone finds out?  And all this right when I thought that things were getting dreadfully boring around here.”  She forced a weak smile.
              Jathryn sighed.  She couldn’t do this to her without an explanation.  “Alright, here’s the truth, Tel.  Priestess Najene has been poisoning the Arbitress’s meals.  I found out about it because I work in the kitchen and I wear Najene’s anklet.  I don’t think that Najene knows that I know.  This is an anonymous letter that warns the Arbitress of the danger.”
              “By Elohara!”  Telise gasped.  “Are you sure?  The Priestess is conspiring to kill the Arbitress?  That can’t be right!”  She took an unsteady step back.
              “I saw the poison with my own eyes, Tel.  Believe me, I know Priestess Najene.  This is well within her capability.”
              “We must tell someone!  Someone important, like the Abbess!”
              “The Abbess is one of Najene’s.  So are several others among the sisters.  Even I don’t know for sure who they all are.”
              “Priestess Greylin!  We can tell her.  She’ll know what to do!”
              “Yes, she’d be a good choice except that we both know that she’ll do the proper thing and start asking questions.  Most likely, she’d start gathering evidence and seeking witnesses in preparation for a full Inquiry.  With all her spies, Priestess Najene would certainly find out.  Then, she’d use her loyal followers to cover her tracks and, most likely, dispose of us in the process.  Greylin’s honesty is her weakness when it comes to dealing with Najene.”              
              Telise shook her head.  “No!  This can’t be happening!  The Council is the highest body of authority in all of Elurion!  They are the living liaisons with the Goddess.  I must be dreaming!” she cried.
              “No, Tel, this is real,” Jathryn said as she gripped her by the shoulders.  “You must deliver this letter or the Arbitress will die.”
              Tears flooded Telise’s eyes.  “But Elohara watches over and protects her!  That’s what they teach in class.  This is impossible!”
              Something clicked in Jathryn’s mind.  Telise was absolutely right!  The Goddess wouldn’t permit the Arbitress to die at the hands of Najene’s plot.  “Yes, exactly, Tel!  Elohara is watching over her.  That’s why I was admitted into Najene’s graces and that’s why I found out about her plan!  And that’s why this will work.  Don’t you see?  The Goddess is working through us!  We’ve been called to save the Arbitress!”  As the words came out of her mouth, Jathryn found that they gained force within her.  Her confidence in her plan grew.
              Telise listened intently.  Jathryn continued, “I don’t know why I didn’t recognize it before, but it suddenly seems so clear!  All these things that have happened to me in the past months have worked together so that I would end up in precisely the right place at the right time!  My coming to the Academy, my promotion to Sister, my work in the kitchen right by the door, my fall into the Dining Hall, even the fact that I roomed with you!  All of it happened thanks to powers beyond my control, but now I can see that each event had its purpose so that I could see what I saw.  By the Goddess!  She is watching over us!”
              Jathryn felt a warm reassurance flow over her and chase away her doubts and fears.  At last, she understood what it was to have faith.  Everything would work out.  The Goddess was with them.
              “Alright, Jathryn.  I will slip the letter into the Arbitress’s robe tomorrow night at Purity Service,” Telise said as she took the letter from her.
              “And Elohara will watch over you,” Jathryn said in complete honesty.  “I’m certain of it.”  She embraced Telise.  
              Encouraged by Jathryn’s resolution, Telise straightened up.  “Well, you are my senior now, so I guess you know what you are doing.”
              “We simply need to believe that everything happens for a reason.  We need to be the Goddess’s instruments of faith,” said Jathryn as she moved to leave.
              Telise said, “Before you go, I need to tell you my own secret.  And, maybe it’s why I can believe you now.”
              “What’s that?”
              “You know Sister Rumbulli?”
              “Of course.”
              “Well...” Telise paused a moment.  “Her befuddled personality in Gardening Class is all just an act.  She’s actually an Ahavite!  Two days ago she pulled me aside after class and told me that she felt inspired to share something with me.  Then she gave me some pages from Ahavah’s Melody.”
              Jathryn gasped.  “And you actually took them?!  You know that’s forbidden!  You could get in a lot of trouble!”
              Telise held up Jathryn’s letter in response.  “I know, right?” she said with a hint of a smile.  Then she continued, “But truly Jath, you ought to read them!  I don’t know that I understand everything, but a lot more starts to make sense when you think about what they say about the Council and even about what’s going on right now!”
              Jathryn was silent for a long moment.  She realized this wasn’t the right time to have this discussion.  Instead she said, “Alright, Telise.  Sometime I will.  But right now, let’s both focus on saving the Arbitress as the Goddess intends us to do.”
              “Yes.  You’re right, Jath.  I will.”
              “Elohara be with you,” said Jathryn as she slipped through the door and back out into the hall.  
              The corridor was still empty, but now she suspected that it was meant to be that way.  She hurried back to her room without encountering another soul.  As she returned to the safety of her room and closed the door behind her, she let out a long slow breath of relief.  Outside her window, both moons shone so brightly that they seemed blinding.  “Thank you,” she whispered in the darkness.  It was the first sincere prayer that she had ever offered.
              After she had slipped out of her robe and returned to bed, she lay awake for the rest of the night.  As she replayed the events of the day, she felt like she finally understood all those scriptures about the inescapability of the Will of the Goddess.  How foolish she was to previously think that chance played a role in things!  Clearly, Elohara was behind the scenes, gently tugging the proper strings so that everything would fall into place.  As a mere mortal, she had been blind to it before.  But now, it seemed so obvious!  The Goddess was everywhere!
              Though she hadn’t slept a wink, Jathryn still bounded from her bed as the first chimes of the day marked the coming of morning.  She bathed and dressed and made her way down to the kitchen.  She discovered that she felt light and full of hope even in doing the simple chores of the day.  She smiled at her fellow sisters, seeing them in a different light than before.  In the back of her mind, she envisioned Telise going to her various classes, the crucial letter tucked away in her robe.  She too was a strand in the Goddess’s grand and exquisite tapestry.
              She spent most of the afternoon copying the Voice before she returned to the kitchen for the evening meal.  She again prepared the plates of food for the Arbitress and her bodyguard.  She even managed to smile at Akhi as she handed it to her.  The Highward grinned in response. 
              After supper, Jathryn returned to her room and resumed her work.  In the back of her mind, she knew that at that very moment, Telise was working in the laundry.  Though she felt a pang of concern for the stress that her friend must feel, she also knew in her heart that all was well.
              At last, the evening chimes rang.  Jathryn blew out the candle, climbed into bed and let the exhaustion take her.  She fell into a deep and dreamless sleep.
              “Sister Jathryn!”
              Jathryn sat up with a start.  Someone was pounding on her door furiously.  She grabbed her robe and wrapped it around her.
              “Sister Jathryn!  Open up please!”  It was the Abbess. 
              Jathryn stood and then hesitated with her hand on the latch.  The Abbess she seemed quite agitated.  But, Jathryn reminded herself of her new understanding of things.  The Goddess was watching over her.  She opened the door meekly.
              Abbess Flare glared at her.  “Sister Jathryn, you have overslept!”
              Jathryn glanced around.  Daylight streamed through the windows.  The Abbess was right.  It was late morning and she had missed breakfast.  “I’m sorry,” she apologized.  “I don’t know what happened.  I normally wake up with the chimes …”
              “That’s not important right now.”  The Abbess cut her off.  “You missed the announcement at the morning meal.”
              “What announcement?” 
              The Abbess’s face clouded over.  She glanced down at the ground and then back up.  “I’m afraid I have grim news, indeed.”  She looked Jathryn in the eye.  “I suppose that the Goddess could bear her suffering no longer.  The Arbitress passed away in the night and was found dead in her bed this morning.”
 




CHAPTER 22: 
ASCENSION
 
 
“Elohara frowns upon love that is not pure.  Let not the lure of the flesh taint that which is right.  Her servants must be clean and unspoiled.”
 
-Virgin’s Light 1:9-11
The Voice of Elohara
 
 
              Jathryn stood staring at Abbess Flare for several moments.  She had been so sure that the Goddess wouldn’t permit the Arbitress to be murdered.  She had felt a warm assurance in her heart that everything would work out.  Now, that confidence drained away.  “But that’s impossible!” she mumbled.
              “We are all shocked, Sister Jathryn.  We knew that the Arbitress was growing ill, but none of us was prepared for this.  It is a dark day for Elurion.”
              The Abbess seemed genuinely saddened.  Jathryn wondered if she knew about the plot to poison the Arbitress.  She and Najene were obviously quite close so she suspected that she did.  If true, then this look of grief was an act.  The thought sickened and angered Jathryn.  Her skin flushed red as she fought to restrain her emotions.
              Jathryn turned away to hide her face.  In a low voice she asked, “What happens now?”
              “Already riders and carrier birds are carrying the news to the far ends of the realm.  All the sisters and singers in the cities throughout the realm are being summoned home to the Academy.  In three days, we will gather together within the Council Chamber to eulogize the Arbitress and announce a successor.  The Council of the Ten is meeting in private at this very moment.  If they cannot come to a consensus before then, the question of succession will be put to an open vote at that Grand Council.”
              Jathryn nodded and quieted her mind.  She resumed her mask and turned back to face her.  “Thank you, Abbess.  Truly, it is a day of sorrow for us all.”
              “Until the Grand Council, do your best to carry on Sister Jathryn.  That includes your responsibilities in the kitchen,” said the Abbess.
              “I apologize for my absence this morning.  It will not happen again.”
              “Perhaps you would feel less fatigued in the mornings if you better attended to your rest in the evenings.”  The Abbess bit off her words.  Then she turned sharply and left the room.
              Jathryn closed the door.  Did the Abbess know about her midnight meeting with Telise the night before?  She didn’t see how she could, but the events of the past two days drove home the point how little Jathryn really understood about things.  Last night, she had felt large and important.  Now she felt small and alone.  She sank back against the door and down to the floor.
              How could she have been so wrong?  Just last night, she went to sleep with a near perfect understanding that Elohara was watching over the Arbitress.  She was certain that the Goddess was working through her and Telise.  For the first time in her life, she thought that she understood what it was to have faith.   She had felt the peace in her heart that the scriptures described.  Everything fell into place and all was well.
              But now, she awoke to a world where her faith was shattered.   What had happened?
              The old skeptical Jathryn bubbled up.  There could be only one explanation.  Her belief that the Goddess willed things to happen this way had to be wrong.  She realized that what she had interpreted as faith was self-delusion.  She had wanted so badly for there to be a coherent explanation to all that was going on around her that she had invented one that comforted her.  She had believed it, not because of any proof, but rather because she had wanted so desperately for it to be true.  She had fooled herself.
              Jathryn set her jaw.  She resolved that she would never make the same mistake again.
              But what about the other sisters?  How many of them had slipped into the same errors?  She had heard many of them speak of faith.  She recognized in their faces that same air of self-assurance that she had felt.  Like her, did they have nothing more than comforting hope translated into belief?
              And, of all the women at the Academy, no one exuded more pure faith than Priestess Najene.  She never seemed to have any doubt.  She readily proclaimed her special understanding of the mind of Elohara and she didn’t hesitate to act on it.  Perhaps such feelings of faith had compelled her to orchestrate the murder of the Arbitress.  Was it as Thal Favann had hinted at so many months ago?  Had Najene’s overabundance of faith driven her mad?
              A new thought swept onto the stage of her mind and with it came a chill.  Her letter!  What had become of it?  If it had fallen into Najene’s hands, The Priestess would stop at nothing to track down and execute the traitor!
              Jathryn leapt to her feet.  She glanced around her room.  Her eyes settled on the inkwell.  She hurried over and picked it up.  She popped open the lid and then spilled a long streak down the front of her robe.  Immediately after she had done so, she recognized that if Najene was watching her, her actions would have looked very suspicious.  Fortunately, the Abbess had said that the Council was in session, so she was safe.  Still, she chided herself to be more careful.  Everything she did from now on needed to be based on the assumption that she was being watched.
              Jathryn looked on with satisfaction as the stain soaked into her robe.  This was the excuse she needed.  She left her room and hurried straight away down to the laundry.  She passed a few sisters along the way but most of them seemed so absorbed in their grief that they hardly noticed her.
              She arrived and rushed through the door.  Just as she expected, there was only one sister there, an elderly woman, quietly mending clothes and keeping an eye on things.  She pulled back her hood and looked up from her work table.  Her eyes immediately went to large black streak down Jathryn’s robe.  “Goddess grace, dearie!  Whatever happened to you?”
              Jathryn looked down at herself.  Sullenly she said, “I was so grieved to hear the news of the Arbitress’s passing that my mind wasn’t on my work.  I managed to spill half the bottle down the front of me!  Thank Elohara that nothing got on the Master Tome.”
              “Oh my!  Well, considering the dreadful news of this morning you can hardly be blamed.  Now then, come around the table here and let’s get you a new robe.”
              Jathryn moved behind the table and stripped off her robe.  She had forgotten that she still wore her nightclothes beneath.  The sister looked at her with raised eyebrows.  “I, uh, seem to have completely forgotten my head today,” Jathryn admitted.
              “Indeed you have,” said the woman.  “I’ll be right back.”  She took Jathryn’s robe and shuffled away.
              Jathryn knew from her days in the laundry where the cleaned and pressed white robes of the Council were kept.  She made certain that the sister wasn’t looking and then darted over to the cedar cabinet.  She peeked inside.  With a gasp, she discovered that it was empty.  Someone had already collected all the robes.
              Jathryn quickly backed away from the cabinet just as the elderly sister returned.  “I say, getting out that ink stain will prove to be quite a problem.  I do hope I can save it,” said the sister as she helped Jathryn into a new robe.
              “Thank you, sister,” said Jathryn as she tightened the sash at her waist.
              The midday chimes rang and Jathryn hurried out of the laundry towards the Dining Hall.  She wasn’t assigned to work in the kitchen, but she knew that the maidens would be arriving soon.  She needed to see Telise.
              Jathryn waited in the corridor immediately outside the hall where she knew that the maidens would come.  A new and frightening thought wriggled into her mind.  What if Telise had been discovered?  Now that Jathryn recognized that her faith in the Goddess’s protection had been ill-placed, a wave of fear washed over her.  What would Najene do to her?  Certainly she wouldn’t accept that Telise had discovered the conspiracy alone.  She would demand to know who else knew about the poisoning and would stop short at nothing to get an answer.  If the Priestess could murder, what else might she be capable of?
              The maidens rounded the corner.  Rather than the normal cheerful rabble, they now walked in a single file with their heads hooded, their hands clasped and their eyes downturned.  Jathryn remembered that both the Abbess and the sister at the laundry had their hoods up when she first saw them.  This must be out of deference to the Arbitress.  Jathryn covered her head and composed herself in a likewise manner.  As the maidens passed by, she tried to glance at each of their faces.  While she recognized many of them, there was no Telise.  Panic gripped her throat. 
              At last, near the end of the line, she saw the familiar brassy red hair.  With a sigh of relief, she hurried over and walked alongside her.  Telise glanced over, but this time she had no smile for Jathryn.
              “Did you do it?” Jathryn asked in a whisper.
              Telise nodded.  She choked a bit and then said in a mumble, “But it didn’t do any good.  Why Jathryn?  You said everything would be fine!”
              Jathryn recognized the tremor in her voice.  Telise had been crying.  “I’m sorry, Tel.  I was wrong.”
              “But I don’t understand!  How could the Goddess let this happen?”  
              Jathryn knew that, to be safe, she shouldn’t spend too much time talking to Telise, especially not about this topic.  “I don’t know that either.  But right now we both need to keep our wits about us.  I just checked the laundry and the Arbitress’s robe is gone.  We must assume the worst.”
              “The letter!” Telise gasped.
              “Shhh!”  Jathryn leaned in close.  She continued, “It could be that Najene is hunting for whoever wrote it at this very moment.  We mustn’t give ourselves away.  As far as I know only the two of us know the truth.”
              “What can we do?”
              “I don’t know.  I don’t think that there’s anything we can do right now.  I’m sure that Priestess Greylin would want to know, but considering everything, I think it is too risky to try and get word to her.  For all we know, the letter found its way into her hands.  So try to act normally and wait until after the Grand Council in a few days.  Hold on till then.”
              Telise whispered, “I’ll try.” As the entered the Dining Hall together.  
              Jathryn patted her shoulder.  She glanced up and noticed Abbess Flare standing at the head of the hall.  Her hands were clasped at her waist and a long shock of gray hair spilled out from under her hood.  She glared at them, her eyes cold and austere.  Jathryn swallowed and slipped away back up the stairs.  She no longer had an appetite.
              Jathryn returned to her room and sat down at her desk and tried to think.  The more she tried to make sense of things, the more confused she became.  Though she desperately hoped that somehow the letter had been discovered by Priestess Greylin or someone friendly to her, she didn’t dare give in to that hope.  It was as least as likely that it was with Priestess Najene.  Goddess grace!  For all she knew, it still sat unopened in the pocket of the robe, wherever that was, waiting to spring its grim news.  There was simply no way to know.
              She forced herself to resume copying the Voice.  She knew that the only reasonable course of action was to return to her regular duties and wait.  In the absence of information, it was the only thing she could do.  Anything else would be rash and could put herself and Telise at further risk.  She closed her eyes and exhaled a long slow breath.
              The next three days passed without event.  The guest rooms at the Academy filled as the sisters and singers from all across Elurion arrived to pay their respects.  Bouquets and wreaths of flowers lined the wide stairwell that led up to the Council Chamber, but the large double doors remained resolutely shut.  The work load in the kitchen doubled, but Jathryn found that she appreciated the extra effort as it kept her mind occupied.  She hardly spoke a word to anyone in that time, but many others were similarly pensive and silent.  A somber cloud of grief and shock hung over the entire Academy.  
              The morning of the Grand Council arrived.  The rows of Chamber benches filled with a sea of green, blue, and brown robes.  Jathryn knew that the population of the Academy had nearly tripled.  Over five hundred servants of Elohara had gathered here.
              As Jathryn found a seat, she felt a tug on her robe.  She turned to face Sister Eila.  “My, Jathryn, how you’ve grown and changed in these past five months!” she said.
              A wave of nostalgia rushed through her.  Seeing a familiar face struck a chord with Jathryn.  She embraced Sister Eila and said, “How wonderful to see you again!  What news of Glademoor?”
              Sister Eila seemed a bit surprised by such a warm reception.  She took a moment to compose herself then said, “Oh, not much.  Things hardly ever change there.  Oh, there was much talk after the two of you left for Chorus, but I think that everyone has come to accept things as the Will of the Goddess.”
              “My father?  How is he?”
              “He is well, though perhaps a bit more gray and thin.  I am certain that he yearns to hear from you.  Now that you wear the brown robes, you should write him a letter.”
              “Please convey my love to him.  I have often thought of writing, but I now hope to pay Glademoor a visit in a few weeks.  It is strange how much I long to see the crooked fence posts, green fields, and rutted dirt roads of our little village.”
              Sister Eila nodded.  “Ah yes.  The place of our youth always holds a special charm, no matter how simple.  What of your boyf-, of Tydelis?”
              Jathryn paused for a moment.  It had been months since she last saw him, and weeks since he had crossed her thoughts.  She was actually pleased that Sister Eila had caught and corrected herself.  “I have no word other than that he was sent out into the field months ago.  I imagine that he is attending to his duties as a page with the same honor and devotion that always has been Tydelis.”
              “I see.  Well, I will let his family know what little I can then.”  Sister Eila kept her smile, but her eyes betrayed that she sensed a change in the way that Jathryn felt about him.  Jathryn remained silent, but she too realized that her feelings were different.  In her mind, Tydelis had become a simple young boy from her past.  The romantic notions that once prompted her to steal away into the gardens now seemed distant and childish to her.
              The doors to the chamber closed and the sisters hurried to their seats.  Sister Eila said, “Oh, and congratulations on your rapid promotion!  It is exceptionally rare that a maiden is promoted to sister in such a short time.  I spent over two years pining for such a thing myself.  You must have been blessed with exceptional talents.  Truly, it must be proof that Priestess Najene is in tune with the Will of the Goddess!”
              Jathryn swallowed the pain.  She bowed and said simply, “Thank you,” before moving off to find an empty seat.
              The Chamber fell dark.  As before, there was a long pause before the clear voices of the Priestesses came together in song.  
              Great is the Goddess!
              Great is Her Voice!
              Great is Her Will!
              Of Her all things were,
              In Her all things are,
              By Her all things come to be!
              The words were the same, but the arrangement of the music was sad and slow.  The Chamber gradually brightened and the fountains sprang to life.  The flowers opened and the mists faded away. Nine Priestesses took their seats behind the great glass table.
              Only nine?  Jathryn counted twice to be sure.  One of them was missing, but which one?
              Najene stood and walked around to the front of the table.  She pulled back her white hood and waves of blonde curls fell out on to her shoulders.  As the light that fell upon her, it became clear that her robe was not fringed with silver, but with gold!  Her voice rang out calm and clear. “My dear sisters, singers, and maidens, thank you for coming to this Grand Council.  Unfortunately, I must begin our gathering by telling you of some grievous news.  Sister Greylin’s Highward bodyguard tells us that, shortly after she stepped out for her regular solitary evening walk that she stumbled in going down the stairs and fell and …” Najene dropped her gaze before continuing softly.  “She wasn’t discovered for several hours and by then it was much too late.”
              A shocked murmur washed over the crowd.  Najene calmed them with a raised hand.  She waited until they fell silent and then continued, “Although the loss of Priestess Greylin is a horrible tragedy, we may perhaps recognize the workings of Elohara in this.  I will make no pretense of the situation prior.  The Council was divided as to who should ascend to the position of Arbitress, myself or the honorable Priestess Greylin.  But, in the wake of this sad development, we can see the hand of Elohara for the Grand Council has now come together in unity.  I am pleased and humbled to accept their recommendation as successor.”
              Again, the gathering began to hiss and whisper.  Najene raised her voice and quieted them.  “Please understand that I recognize how dramatic and sudden this change must seem.  I ask you to remember the long tradition which precipitates this.  The combined will of the Council is the Will of Elohara.  Dwell upon this fact and let it calm your soul.  In time, you will see the wisdom of the Goddess as it relates to these events.”
              Jathryn gasped.  Priestess Greylin dead?  Najene’s description of her death seemed suspicious.  Now there would be no one among the Council who dared to oppose her!  Jathryn twisted around in her seat trying to find Telise, but in the dim light of the Chamber benches she couldn’t find her.
              Najene continued, “With my ascension and the passing of Priestess Greylin that leaves the Council two short of the required ten.  But, here too we have already come to a consensus.  In recognition of her many fine years of service, we all agree that Abbess Flare is an obvious choice to ascend to this platform.  So too, Singer Looru has demonstrated her faith as a prominent deadslayer.  I am pleased, therefore, to welcome both Priestess Flare and Priestess Looru into this Council of Ten.”
              Out of the darkness, two more women dressed in white approached the table.  Jathryn immediately recognized the gray hair of Abbess – now Priestess! - Flare.  The other woman was younger and much shorter, and Jathryn couldn’t remember having ever seen her before.  Though she couldn’t see at this distance Jathryn knew that she too would wear a bloodgem anklet.
              Once the Ten were at the table, Najene smiled and said, “Very good.  Now that everything has been restored to its proper state, we are ready to begin.”
              At that, the Council Chamber fell dark once again.  The sudden blackness was shocking and many of the sisters sat up startled in their seats.  After everything settled down, a narrow beam of yellow light erupted from the ceiling and fell upon the table.  The Ten Priestesses raised their hands high above their heads and sang together in a beautiful and moving harmony.
              O Elohara, to thee, our hearts we lift!
              O Elohara, to thee, our minds we turn!
              O Elohara, to thee, our voices we raise!
              Hear us!
              As their voices faded away, Najene stepped forward into the light.  She looked skyward and finished the song.
              Through me, the Will of the Goddess be done.
              A crack of thunder shook the Chamber.  A brilliant inner glow of white light washed over Najene and transfigured her.  Her golden hair floated about her head like pure sunshine and her blue eyes flashed like gemstones.  She lifted up off the platform several feet, her arms outstretched as though being buoyed up by the light.  She spun around in midair and then floated back to her place.  As her feet touched the floor, overhead windows opened up and hundreds of white doves appeared from the corners of the Chamber.  They flew up and out of the room towards the blue skies beyond.
              In the space of quiet that followed, first a few and then many of the sisters began to applaud.  Soon, nearly all of them were on their feet, cheering and praising the Goddess for her wisdom.  Jathryn felt compelled to stand, but she didn’t clap.  Instead, she stood aghast at how eagerly the hundreds of women around her merely accepted all that had happened.  Only a day ago, they were filled with dread and sadness, but now they seemed ready to burst with joy.
              Arbitress Najene came out in front of the table once again.  She motioned for them to sit.  After they had done so, she said, “Thank you for your faith and support.  I am certain that the Goddess is delighted that she has so many devoted servants who rally to her cause.”
              “I know that many of you were fond of both Arbitress Viltara and Priestess Greylin.  I too considered them to be excellent servants of the Goddess.  They deserve our memory and respect.  Already, I have instructed the masons to create suitable shrines for them to be placed above their tombs in the Gardens of Sacred Rest.  Please take time to visit and pay your last respects to these great women before you return back to your places of service.”
              “Even so, I must discourage you from grieving too deeply.  I am confident that both of their souls have ascended to Elohara’s Bliss where each will partake of her portion of the eternal reward.  Arbitress Viltara was a great leader who sought to know the mind of the Goddess in all things.  Priestess Greylin was her devoted friend.  I am sure that their reunion is a wondrous one!”
              Jathryn felt sick to her stomach.  “Devoted Friend!”  That was the same phrase that Jathryn had used to end her letter.  In that moment, Jathryn knew that Priestess Greylin hadn’t fallen down those stairs of her own accord.
              Najene raised her voice, drowning out Jathryn’s thoughts.  “My fellow sisters, this is an especially difficult time for Elurion and all who count themselves as Eloharan.  On all sides, we are beset with tremendous problems.  Recently, the Council has learned that lurking among the jungles to the southwest a heretical gnoll prophet has arisen to unify the tribes.  He preaches death to us and our people.  Many gnolls have rallied to his call.  They are united around a new work of scripture that our scholars say is based upon the same blasphemous work held sacred by the Ahavites.”
              “And what of them?  In good faith, the Council agreed to open our borders to the heretics provided they did not preach their false notions to our people.  Many hundreds, perhaps even thousands, of them came to live and trade among us.  We have tolerated their hairless bodies and their strange rituals for over a decade.  But this is how they repay us?  By exporting their heresies to the bestial gnolls so that now we are threatened along our southern border as well as facing their armies in the north?  I say that it is time we reconsidered our policy of tolerance!”  Many sisters in the audience murmured their approval.
               “But that is not all!  For many months we have heard growing reports of the undead walking the forests and marshes under the cover of darkness outside our lovely cities.  We of the Council all agree that this can mean only one thing: many of our good citizens are being lured into the horrors of necromancy.  So frequent have these reports grown that we do not have enough trained deadslayers to deal with the problem. I have a personal knowledge of this issue as I have been pressed into deadslaying service myself.  And so I insist that you believe me when I say that somewhere, out there among our people, a secret underground conclave of necromancers is growing.  If we do not quickly get a grip on this problem, it will devour us from the inside.”
              “When taken together, we must all agree that our realm faces not merely a host of difficult problems, but rather a genuine crisis that threatens to destroy everything that we hold true and dear.  It is a very dark day for Elurion, indeed.”
              Arbitress Najene paused and let her words sink in.  The gathering whispered among themselves.  A growing sense of fear flowed over them as they affirmed the problems she had catalogued.  Every word was true and each sister could attest to having seen events that bolstered Najene’s speech.  They realized that they had no clear answers as to how to address these many problems.  Their fear crystallized.
              When Najene spoke again, it was in a low and soothing voice.  “Nothing that happens in this world happens by chance.  You know that, and I know that.  I believe with my entire heart that, the Goddess willing, we can rise above this crisis.  She has made it known to me how we can overcome all these problems.  All that it will require from you, as her servants, is a stalwart dedication to truth and an abiding faith.”
              “Already, the Council has directed General Thurman to gather his men and travel south to put an end to the threat of the gnolls before it grows any larger.  He and seven hundred soldiers march towards Wetstone Keep at this very moment.”
              “But such a force empties the barracks.  If we were to be attacked by the heretics in the north while we were engaged in the south, we could not properly defend ourselves.  So, in the interests of our own defense, we need more willing men and boys to swell the ranks of our armies.  Therefore, the Council is hereby ending the practice of requiring that each boy who joins the military must be sponsored upon the good word of a knight.  Instead, we will welcome all who hear the call to defend their homeland.  Furthermore to reward those who show their loyalty, we will issue a sizeable grant of land to any soldier who completes a decade of faithful service.  It is only fair that those who defend righteousness with their lives should receive a just monetary compensation.”
              Many of the sisters in the gathering applauded at this.  Jathryn thought that the Council had agreed upon a lot of things considering that it only met together as a complete body for the first time this morning.  She suspected that Najene must have been planning everything for some time and, with her two new Council members, easily pushed everything through in a matter of minutes.
              “In conjunction with the growth of our military, we must also take steps to assure that the appeal of crime, sin, and necromancy is eliminated.  We will do this in two ways, one designed to reward and one designed to punish.  First, each of you must carry word back to your respective cities that we will reward handsomely anyone who reports any serious crime committed by their neighbors.  The more grievous the crime, the greater the reward.  And, for the most abhorrent crime of all, that of necromancy, the good citizen who unmasks the practice of his fellows will be entitled to fifty percent of the criminal’s property upon a just conviction.  This new policy alone will grant us thousands of pairs of eyes to help us seek out and remove evil wherever it may lie.  We will reward goodness.”  
              “I expect, however, that the deluge of citizens coming forward to report crimes will be too much for you or your local constabularies to handle.  You won’t have the manpower to investigate all the claims, much less enforce the laws.  And so, we come to the second stroke.  After some discussion with General Thurman, we have decided that it is right and proper that we devote a portion of the military to the inner security of our realm.  These new defenders of the law will be specially trained in how to deal with the undead menace as well as how to extract confessions from the guilty.  Sisters of Elurion, welcome the paladins!”
              At this, the double doors opened and six men walked down the center aisle toward the dais.  They dressed alike in sky-blue leather adorned with brightly polished silver studs.  On their shoulders, steel plates gleamed like mirrors. None of them wore helmets, but each carried a shield and each wore a gleaming flanged mace on their hip.  They marched together up to the dais, the sound of their boots echoing against the walls.  They stopped and dropped to one knee just before the Council platform.  
              Najene held out her arms above them, then motioned for the paladins to rise and face the sisters.  They did so and then bowed low.  “Ideally, at least one or two paladins will accompany and protect every sister who is called to serve outside the Academy.  They will see to your welfare and enforce your commands.  No longer will you feel powerless to prevent the evils that you encounter daily.  At last, you will have the might necessary to rid your cities of crime, corruption, and sin!”
              Scattered applause grew until it became unanimous and thundered through the chamber.  Many sisters rose to their feet.
              Najene raised her hand again and the sisters seated themselves.  “Do not think that we have forgotten that so many sweeping changes won’t require a good deal of money.  That which we cannot collect from confiscating the ill-gotten goods of criminals and necromancers will need to come from tithes.  Currently, in your Songhalls, you trust only in the generosity of your local citizens for donations.  But, this is a time of crisis and donations will not be enough.  Instead, you are to ask that each person give no less than fifteen percent of their monthly increase to the Church.  It will be up to you to keep records of such payments and to use your paladins to encourage compliance.”
              A ripple of discussion went through the gathering.  Arbitress Najene continued, “We of the Council recognize that this last piece of the solution may prove to be the most difficult of all.  But you will discover that the wise among the people will rush to pay their tithes when you tell them that the Church will need thousands of weapons, bushels of food, tons of iron, and yards of material to equip and clothe our defenders.  We will only buy from those who you have on record as being full tithe-payers, and we will buy at a sizeable increase from the price they might get on the street.  Once they know this, which reasonable blacksmith, farmer, miner, or tailor won’t jump at such an opportunity?”
              “The Council also recognizes that what we are asking you to do in carrying our desires to the people must seem like a great deal more work than you are used to.  To this end, we have also agreed that each of you are entitled to share in the richness of the realm.  Nowhere in the Voice does it say that you must live in poverty, and yet we know that a great many of you do.  So, we humbly request that you keep a small portion of the tithes you collect for yourselves amounting to two percent.  Use the money to improve and repair your local Songhalls, to mend or buy new robes, or merely to enjoy a much deserved fine evening meal.  Don’t be ashamed of your station.  Delight in it.  The Goddess doesn’t want you to suffer; she wants you to find peace and happiness in your service.  The Council and I feel that it is past time that you did.”
              At this, the Chamber erupted into delighted cheers and applause.  Jathryn sat upon her bench as long as she dared, dumbfounded by the noise and commotion.  Noticing the eyes of some of the others, she rose and began to clap along with them.
              Finally, the applause died down.  This time, the Arbitress didn’t motion for them to sit.  Instead, she spoke in a hushed voice and said, “You will note that these changes address all of our problems save one.  What are we to do about the Ahavites that live among us?  As of right now, I do not have a good answer.  Since they are not citizens, we do not expect any tithes from them, but neither do we expect you to encourage your people to patronize their merchants.  As for now, we ask only that you take note of which ones live within your respective borders and make a note in a registry.  At some later date, the Council will decide what to do about the Ahavite problem.”
              Arbitress Najene motioned for the members of the Council to stand.  As they did so, she concluded, “My dear fellow servants, we face mighty challenges upon all sides.  But that is no reason to despair.  With wisdom, hard-work, and the blessings of the Goddess, we can overcome all those who would see us fall.  Neither gnoll, nor ghoul, nor Ahavite heretic will weigh us down to destruction.  Elohara is with us.  May she keep and bless us all.”
              Najene and the Priestesses left the platform and the great doors of the Chamber opened.  The gathering poured out of the benches and into the halls beyond.  Most of them wore the smile that Jathryn now recognized as unquestioning faith.  They believed in the words of Najene because they wanted to believe.
              Jathryn hurried through the throng looking for Telise.  At last, she found her following behind a small group of maidens.  Jathryn pulled her to her side and opened her mouth to speak.  She stopped short as she saw Telise’s face.  Her eyes were rimmed with red and her lip quivered.
              Telise whispered, “Before I put your letter in the pocket, I pinched it at the corners and read what it said inside.  You signed it from ‘a devoted friend.’  You’re the reason that Priestess Greylin is dead.”  Her voice broke as tears welled up in her eyes and ran down her cheeks.  “She pledged me. I loved her.”
              Jathryn stammered a moment.  She tried to reach out with compassion.  “Oh, Tel, I didn’t know…”
              Telise pulled away from her.  She said, “This isn’t right, Jath.  It’s all wrong!  So very wrong!”  Then she wrapped her arms about herself and rushed away.
 
 




CHAPTER 23: 
ASSAULT
 
 
“Rise up, my brothers!  Lift up your banners and take up your steel in Her defense.”
 
-Hawn’s Mirth 6:6
The Voice of Elohara
 
 
              Tydelis walked along the battlements of Wetstone Keep.  Around the perimeter dozens of campfires sprang up in the twilight.  General Thurman and his army had arrived the day before.  The barracks didn’t have enough room to house even half of them, so the remainder set up camps in the clearing outside.  Now, the keep brimmed with life and overflowed with soldiers.  Meanwhile, the blacksmith rang day and night sending sparks and ash skyward as hundreds of weapons were readied.
              After General Thurman had arrived, he had climbed atop one of the watchtowers and gathered the combined army around him.  He was an impressive sight in his white cloak and etched violet armor that marked him as member of the Order of Murkbane.  He had raised his hands and relayed the news from Chorus in a big booming voice.  The men had nodded and murmured as he announced that the Council had elected Najene as the successor to the position of Arbitress.  They applauded when he announced her new policy of open recruitment.  They cheered at her promise of a grant of land upon the completion of faithful service.  By the time General Thurman announced the creation of the homeland paladins, the men had been completely won over.  Many already planned to join their ranks as soon as they were released from their duties here.  In their view becoming a paladin was an appealing choice: same pay, less risk.
              In line with his instructions from Lord Rurson, Tydelis checked each of the watchtowers to make sure they were manned.  Not that it mattered much with so many surrounding soldiers, but his liege remained in charge of defensive operations and he wanted to make certain that the General had nothing to complain about.  General Thurman had a reputation for being cold as stone and twice as hard.
              As he completed his rounds, Tydelis was surprised to see Sivin pacing the battlements in the opposite direction.  As usual, the scholar looked gloomy and lost in thought.  He glanced up as they passed one another.  His watery eyes showed a spark of recognition, but he said nothing and continued past with barely a nod.
              Tydelis turned and watched him go.  For the past several days, he had taken note of the changes in Sivin’s personality.  While everyone else had their military duties to attend to, Sivin spent a lot of time sitting off by himself.  Word of the strange story of how he had healed Lord Rurson had spread through the keep.  Some of the soldiers didn’t seem to care much, others thought that he was a damnable heretic, and some felt that it was simply Elohara working through him to protect the knight.  A few less charitable soldiers suggested that perhaps the Goddess merely couldn’t tell the difference between the scholar and a woman.
              Even though Sivin was aware of the controversy surrounding him, he had managed to remain polite and helpful.  Occasionally, when he wasn’t off thinking, he assisted with simple tasks of labor.  In return, a time or two an off-duty armsman had challenged him to a game of Taktess.  The unlucky fellow had quickly learned that even though the scholar didn’t carry a sword, he had an excellent grasp of military tactics.  Sivin moved his pieces about the board with such expertise that he had handily defeated anyone who played him, even when several armsmen conferred together in making their moves.  Sivin had a special fondness for his archers and used them to deadly effect.
              But following the news of the Arbitress’s death, Sivin’s demeanor darkened.  He withdrew from interacting with the soldiers and instead lurked about the keep like a shadow.  He quit shaving and his jaw darkened with stubble.  Often he sat alone, head bowed and hooded.  Tydelis knew that he mourned her death, but has was shocked by how deeply it pained him.
              Upon hearing the latest round of news that General Thurman had brought with him, Sivin went from bad to worse.  He slipped out during the cheers of the soldiers and slinked away back to his quarters.  Tydelis had rarely seen him since.  And when he did, the scholar always seemed to be poring over a map that he had borrowed from Lord Rurson.
              Sivin continued along the battlements, seemingly ignorant of throngs of soldiers milling about the courtyard or setting up camp outside.  He paused along the southern wall and looked away across the jungles to the south.  In the setting sun, his brilliant red tunic stood out like a smoldering torch amidst the browns, blues, and grays of the soldiers that passed.  He tugged at his ponytail and glanced towards the sky.  For a long moment, he pondered the slow creep of fading orange light across the dark underbellies of distant clouds.  Finally, he sighed and climbed back down the ladder into the courtyard and disappeared.  Tydelis wondered for a moment at what must be going through the scholar’s mysterious mind, but he shrugged it off.  He had plenty of tasks to keep him busy without worrying about whatever it was that so troubled him.
              Tydelis completed his circuit and returned to the barracks.  This was his favorite time of the day.  Lord Rurson already waited for him as he arrived and together they hurried towards the training courtyard.
              Now that the knight had lost his left arm, he wanted to drill daily with Tydelis.  He was determined to adapt to his loss and be combat ready in time for the forthcoming assault on the gnoll stronghold.  From their practice sessions, Tydelis had no doubt that he would be.
              They entered the large open space.  The other soldiers practicing there paused in their routines and glanced over at them.  Some whispered to one another and discreetly nodded in their direction.  Tydelis was used to this reaction.  Soon, several of them would gather around to watch him and the knight spar.  He didn’t blame them.  
              Lord Rurson retrieved his polished brass shield and Tydelis helped him strap it on.  The knight had worked with the blacksmith to have it specially crafted.  Without his left hand, he no longer had any way to grasp anything.  To compensate, Tydelis helped him strap on a large shoulder piece.  Then, he fastened the shield into snap-sockets that ran the length of his remaining severed arm.
              The special shield was much longer than it was wide and it ended in a point.  With his arm down to his side, it covered most of his left side and extended nearly to the ground.  In combat, he had learned how to use it both offensively and defensively, alternately blocking and swinging it like a weapon.  The lack of a forearm meant that he could move the shield in ways that were unexpected and unnatural.  Although Rurson complained that the contraption was unwieldy and slow, Tydelis wondered if he wasn’t becoming even more deadly than before.
              Once he had affixed the shield in place, Lord Rurson took up a wooden longsword.  He pointed his jaw at the weapons hanging on the wall and instructed Tydelis, “Let’s start easy.  Mace and shield.”
              Tydelis retrieved the equipment, put on a helmet and breastplate and then squared off with the knight.  They circled around a few steps, both of them crystallizing their focus.  When Tydelis had first begun his sessions with Lord Rurson, he had held back not wanting to risk injury for either of them.  A good crack upside the helmet and some cross words from the knight had cured him of that.  As far as Lord Rurson was concerned, combat involved the risk of death and so it was only natural that training should also involve a hearty amount of danger.  Fighting was at least half a mental exercise and, without the inherent fear and quickening of the blood that went with it, sparring was much less effective.
              This meant was that Tydelis had grown accustomed to leaving the training hall bruised, battered, and sometimes even a little bloody. 
              Lord Rurson turned sideways towards Tydelis, his shield concealing most of his body.  He danced forward and back and feinted a few times with his longsword.  Tydelis had learned to recognize by the angle of his opponents hips and shoulders which strikes were false and which ones had commitment behind them.  He brought up his shield, but was careful not to flinch or extend himself in anticipation of the blow.  Throwing yourself off balance was one of the most common mistakes that could get you killed.  Patience and timing were crucial to success.
              Rurson whirled his blade, drawing attention to it, but then jabbed with his shield.  Tydelis dodged to the side and turned it back with a quick tilt of his shield.  Rurson brought the sword around and Tydelis parried with his mace.
              “Good!” said the knight.  “A little faster now.”
              The knight lunged forward, striking Tydelis’s shield hard enough that he felt the impact in his collarbone.  Tydelis spun away to Rurson’s open side and swung his mace high and fast.  The knight leaned backwards and let the blow sail past.  Rurson responded with a low sweep of his shield.  Tydelis was off balance, but he managed to leap over it.  He went with the momentum of his mace and whirled it around again, much lower this time.  He caught the knight in the back of the leg and he dropped to one knee.
              Some of the onlookers gasped and one even began applauding.  Tydelis glanced over, even though he instantly knew it was a mistake.  Rurson dropped his weight across Tydelis’s mace, pinning it in the crook of his knee.  He smacked Tydelis on top of his head with the flat of his sword.  The blow jarred his teeth.
              “I’m bruised, but unless you were lucky with your armor, you’re dead,” Lord Rurson said.  “In the actual field of battle, there will be plenty more distractions than some clod clapping his hands.  Until you are sure I am slain, keep your focus on me.”  The applauding soldier stopped and dropped his hands to his side.
              Tydelis adjusted his helmet and shook off the ringing in his ears.  Lord Rurson had emphasized that the best armor was that which wasn’t necessary.  By which he meant that you wanted to be the one doing the hitting, not the one hoping that your armor would hold out.  Tydelis nodded at the reprimand and knew that he had made another mistake, but he also took satisfaction that he had landed a hit.  A couple weeks ago and he was lucky merely to throw one before he was struck with a probable deathblow.
              They returned to position and began again.  This time, their exchange was a little quicker and lasted a little longer, but the eventual outcome was much the same.  Tydelis ended up dead.
                For the next two hours, they kept at it.  Lord Rurson called the exercises and had Tydelis switch out with a variety of weapons.  He practiced not only with the mace and shield, but also with all kinds of polearms, halberds, and reaching weapons.  He spent some time with a single-edged falchion followed by a long knife and parrying dagger.  Finally, he wound up the session with his favorite weapon, the hand-and-a-half sword.  Tydelis discovered that he enjoyed its combination of flexibility and power as he could use it either with one or both hands.  Already, he had decided that it would be his weapon of choice the next time he headed into battle.
              After they ended their session, they sat down against one of the posts and rested.  As Tydelis caught his breath, he looked around at the other soldiers performing their drills.  He asked, “How come so few of the armsmen go on to become knights?”
              Lord Rurson looked over at him.  “Thinking that far ahead already, are we?”              
              Tydelis shrugged.  Lord Rurson smiled.  “I suppose there are two reasons.  First, and most importantly, you can only join an Order of Knighthood if you are invited by one of that Order.  Unlike the other ranks in the military, knighthood is only conferred upon merit and not merely upon the completion of training.  You are free to reject of course, but there are no guarantees that you’ll ever get an invitation again.”
              “Why would anyone reject such an offer?”
              “That would be the second reason.  The Blessing and the heavy responsibilities associated with each of the three Orders is not for everyone.  Part of your knightly vow includes a promise to abide the will of the Council above all other concerns, including that of family or friends.  There is no increase in pay, although there may be some additional rewards for valor.  Many armsmen are perfectly content with a normal life and the additional demands of knighthood don’t appeal to them.”
              “You’ve already been witness to my blessing.  As the Arm of Elohara, my Order enforces Her will.  Ours is fury in battle and the ability to endure great wounds.  Where others might die, the Goddess sustains us so that we can fight on.”  He flexed his fist.  “That is my charge – to defend the Council and the Goddess with my entire being.” 
              Tydelis asked, “What of the other Orders?  How do you view them?”
              “Hmmm.  What is it that you want to know?”
              Tydelis asked, “Well, I believe I understand how the Antyllic knights are the legs of Elohara and your Order is the arm, but I don’t fully see how the Murkbane are the eyes.  Don’t we already have scouts that serve this purpose?”
              “Indeed we do.  However, thanks to their Blessing, the Murkbane can see in all conditions of light, even near total darkness. More importantly, where a good scout can hide, the Murkbane have the ability to move as though they were shadows.  They’ll be standing beside you one moment, and then disappear away in the next.  So, where a good scout might be able to report on troop positions, only a Murkbane knight can infiltrate deeply enough to tell you what was actually said inside the enemy captain’s tent.  Does that answer your question?”
              Tydelis nodded.  Lord Rurson’s explanation also helped him to better understand the strange behavior of Khom that he and Jathryn had observed during their journey from Glademoor to Chorus.
              Lord Rurson stood.  “Well my squire, if all this talk of responsibility hasn’t dissuaded you from pursuing knighthood then stay the course.  You clearly have a talent for the blade, but fighting well is only one aspect of the necessary valor.  So too, you’ll need to demonstrate your loyalty and obedience on the battlefield.”  Lord Rurson patted his shoulder and they parted ways.  
              Tydelis reflected for a moment.  He dabbed a small bit of blood from the corner of his mouth.  As he smeared it between his finger and thumb, he felt the familiar sense of purpose swelling in his chest.  He knew that he was destined for knighthood.  The others would see it too.  It was only a matter of time.
              The next morning, General Thurman gave orders to move out.  Each of the ten knights in the war party was assigned a specific contingent of men to direct.  There were five groups of footmen, two of archers, and one of cavalry.  Beyond this, there was one which was responsible for supplies and one that provided escort for the siege engineers.  Lord Rurson was ordered to oversee this final group.  Tydelis expressed a bit of disappointment as the other contingents seemed like they were the ones destined for action.  The knight merely smiled and reassured him that their group would have plenty of opportunities for combat when the time came.
              Using three large wooden barges that the armsmen and engineers had constructed in the week before, the war party crossed the Malapa River.  It took two full days to move all the men, horses, equipment, and supplies across.  Each barge could carry the weight of about forty men at a time.   This resulted in a lot of shuttling back and forth followed by long hours of waiting.
              As Tydelis stood on the shores of the river and watched the barges being guided across, it suddenly struck him that he hadn’t seen Sivin anywhere.  Perhaps he had decided to stay with the men who remained behind to guard the keep.  Curious, Tydelis asked around and discovered that no one seemed to know where the scholar was.  Kirus told him that he last saw him the morning before talking to the old man who usually brought the weekly cart of supplies.  Although it seemed odd that no one knew where the scholar was, Tydelis chalked it up to more of Sivin’s strange behavior.
              The scouts fanned out through the brush and charted a relatively flat course towards the enemy stronghold.  Even so, there were no obvious roads and moving all the carts and supplies through the jungle proved to be very slow going.  Each day, one of the footmen contingents was assigned to clear the way before the main body of the army.  They had the unenviable task of cutting a path through the brush for the rest to follow.
              During the journey, no reports of gnolls reached their ears.  Lord Rurson said that this wasn’t unexpected, but that it also didn’t mean that they should relax their guard.  Almost certainly the gnolls knew they were coming and they were using the time to prepare themselves.
              As Tydelis trudged along, he surveyed the many carts they guarded.  Several were filled with long planks of braced heartwood.  Others held ropes, large pieces of canvas, and various strangely shaped iron hinges and spikes.  Six of the carts carried nothing but dozens of very large and heavy stones.  These each had to be pulled by a team of oxen because of their immense weight.
              The engineers themselves were a strange and secretive bunch.  They understood military ways, but they appeared too old and portly to be much use in a fight.  Mostly they spent a lot of time reviewing charts and arguing with one another.  None of this seemed strange to Lord Rurson who rolled his eyes and walked away chuckling whenever they squabbled.
              After a week of slow travel, the jungle thinned and gave way to low-lying tangled plants.  The soil paled and turned gritty. Only a thin haze of thorny weeds pushed through the dirt.
              At last, they crested a low rise and looked across the open fields to the stronghold.  It sat atop a raised platform of gray stone and chiseled rock.  The thick walls of the black structure angled outwards and tall black minarets stabbed towards the open skies above.  Even at this distance, Tydelis could tell that the fortress was at least four times as wide as Wetstone Keep and twice or more as high.
              General Thurman directed them to set up camp to the northwest of the stronghold, well out of the reach of archer fire.  The knights organized the camp so that the footmen were closest to the gnolls, with the archers directly behind them.  They divided the cavalry into two smaller groups, one on either flank.  The engineers and supply groups brought up the rear center.
              As Tydelis moved through the food line that evening, he overheard several of the soldiers discussing rumors about the stronghold that loomed before them.
              “They say it was built by the Vugors over three centuries ago.  Already it has outlasted two attempts at siege, or so I hear,” said one.
              “Aye!  Them Vugors were a nasty bunch.  I heard they built trap doors filled with spikes beneath the gatehouse.  If some foe were lucky enough to breach the outer port, he and his men would get dropped a dozen feet onto a bed of razor sharp nails!” replied his friend.
              The first one pointed.  “Those walls are said to be eight feet thick and they hang forward so the archers at the top can get a clear view of anyone scrambling up the embankments.  There ain’t no cover to hide behind neither.  Can’t say I’d much care for that approach.”
              “And angled out walls like that would make siege ladders be damn near useless, I would think,” chimed in a third.
              “What about going underneath?”
              The second one kicked the dirt.  “Dig through this?  It’s too sandy to hold a tunnel and, even if you got lucky to brace your way over, it’d take months.  We ain’t got those kind of supplies to last us.”
              “Well, by the Goddess, I don’t want to be in any group trying to break through the gates.  You’d have to go between those two front towers and they are riddled with so many loopholes and archer slits that you’d be a pincushion before you even got halfway there!” 
              The men moved off.  Tydelis glanced over his shoulder at the stronghold.  It did look formidable.  In the gloaming, yellow splinters of torchlight honeycombed its black scowling face.  The iron portcullis formed a gaping maw of pointed teeth.  Anyone getting within a couple hundred yards of the front gate would be easy pickings for dozens of enemy archers.  
              Unlike Wetstone Keep with its single gate, the Vugoric stronghold had a gatehouse, complete with an outer gate and an inner one.  An army that breached the first gate would then need to travel a good ways underneath an overhanging ceiling filled with murder holes before arriving at the second one.  Tydelis wondered if the rumor about there being trap doors in this space was true.
              As night settled over the camp, the watchmen took their posts and the scouts headed out into the surrounding fields.  Shortly after the sun had set, clouds of biting flies and midges settled in upon them.  Some of the large ones had heads like ants and their bite was nasty.  Tydelis wrapped himself in a cloak, preferring to sweat in the sweltering heat of the night to being eaten alive.
              When morning came, the General summoned away Lord Rurson to a meeting.  He returned a short while later, his face grim and determined.  “The gnolls have refused our offer of surrender so General Thurman has given the order to prepare the trebuchets.  The fools don’t seem to care that we outnumber them two to one.”
              Upon hearing this, the engineers leapt into action.  They unrolled their charts and brought out their instruments.  Within an hour, they had found three suitable spots on the ground clustered together about four hundred yards from the northwest corner tower.  They shooed away the men that had made camp there and marked the ground with stakes.
              Over the course of the next five days, the engineers directed all the soldiers assigned to them in the construction of their siege weapons.  Tydelis had heard about trebuchets from his training, but this was his first exposure to them.  He watched their construction with considerable interest.
              The three trebuchets, or “trebs” as the engineers affectionately called them, were a large wooden structures about forty feet high.  Each one housed a long swing arm attached to an enormous dirt-filled counterweight.  The design called for the bucket to be ratcheted upwards and then, at the signal of the engineers, released.  When it fell, the other end of swing arm would flip upwards, much like a catapult.
              What made the trebs especially powerful, however, was the sling that was attached to the end of the swing arm.  It held the stone that was to be hurled and amplified the force of the upwards rising swing arm.  When the swing reached its apex, it would release the stone with such tremendous force that it would cross the distance of the battlefield and smash into the distant tower.
              Or, so Tydelis had heard.  Even though each treb was an imposing structure, he found it difficult to believe that it could throw anything as heavy as the rocks they had brought with them all the way across the open field to the stronghold.  They were well out of the reach of archers and each rock must have weighed at least two hundred pounds.  It took three men just to roll one of them around.  How could anything that big and unwieldy travel further than a well-crafted arrow?  After thinking about it all day, Tydelis finally asked one of the engineers if he thought they were too far away.
              The engineer whirled and glared at him as though he were some kind of an imbecile.  He put his meaty hands on his hips.  “Of course we are too far away!  That’s why we chose this spot and have been working on these things for the past five days.  We don’t intend to actually use them.  We only want to waste our time and resources.  That’s what we engineers do!”  Tydelis backed away, determined never to speak to one of them again.
              On the morning of the sixth day of their camp, the preparations were complete.  General Thurman gave the orders and the knights directed their men into place.  They fanned out and created a semi-circle around the cluster of the three trebuchets, being careful to give them a wide berth.
              On the General’s raised arm, the engineers had a dozen soldiers pull on the ropes to raise the counterweights.  Several more men loaded the slings.  The engineers clambered around making sure everything was correctly connected.  Several minutes passed before they agreed that everything was ready.  
              At last, the engineers signaled that they had completed their preparations.  General Thurman lowered his arm and the engineers threw the levers.  The counterweights fell, the trebs creaked, and the swing arms arced around.  With a hiss and a loud snap, the heavy stones sailed away high into the air.
              One hit the embankment beneath the stronghold.  Another thudded into the ground only two-thirds of the distance between the army and the walls.  The final stone flew off at such an odd angle that it seemed to go sideways.
              Many of the soldiers laughed and jeered but the engineers didn’t think this was funny at all.  They slapped one another with their papers and then devolved into several small groups, each one arguing and accusing the others of incompetence.
              Lord Rurson came over to stand by Tydelis.  With a grin he said, “Never mind the drama.  It’s part of the aiming process.”
              Eventually the engineers came to a consensus about what needed to be done.  Additional dirt was added to one of the buckets.  The sling of another one was shortened and adjusted.  They indicated that they were ready to try again.
              This time, the trebs performed much better.  The large stones soared so high into the sky that they got lost in the sun.  Then, they arced down and crashed against the northern tower in a spray of dust and rubble.  A moment later and the thunder of smashing rock rolled across the battlefield to reach their ears.  This time, the soldiers cheered their appreciation.
              “I suspect that our gnoll friends have never faced something like this,” Lord Rurson mused aloud.  “It won’t be long before they figure out that their mighty walls are only a temporary barrier before our superior technology.”
              All through the afternoon, the engineers reloaded the trebuchets and fired them in succession, one after the other.  After each throw, they adjusted and tweaked various bits of the machines for several minutes until the firepower focused upon the lower portion of the tower.  With each blow, more bricks and stone exploded away.  Eventually, a few cracks appeared and large chunks of the edifice slid away.  The Elurion army applauded each impact.
              As the morning wore on and the sun rose high in the sky, it became clear that the tower might not last till sunset.  The barrage was too damaging and concentrated.  Before long the corner would collapse and the fortress would be breached.
              In the late afternoon, the front gate to the stronghold opened.  Gnolls poured out into the field and began forming into ranks out of the reach of the Elurion archers.
              Lord Rurson leaned over to Tydelis and grumbled, “At last the truth of their situation dawns on them.  They must destroy our siege weapons if they want to stand a chance.”  He placed his hand upon the hilt of his sword.  “Prepare yourself, squire.  They’re coming for us.”
 




CHAPTER 24: 
RETRIBUTION
 
 
“To shed innocent blood is a crime against the Goddess and must be repaid in kind.  But to slay the guilty or the heretic is not only just, but right.  There can be no crime in this.”
 
-Hawn’s Mirth 5:23-25
The Voice of Elohara
 
 
              In the shadow of the stronghold, the gnolls formed into ranks.  Compared to the army of Elurion, they were a small group, perhaps numbering a few hundred.  Their shamans barked at the gnoll warriors, directing those with the spears and shields towards the front.  A large contingent of archers clustered in the middle.  Once arrayed, they marched forward together as a single unit.
              As the advancing gnolls approached midfield, they suddenly broke into a run. General Thurman signaled the knights leading the cavalry to sweep down and attack from both sides.  Then, with a cutting overhead motion of his hand, the General sent a battalion of footmen charging them from the front.
              The forces clashed and the din of battle rang out across the field.  The gnolls’ final push forward had allowed their archers to move within range.  They raised their bows and fired flaming arrows up and over the fray towards the trebuchets.  Like dozens of orange bolts of lightning, they rained down upon the machines and the surrounding men.  The soldiers raised their shields for cover, but one of the trebuchets erupted into flame.
              “Quickly!  Douse the fire!” roared Lord Rurson.
              His men ran to grab buckets of water from the supply carts.  They frantically ferried them to the burning timbers.  The engineers yelled and directed the soldiers to each patch of flame.  Tydelis removed his cloak and used it to smother a smaller fire.  The heat stung his eyes and burned his cheeks.
              The Elurion army tore into the enemy ranks and the gnolls held position just long enough to get off a second fusillade of flaming arrows.  They then fell back to stand nearer the stronghold.  The cavalry halted short in their pursuit, holding outside the range of arrows from the enemy gatehouse.  General Thurman motioned and more footmen and a contingent of archers moved to form a barrier of shields and swords behind the cavalry.  
              The two armies faced off across the field, neither advancing.  At last, the gnolls, recognizing that they had no hope of returning close enough to fire on the trebs again, retreated back inside the stronghold.
              The soldiers snuffed out the remaining fires.  While two of the trebs were relatively unharmed, one had been burned badly enough that the engineers dare not use it again.  The fires had seared the sling and the charred central arm looked like it might break.  But the engineers didn’t get much time to examine the damage as General Thurman signaled immediately for them to resume firing.  They jumped at his word and loaded the two healthy machines.  A few moments later and they hurled their stones against the distant crumbling tower again.
              Lord Rurson grumbled to himself.  “Fool!  I should have expected a rushing counter-attack like that.  Well, I won’t make the same mistake twice.”  He waved the water carts forward so that they’d be nearer to the trebs.
              The Elurion army held its position throughout the afternoon.  General Thurman ordered neither an advance, nor a retreat from their close watch on the gatehouse.  Instead, he contained the gnolls inside their stronghold while the enormous rocks from the trebuchets thundered down upon the beleaguered north tower.  Tydelis noted from the bodies on the field that two dozen gnolls had been killed in the skirmish, but no men.  The superior armor, weapons, and tactics of the Elurion soldiers had made the clash one sided.
              Large gaping holes appeared in the tower and part of the right side collapsed into rubble.  Even through there were still hours of daylight left, General Thurman halted the trebs.  He gave orders for the troops to reposition themselves so that the archers had good coverage on the crumbling tower.  A protective contingent of footmen accompanied them.
              To Tydelis’s surprise, General Thurman announced that the day of combat was done.  The soldiers dug in and began making camp right where they were.  Cooking fires sprang up all over the field.
              “Why did we stop?” Tydelis asked Lord Rurson.
              “By now the gnolls must recognize that they are beaten.  Tomorrow the tower will fall.  We’ve positioned our troops so that there is nothing that they can do about it.  Once the tower is demolished, their walls will afford them protection no longer.  They’ve seen our superior numbers, equipment, and might.  They know that our soldiers will make short work of any defenders.  The General is giving them an opportunity to reconsider their surrender.  In the morning, he will send another messenger to see if they have changed their minds.”
              “What happens if they yield?”
              “That I do not know.  Several bird handlers accompany the General.  They regularly send messages back to Chorus to report our progress.  In return, the Council sends us their instructions.  I suspect that the General has already sent word that we have sieged the stronghold and expect the gnolls to surrender upon the morning.”
              Tydelis looked at the silhouette of the immense black building.  Even with its crushed corner, it still cut a formidable and jagged outline against the sky.  It was hard to believe that the battle might be nearing a close already.  He felt a pang of disappointment.  “It hardly seems like we’ve fought at all,” he mused aloud.
              Lord Rurson nodded.  “True, but this is the proper way to engage an enemy: with overwhelming force.  The finest victories are the ones that come easily.  With all due respect to her memory, the previous Arbitress and her Council didn’t seem to understand the correct use of the military.  We begged for additional men at Wetstone Keep for months, and you know how that turned out.  Fortunately, the new Arbitress better grasps strategic matters.”
              Tydelis thought for a moment.  He remembered the journey to Chorus with Najene.  She may have seemed cold at times, but Tydelis had come to recognize that she viewed the world from a different perspective. The Goddess had blessed her with knowledge and insight that transcended ordinary people.  And now, true to her talents, she had ascended to the highest position in all the realm right in time for their moment of need.  Lord Rurson was right.  Najene’s ascension was a blessing.  Even so, Tydelis mused, “Still, there doesn’t seem to be much valor in winning like this.”
              “The game is not up yet.  Let’s see what the morning brings, shall we?”  Lord Rurson patted his shoulder before moving off to check on his men.
              Tydelis looked at Jathryn’s bracelet.  The bright green threads had begun to dull, but the strands of her black hair still glistened.  It had been over three months since he had seen her last, but her memory still burned bright in his mind.  He imagined what it must be like to learn the Will of Elohara.  He didn’t understand the ways of the women at the Academy, but it must be a tremendous privilege to be so close to the Arbitress and feel her presence every day.  Certainly, Jathryn was growing from her experiences.  He only hoped that he was keeping pace.  He twisted the bracelet a few times and remembered the feel of her arms around him from when they had said their goodbyes many months ago.
              The next morning Lord Rurson roused Tydelis in the cold light of dawn.  Most of the rest of the camp was already awake and preparing for battle.  They strapped on their armor and oiled their blades with grim focus.  Tydelis noticed that a change in attitude had swept through the ranks.  He said, “I thought the General expected the gnolls to surrender.  Has he sent the messenger already?”
              “There is no need,” Lord Rurson replied.  “We have learned that they have no intention of surrender.  Their prophet still expects their false god to save them.  We will have to carry through with the assault.  They are fools.”
              “But if there was no messenger, how do we know this?”
              “Recall what I told you about the Order of Murkbane.  Thal Khom slipped through the breach in the tower and performed a bit of reconnaissance work during the night.  While he was there, the prophet summoned his shamans together and reassured them that our attack is nothing but a trial of their faith.  He promised them that if we continued to attack, we would ultimately all be destroyed.  Thanks to Khom, we know every word spoken in that meeting.”
              “I see.” Said Tydelis.
              “But there is more,” Rurson continued.  “Khom also reports that the prophet is attended by a half-dozen Ahavite advisors.  I don’t need to tell you that this bit of news is even more troubling than the refusal of the gnolls to surrender.”
              Tydelis digested things.  He asked, “So the Ahavites have forged an alliance with the gnolls?”
              “It would seem so,” said Lord Rurson.  “But that will be an issue for another time.  For today, we have our own matters to which to attend.”
               As the first rays of day cut through the morning mists, the trebuchets resumed their rain of boulders.  The sudden crack and rumble sent small clouds of feasting carrion birds fluttering away from the fallen gnolls.
              As the ammunition for the trebs began to run low, the tower groaned and gave way.  In a swirl of dust, it collapsed inwards upon itself.  Once the air cleared, in its place remained nothing but a huge mound of broken brick and rubble.  Inside, the gnolls scurried about the exposed courtyard, preparing for the inevitable assault.
              The trebs released a final round of blows and then stood still.  General Thurman instructed the cavalry to remain as sentinels overlooking the gatehouse.  The remaining troops assembled at the foot of the embankment leading up to the collapsed tower.  Lord Rurson, Tydelis, and his group of one hundred soldiers received instructions to remain behind as guards for the supplies and engineers.
              Under the General’s direction, the Elurion archers spread out around the periphery of the stronghold, being careful to keep their distance from the enemy.  The flag-bearers among the footmen raised their banners signaling that they were in position.  General Thurman gave the word, horns blared, and the footmen charged up the hill.
              Almost immediately, a hailstorm of arrows rained down upon them from the surviving battlements on both sides of the fallen tower.  A handful of soldiers fell, but most of them remained safe beneath their upraised shields.  The Elurion archers ran forward to the base of the embankment and released their missiles.  Although they hit only a few gnoll defenders, they maintained a steady storm of suppressing fire that helped protect the footmen.
              The Elurions reached the breach in the walls and pushed onward into the opening.  Dozens of determined gnoll defenders met them.  A fierce hand to hand battle ensued.  Many of the enemy archers were forced to retreat from their positions as the footmen fought past the initial guards and hurried up the stairs to chase them from the battlements.
              As soon as most of the gnoll archers retreated, another group of footmen advanced to throw grappling hooks up either side of the broken tower.  They held the ropes taught as archers scrambled up to take position on top of the vacated battlements.  Soon, they assumed the high ground and began firing down into the courtyard on the enemy gnolls below.  The gnolls retreated deeper into the stronghold and more Elurion footmen poured in.
              Tydelis and Lord Rurson watched the combat from across the field.  Lord Rurson flexed his hand and Tydelis knew that he hungered to be part of the battle.  His blessing called to him.  But, the knight kept his wits and held position.  General Thurman sat atop a large black horse and surveyed the scene from only a stone’s throw in front of them, his eyes narrow and focused.
              Most of the attacking Elurion army now fought inside the stronghold.  The only outward signs of the raging combat within were the figures of archers standing atop the walls as they fired down at the gnolls below and the steady ring and roar of battle echoing across the now largely vacant field.
              All at once, a sudden hush settled across the land.  A moment later and a fleet-footed runner dressed in green armor hurried to General Thurman’s side.  He said, “My liege, the day is ours.  The remaining gnoll defenders have indicated their surrender.”  Tydelis recognized the knight as Thal Keminon from the battle for Wetstone Keep.
              “Good.  Have the prisoners stripped of their armor and weapons, and house them in the courtyard.  Keep them under heavy guard.  Scour the stronghold for survivors and bring me word of their prophet.  I want a count of both enemy and Elurion fallen before nightfall.  Raise our banner from the parapets so that all who draw near may know of our victory.”
              “Yes, my liege.”  Thal Keminon spun and hurried back towards the stronghold.
              For the remainder of the day, the soldiers went about the business of securing the prisoners and carrying out the General’s orders.  The body count proved to be thirty-seven soldiers of Elurion slain and three-hundred and seventeen gnoll defenders dead.  One hundred and twelve gnolls were held prisoner within the courtyard, as were the six Ahavite advisors.  The General freely allowed his soldiers to divide the spoils and trinkets they gathered from the corpses of the deceased gnolls before piling their bodies in mounds outside the stronghold.  In contrast, the personal effects of the Elurion soldiers were solemnly gathered to be sent back to their next of kin.  They wrapped their bodies in cloth strips and carried them on litters back to the supply carts for burial at home.
              Before long, rumors circulated that the gnoll prophet and some of his shamans had retreated to a corner of the keep.  Despairing when their god didn’t come to their aid, they had committed suicide by drinking ale mixed with poison.  Once the defending gnoll warriors learned of their deaths, they lost faith and surrendered immediately.
              At nightfall, General Thurman summoned his knights to him for a private meeting.  When Lord Rurson returned to his men, he gathered them together and spoke in solemn tones.  “We have received word from the Council.  They send us congratulations on our victory and promise that all who have participated are to be granted a medal of recognition.”  Many of the men nodded at this.  Lord Rurson lowered his voice.  “They also have instructed us to make a savage example of the gnoll prisoners and the Ahavite advisors to act as a warning to any other would-be prophets who would attack our homelands and defy the true Goddess.”
              The news stunned the soldiers.  One of them asked, “We are to execute the prisoners?  ALL of them?”
              Lord Rurson looked at him.  Evenly he said, “Yes.  General Thurman is confident that is precisely what the Council desires when they ask for a ‘savage example.’  There is logic in this.  Gnolls are barbarians.  The only thing they will understand is violence, raw and horrible.”
              Another soldier said, “How is this to be done?”
              “Before daybreak, those who wish to carry out the orders of the Council will arm themselves and secretly gather in the corridors surrounding the courtyard.  When the General gives the signal, we will rush in upon the prisoners from all sides and cut them down like the dogs that they are.”
              The first soldier noted, “You said, ‘WE will rush in.’ Who has been instructed to carry out these executions?”
              For a long moment, Lord Rurson was silent.  At last he said, “Our group is fresh and hasn’t seen much action in this campaign.  Seeing the reluctance of some of the other knights to commit to this act, I have volunteered us.”  Several of the men murmured.  Lord Rurson silenced them with an upraised finger.  “I recognize that many of you do not have the stomach to carry out such a deed, and so I will not force it upon you.  Nevertheless, you may sleep on your decision and decide come morning if you have the strength to fulfill the wishes of the Council.  I trust however, that most of you will remember your oaths and be ready when I call upon you.”  The knight held them with his eyes for a space, and then walked sharply away.
              Tydelis listened to the soldiers mumble to one another, confused and distraught over the knight’s announcement.  He too felt tightness in his stomach.  Kill over a hundred unarmed prisoners under the banner of surrender?  It seemed like an awful and dishonorable thing to do.  Even so, it was the will of the Council and hence, must be the Will of the Goddess.  Tydelis hurried to find the knight.
              He found him seated not far away, pensively sharpening his favorite longsword.  Because of his missing arm, he held the blade partially with his legs.  Tydelis sat down next to him. “Troubled are you?” Lord Rurson asked.
              “Yes I am.”
              “Do you doubt the authenticity of the letter sent to the General?”  Lord Rurson did not look at Tydelis but continued honing the edge of his blade.
              “No.”
              “Well then, perhaps you have concerns that the Council is in error.  Perhaps you doubt that they commune with the Goddess?”
              “Certainly not!”
              “Well then, what is it?”  Lord Rurson paused and glanced at him.  Tydelis knew that his questions were intended to emphasize the fact that whatever problems he had, they were his own.
              “Forgive me my liege, but I can’t see the honor in slaughtering unarmed prisoners.  It makes me, well, feel ill.”
              Rurson smiled.  “You have a good heart, squire.  Under ordinary conditions, you would be right.  But I will tell you something that my liege once told me when I was your age.  That is that ‘Obedience is the key to valor’.”
              While Tydelis tried to wrap his mind around the simple phrase the knight continued, “You see, when I was young I was not so different from you.  I had grand visions of vanquishing the enemies of Elurion from the battlefield.  I thought it would bring me glory.  I felt that I had to prove myself by standing out from all the other soldiers.  Sound familiar?”
              Tydelis nodded.  Indeed it did.  Lord Rurson went on.  “I thought so.  But, what my liege taught me was that true valor comes not from a single burst of bravery, nor from a lone deed.  Rather, it accrues about a man slowly as he grinds his way through life.  And, ultimately, what makes a man valorous is not his row of trophies or his line of medals.  It is his willingness to obey and serve those who are his superiors.  Even, or perhaps, especially when you find those orders to be distasteful.  That is the root of true devotion.  That is the key to valor.”
              “But when we captured the gnoll shaman on our scouting mission, you let him go.  I thought that you were honor-bound to release prisoners once they pose neither threat nor have strategic value.”
              “That’s true.  But there is a higher law than honor.  It is that of obedience.  The Council has given us explicit orders and I intend to carry them out faithfully, no matter how repugnant they may seem.”
              Tydelis chewed his lower lip.  “Why would the Council want all of the prisoners killed?  Why not just a few leaders, for example, and then the rest released?”
              “I’m certain the Council has its reasons.  To a degree, I can guess at them.  By leaving none alive who dared to threaten Elurion, we will send the tribes a very powerful message that we will not stand for any defiance against us.  But, really, it is not our position to question why.  The Council gave instructions to the General, and those instructions come now to us.  All we must decide is whether or not we have enough faith to act on them.”
              What Lord Rurson said made sense to Tydelis.  He knew he was right.  Still, he felt queasy.  To kill an enemy in battle was one thing.  To slaughter him while unarmed seemed so wrong.
              Lord Rurson turned over his blade and continued honing the edge.  He mused, “In truth, however, I think that we can make a good case that executing the prisoners is not merely an act of obedience, it is an act of justice.  They set the wheels in motion when they dishonorably attacked Wetstone Keep.  A lot of good men fell defending it with their lives.  And also, I think I might take some satisfaction in repaying the dogs for this.”  He held up his arm stub.
              Tydelis looked at it and felt a spark of anger flare up in his chest.  Again, Lord Rurson was right.  The soldiers of Elurion hadn’t asked for this battle.  The gnolls had brought this on themselves.  In his mind’s eye, Tydelis remembered seeing the body of Vurlo fall from the watchtower and land on the ground next to him.  He also recalled how, after the gate had fallen, the gnolls had broken into the infirmary and killed the wounded soldiers there.
              “Don’t feel obliged to carry through with this, Tydelis.  There will be plenty of opportunities to demonstrate your obedience and valor in the future.  Although my men balk at the thought now, by the morning, I am confident that there will be no shortage of volunteers.”
              Tydelis looked away to the stronghold, now a dark shadow against the rising moons.  In a soft voice he said, “Wake me when the time comes.”
              Lord Rurson said nothing and nodded.
              Although Tydelis went to bed that night confident of his decision, he slept fitfully.  When Lord Rurson placed his hand upon his shoulder to rouse him, he started and sat bolt upright.  His forehead was matted with sweat even though the morning air was not warm.  He swallowed his fear and forced himself to stand.  He wasn’t going to back out of this now.
              The sky paled in the east and washed the stars from view.  Lord Rurson was right.  About forty of his men gathered around him, ready to carry out the executions.  They strapped on their armor and readied their weapons without speaking a word.
              Once everyone was prepared, they followed the knight up to the stronghold.  The expectant guards showed them to their positions in the stone corridor that surrounded the courtyard.  Soon everyone was in place.  Four or five men stood beside each door, breathless and waiting.  One of the soldiers standing next to Tydelis whispered, “Some may try to fight back.  Whatever you do, don’t lose hold of your weapon.”
              Tydelis closed his eyes and tried to calm his beating heart.  He heard the muffled noises of the prisoners just on the other side of the doors.  They mumbled and growled in their own language.  Tydelis couldn’t understand them, but from the relaxed tone of their voices, he guessed that they had no idea what fate awaited them.
              After a long wait, the General arrived and ascended the battlements to a high vantage point.  The soldiers in the corridors drew their weapons silently.  Tydelis pulled his favored sword from the baldric on his back.  He gripped the hilt with both hands.  None of them carried a shield as none expected much need for one.
              As the sun crested the battlements and the sunlight washed down the interior walls of the courtyard, loud horns blared and echoed throughout the stronghold.  The guards threw open the doors and the soldiers rushed inside.
              Tydelis rounded the corner and charged at the nearest gnoll.  The beast put up its hands defensively, its eyes wide with terror.  Tydelis brought his blade around and split open its belly.  Blood and entrails spilled out onto the ground and the gnoll pitched forward, howling in agony.  Without a thought, Tydelis followed through as he had practiced.  He brought his blade down across its spine and a spray of red stung his eyes.  The gnoll collapsed to the ground.
              Not pausing, Tydelis looked for his next target.  Already, twenty or thirty gnolls had fallen.  The soldiers hacked at them from all sides, their blades whirling through flesh and fur unopposed.  A few panicked gnolls tried to flee, but the courtyard guards had already shut the doors, locking them inside.  A nearby one tried to scramble up the stone walls.  Tydelis lunged forward and impaled it on the end of his sword.
              The gnolls barked and screamed, trying to organize some sort of defense.  A few clawed or bit at the soldiers, but they were no match for hungry steel.  Blood splattered the walls as the body count mounted.  
              Tydelis came upon one of the Ahavite advisors.  It was an older woman.  She knelt down before him and began pleading for her life.  Tydelis paused, his blade raised and ready.  For an instant, he felt a flash of compassion overcome him.  She clearly wasn’t a warrior and posed no threat to him.  Worse, with her smooth hairless skin, she stood out as distinctly human.  
              As he hesitated, he noticed some of the other executioners pausing to look his way.  He twisted his lip and closed his eyes.  With a roar, he forced his arms to obey his will and decapitated her with a single mighty swipe. 
              The commotion died down as the remaining prisoners resigned themselves to death.  Some that hadn’t had a clean death moaned and writhed about the on the stone floor.  The soldiers sought them out and finished them.
              An eerie stillness settled over the courtyard.  Tydelis looked around at the others.  They panted and leaned upon their blades, gore dripping from their armor.  Tydelis looked down and saw that he too was slicked with blood.  An overwhelming sensation of nausea welled up inside him and he dropped to his knees.  His head swam as he let his eyes rove over the hacked bodies that surrounded him.  His sword fell from his hands as the queasiness overtook him.  He placed his hands on the ground and tried to steady himself.
              Though he fought the urge to cry, mist clouded his eyes.  He choked back wracking sobs, but they overtook him nonetheless.   Tears rolled off his cheeks and splashed into a dark puddle of blood before him.
              Tydelis felt someone grip his collar and lift him up.  He quickly wiped his eyes and rose to his feet.  Lord Rurson steadied him.  He leaned in close and whispered, “It’s over.  You have done your duty well, squire.”
              Overhead on the battlements, General Thurman looked down.  He took note of the headless woman near Tydelis. He pointed, “Like her, I want all of them beheaded, both gnoll and Ahavite villain.  Line the road with their impaled heads.  Let the bodies lie here and rot, food for the birds.  And then these barbarians will finally come to understand the fate of all those who fight against Elurion!”
              Some of the spectators on the battlements cheered.  Soldiers rushed into the courtyard to strip the freshly killed gnolls of any bits of jewelry or coin.  Others took up their swords and began severing the heads of the fallen prisoners as directed by the General.
              Lord Rurson put his arm around Tydelis and guided him away from the carnage.  He said, “You are the only squire among all my men who had the conviction to obey the directives of the General and the Council.  In spite of your youth, I am certain that your brave actions have been noted by others as well.”
              Tydelis struggled, “I don’t feel brave. I feel like a cowardly murderer.”
              “Courage is not a matter of denying your fear or your regret, it is a matter or carrying out your duty in spite of those emotions.  I know that you feel weak now, but in time you will steel yourself against the pain.  And when you do, you will reflect back upon this moment and realize that this was your first step away from your childhood delusions and towards the stone faced truth of manhood.”
              As they walked back to camp, Tydelis noticed that several of the soldiers they passed paused to salute or bow to them.
              By the time he and Lord Rurson returned to the supply carts, most of the nausea had left him.  Already, the horror of the slaughter seemed to be fading.  In its place a feeling of accomplishment swelled inside him.  It had been awful, but he had come through it.
              Tydelis looked at his wrist where drying blood caused Jathryn’s bracelet to cling to his skin.  He pulled at it and spun it around a few turns.  He noted how there was no more green in it anywhere.  Strangely, he found this change to be soothing.  The blackness marked him changed.
              Lord Rurson moved away to clean up.  As Tydelis watched him go, he felt something tighten in his chest.  He looked down at his arms and flexed his bloodstained hands.  He watched the muscles bunch in his forearms.  As he did so, he set his jaw and nodded.  
              He would never hesitate from carrying out the will of the Council again.                He was a warrior of Elurion.
 




CHAPTER 25: 
ESCAPE
 
 
“It is better to be true to that which you know to be right and flee from evil than it is to remain behind in bondage.”
 
-Dirge of Departure 9:27
The Voice of Elohara
 
 
              With her head hooded and downcast, Jathryn walked a cobblestone path through the courtyard garden.  Soft splashing sounds from the many stone fountains flooded the crisp morning air.  Warm yellow sunlight crested the outer wall and cut across the yard.  It caressed the emerald leaves and pastel pink flowers, melting away the dews from the night before.  It was two hours before breakfast, but Jathryn’s restless thoughts had awakened her while it was still dark and wouldn’t allow her another hour of sleep.  
              In the past three weeks since Najene had ascended to her position, the atmosphere of the Academy had changed completely.  A new sense of urgency and purpose filled the halls.  Blue and white banners soared from the top of every parapet and long tapestries hung in every corridor.  Craftsmen of all kinds scurried about repairing and improving every corner of the building and its grounds.  Painters created bright and glorious new murals, masons repaired cracks and crumbles until the polished walls shone like marble, glasscutters replaced old windows with crystal clear panes, carvers polished and etched patterns into the stone pillars, and woodworkers fashioned shining new tables and chairs.  The Academy had always been a beautiful and imposing structure, but now it seemed heavenly.
              But not only had the outer appearance changed, so too did the inner workings.  The drill yard swelled with new recruits hopeful of proving themselves and of earning a future grant of land.  Every day, more armsmen completed their paladin training and were sent off to the far corners of Elurion.  New classes had been organized.  Blue-robed singers taught dozens of brown-robed sisters the basic hymns of deadslaying or songs of healing.  Even the maidens now walked everywhere in strict double file.
              A week had passed since Jathryn had finished copying the Voice.  No sooner had she done so than she sought out the new Abbess, a kindly and stout old woman named Megana, to request a brief visit to Glademoor.  Abbess Megana agreed to consider her request, but also said that Arbitress Najene had temporarily restricted travel by Academy sisters except upon Council approval.  Jathryn nodded her understanding, but still felt a sense of relief to see that Megana didn’t wear an anklet.  Even so, she knew that she couldn’t have replaced Abbess Flare if Najene didn’t consider her loyal.
              Jathryn paused to consider one of the larger fountains.  A marble figure of the Goddess stood atop a high frothy jet of water.  The sculpture represented Elohara’s triumph over the waters of death.  She appeared to float in midair, with arms outstretched and bare feet immersed in the flow with only the gushing fountain in support.  She smiled down at Jathryn, her alabaster face radiant in the morning light.  With her intricately carved halo of flowing hair and her shining white robe, Jathryn thought that she bore a striking resemblance to the Arbitress.
              The fountain made a powerful illusion, but Jathryn knew from a conversation with the garden groundskeeper that the figure was actually set atop a slender glass pipe that was hidden by the falling waters.  So too, the figure wasn’t truly marble, but rather a form of hollowed out plaster so that it was light enough not to break the supports.  The statue seemed miraculous and perfect to the casual eye, but the truth was that it was empty and false.  Perhaps, Jathryn thought, there was a hint of Najene in this too.
              Jathryn’s continued her thoughtful walk.  Last night, news arrived that the Elurion army had succeeded in defeating the gnoll invaders and that they had discovered Ahavite advisors among them.  Rumors swirled about what the involvement of the Ahavites might mean, but the Arbitress had already called for a great feast in celebration of the army’s victory to be held in the Council Chamber.  Everyone currently at the Academy, from maiden to merchant, was invited.  It seemed a strange place to hold such a feast, but Jathryn suspected that Najene wanted to address the people from a place where she appeared the most magnificent.  She wanted her public appearances to be grand and memorable spectacles.
              Jathryn sighed.  As far as she knew, outside of those directly involved in the plot, only she and Telise knew the truth of what had happened to the former Arbitress.  Daily, Jathryn wondered what she should do with her knowledge.  And, daily, she arrived at the same conclusion: remain silent.  After Priestess Greylin’s death, it seemed the only safe thing to do.
              She hadn’t spoken to Telise since their brief and sad exchange at the Grand Council.  She wanted to try and set things straight with her, but she feared that she might only make things worse.  She also worried that Najene and her followers might be watching her with a suspicious eye.  She couldn’t be sure, but whenever she passed a sister or a singer who she knew wore the anklet, Jathryn sensed that her eyes lingered a little too long in spite of her thin smile.
              “You Sister Jathryn?”  A gruff voice startled her.
              She spun to face a hobbled and toothless old man.  He scowled at her.  “I am,” she said.
              “A bit younger than I expected, but that’s none of my business now is it?  One of the sisters down the way said that I might find you here.  I have a delivery.”  He held out a wax sealed parchment.  Jathryn took it from him uncertainly.
              “There now, I’ve earned my coin.  Good day to ye.”  He shuffled off without a backwards glance.
              After Jathryn watched him leave, she broke the seal and opened the letter.  She scanned it and noticed the signature at the bottom.  It was from Sivin.
              Quickly, she folded it up again.  She glanced around the garden to make sure she was alone.  Her heart thudded in her chest and a rush of blood colored her cheeks.  She tucked it away inside her copy of the Voice and hurried off to a bench in the corner.  Why would Sivin write her?  She thought of him often, especially now that she felt so hollow and empty inside.  But she had also convinced herself that surely he must be angry with her following his expulsion from the Academy.  The moment of closeness that she felt down in the vaults was forever lost.
              Still, as much as she tried to quiet her emotions, she couldn’t fight her nervous excitement.  She needed to read his letter and she needed to read it now.  She sat down and positioned it inside her book of scripture.  She leaned forward to hide it from any prying eyes that might be watching from above and breathlessly began to read.
              My Dear Sister Jathryn,
              I hope this letter finds you well.  You’ll please forgive me if I must make it brief.  I am pressed for time.
              I am deeply grieved by the passing of Arbitress Viltara.  As you know, she was more than the leader of the Council, she was also my aunt and the nearest thing I ever had to a mother.  Even now, I must check myself lest tears stain this page.                Nevertheless, I do not wish to dwell upon my loss.
              For some time I have been pondering the crossroads that lie before me.  Only now is the way becoming clear.  Recently I had an experience that challenges all that I knew, or thought that I knew, about Music Theory.  It runs counter to the teachings I held true at the Academy.  I am troubled as to what it may mean. I wish I could tell you more, but I dare not further explain lest this letter be intercepted.  Perhaps one day, we can meet and I will share my thoughts in person.  But for now, I must remain circumspect.
              But more than this, I am concerned by the ascension of Najene.  Clearly, she has no love for me.  And now as I hear word of the untimely death of Priestess Greylin, my fear only grows.  It is quite likely that, due to my recent experience and with no one to check the new Arbitress, that I might be branded a heretic and wind up imprisoned.  Or worse.
              And so, I have decided to leave Elurion.  I will retreat to the tiny island city of Prexis in the South Sea.  It is, at least for now, a safe haven for heretics and exiles.  Perhaps I can find welcome there.  Rumors may attend my disappearance but I want someone to know the truth.  Now that Aunt Villie is gone, I feel so very alone. 
              As I end this letter, I must warn you to be extremely cautious.  Najene has long been aflame with her faith, so convinced of her own rightness that she will brook no dissent.  Now that she is unopposed, I worry for the future of Elurion.  I know from my dinners with my aunt that for many months the Council has been wrangling over what best to do about the problems that press in upon them.  Now with Najene in power, I am confident that they will strike out against the gnolls, the Ahavites, and the growing threat of necromancy.  But I now suspect that that the greatest danger to Elurion may have been within the Council all along: cunning, righteous, and cloaked in white.
              Ever Fondly,
              Sivin
              P.S. If my guess is correct, you may be interested to know that I have journeyed with Squire Tydelis.  I found him to be a strong, vibrant, and loyal young man.  Take peace in knowing that as I write this, he is well.
              As she finished the letter, the garden returned to her.  For a few brief moments, Jathryn had lost herself in Sivin’s words.  Even though it was filled with words of dread, the letter inspired echoes of his soft and soothing voice inside her head.  She almost thought she could smell his clothing upon the paper.  It seemed like forever since she had last seen him. 
              The morning chimes rang and Jathryn started.  She resisted the urge to read the letter again and instead tucked it away.  With a heavy heart, she glanced up at the window where Sivin’s class once was before hurrying off to begin her breakfast preparations in the kitchen.
 
              That evening at the celebration feast the letter seemed to burn hot against her skin.  During her duties of the day Jathryn could think of nothing else.  She had checked to make sure it was still with her so frequently that she finally gave up and tucked it under her robe and against her bare chest.  She pushed it partly through the hole in her medallion to hold it in place.  The ever-present crinkle of the paper comforted her.
              The meal was a large one.  Dozens of long tables filled the Council Chamber.  Seated at the tables were many dozens of dignitaries from all across the land: merchants, bankers, scholars, shopkeepers, constables, and officials of all kinds.  They ate their fill of fresh fruit, peppered pork, black bread, honey-glazed beef strips, cured grig, salted vegetable soup, and garlic potatoes.  Even the sisters enjoyed a rare taste of the meats.  The crowd warmly chatted among themselves and drank their ale as the maidens cleared the plates. 
              Jathryn had an assigned seat at a table with many other sisters.  As she watched the maidens bustle about serving the crowd, she looked for Telise but couldn’t find her.
              Above them all, the Council sat together on the platform and watched the proceedings.  From time to time, Najene leaned over to discuss something with Priestess Flare.  They had also enjoyed the meal, but Jathryn noticed that they ate considerably smaller portions.
              Arbitress Najene stood and the chamber quieted.  She stood still for a long moment until every sound had died away to silence.  With a broad smile, she began her address.  “Sons and daughters of Elohara, it is a grand day for Elurion and so we have much cause to celebrate.  By the grace of the Goddess, our armies in the south have soundly defeated the gnoll invaders.  General Thurman has sent word that they will threaten us no more!”  The Chamber erupted into applause and cheers.  Normally, such an outburst would have been inappropriate in this hallowed place, but today Najene seemed to bask in their adulation.
              At last, she patted down the clamor.  As the noise died away, she continued, “And I have more good news to report.  Thanks to the faithful efforts of our sisters laboring in their respective Songhalls across the realm, the Church’s coffers are filling quickly.  Such open generosity means that I am pleased to announce that we can pay our debts ahead of schedule to the many tireless workers who have offered their services to this Council.”  Again, applause rippled over the audience.
              The Arbitress raised a finger before continuing in a more menacing tone.  “But even though we may have succeeded in pacifying this threat to our lands and people, we must not rest.  Daily, I receive grave reports that scores of undead are rising up to plague our outlying towns and villages.  In spite of our best efforts, we do not yet have enough deadslayers.  Our brave paladins and singers tell me that for each infernal re-animated corpse they strike down, two more appear on the next Ormos Dark.”
              “The Council and I agree that we must work diligently to root out the true source of this evil.  We must bend the might of Elurion to unmasking the dark conspiracy of necromancers that so brings this scourge upon us.  Only then can we hope to purge our realm of the undead and this horrible affront to the Goddess.  Let it be known that we intend to be true to the scripture.  We will not suffer any to live who practice these foul arts.”
              There was a smattering of applause, but before it could catch hold, Najene continued on in a whisper that pierced like a needle.  “Do not be deceived.  There are necromancers among us even now seated here in this very chamber.  They lurk behind an outward face of respectability!  But their deceptions cannot last.  Soon, the pure light of Elohara will cut through their shroud of false innocence and reveal them for what they truly are.  And when it does, no amount of pleading will stay Her righteous justice.”
              The Chamber fell deathly still as Najene let her cold blue eyes rove through the gathering below her.  For an instant, Jathryn thought that she looked directly at her.  She shrank back in her robe as a chill trickled down her spine.  She involuntarily touched her chest and remembered Sivin’s warning.
              “But there is more,” continued the Arbitress. “The rumors you may have heard regarding the gnolls are true.  The beasts did not rise up to attack us of their own accord, but rather they were instigated to action by Ahavite advisors.”  Some in the crowd gasped or murmured at this.  Najene raised her voice, “Clearly, such treachery by those to whom we have extended our goodwill cannot go unanswered.  The Council and I are unanimous in our agreement that we now have no choice but to revoke the Treaty that permits them conditional passage throughout our lands.  Rather, our new policy shall be one borne of wisdom and caution.  Let it be known that Ahavites are no longer welcome in Elurion and those that do not retreat back to their own lands in the north will be justly imprisoned until such time as we can assess their true intentions.”
              The murmuring gave way to cries of “hear, hear!”              
              “Sadly, however, this Council cannot afford such mercies to those who outwardly pretend to be loyal while secretly fomenting dissension and betrayal.  Any who take upon themselves the name of the Goddess by outwardly appearing as Eloharan while in truth they have sympathies with the Ahavite heretics must be rooted out and brought to immediate justice.  And lest you think that such duplicitous persons do not exist, allow me to demonstrate just how insidious the Ahavite menace has become.”  Najene extended her open hand towards the chamber floor.  “Bring forward the accused!”
              A pair of highwards dragged a women in chains out into the light below the Council podium.  She hobbled forward in pain and her face was badly bruised but Jathryn still recognized her instantly.  It was Sister Rumbulli!
              “Witness now before you one who was once our own.  This traitorous wretch was a sister and a teacher here at the Academy, but three days ago she was caught subverting our maidens by secretly propagating Ahavite dogma.  Most troubling of all, we have learned that she has been doing so for many seasons.  Dozens of pages of the blasphemous Ahavite scripture have passed through her hands and into the hands of our young, trusting, and most vulnerable students.”
              The crowd began to boo and hiss.  Someone called out, “Justice!”  Others in the audience heard and echoed the cry.  The Arbitress quieted them. “Patience!  Patience!  Justice will be done but not before we have learned all we can from our beloved ‘sister’.  We must first do all that we can to discover which among our maidens she may have misled so that they might be … corrected.”
              Jathryn’s heart pounded in her chest.  Telise had been one of those maidens!  Had she been discovered and caught?  Was that why she wasn’t here now?  
              The Arbitress dismissed Sister Rumbulli with a wave of her hand.  Her guards dragged her from the Chamber.  After she was gone, Najene said, “So you see, my dear and faithful friends, even though the threat from the gnolls appears to be pacified, we have only just begun in our cause to shore up our lands against the many threats that press in upon us.  We must not be idle or complacent in the days ahead.  But I also know that the Goddess is with us.  She is aware of our plight and will guide the Council and we, in turn, will provide that guidance to you.”  She finished with a crescendo, “Be it necromancy or heresy, we will rise to the threat and we will overcome!”  
              The audience erupted into applause and cheers.  Arbitress Najene nodded several times with her arms outstretched, and then turned to leave the platform.  The other Priestesses rose and followed after her.
               Jathryn pushed away from the table and hurried towards the exit.  As she passed by Abbess Megana, she felt a tug on her robe.
              “I have good news, Sister Jathryn,” said the Abbess.  “The Council has decided that you may holiday briefly in Glademoor prior to beginning your training.”
              “My training?”
              “You heard the Arbitress.  There is a dire need for sisters to learn deadslaying so that we can fight the rising tide of undead.  You have been selected as one for this honor.  Apparently your singing skills are so well revered that the word of the Council is that yours is to be a prestigious lifetime appointment.  You are scheduled to begin your training in ten days.  Afterwards, you’ll join the fight against this great necromantic evil that threatens our people.”
              Jathryn swallowed hard and glanced away.  Of course it must come to this.  Najene would see to it that she spent the rest of her life atoning for her earlier sin in the most appropriate way she could conceive.  And should she die while engaged in battling the undead, it would merely be the Goddess’s righteous justice catching up with her at last.  “I see,” she whispered.
              “You’ll want to gather your things and leave the first thing in the morning.  With the travel time to and from Glademoor, you won’t have more than a few days for visiting.  Now then, go and pack.”  The Abbess patted her hand and smiled baring the crooked gap between her front teeth.
              “Yes, I’ll prepare immediately,” said Jathryn as she pulled away.
              “Oh, and look for Tregor at the stables in the morning.  He has been assigned to accompany you to and from Glademoor.  You’ll know him as he’ll be wearing blue and white of the paladins.”
              “I’m to have an escort?”
              “Indeed, you are.  By the order of the Arbitress yourself.  You must really be something special for her took take such a personal interest in your welfare!”
              Jathryn tried to force a smile, but a sudden sense of inescapable fate clutched at her chest.  An awkward bow and a mumbled, “Thank you, Abbess,” was all she could muster.  She had hoped that she might go to Glademoor for a few days to escape the confines of the Academy and clear her head.  But now, it seemed that the Academy would be coming with her.
              Jathryn took a few steps away and then turned back.  “Abbess Megana?” she asked.
              “Yes, Sister Jathryn?”
              “Before I go, I wish to say some words of farewell to my former roommate, Maid Telise.  I didn’t see her tonight.  Do you know where she might be?”
              “Oh my!  Well now that is a bit of a mystery!  You see, Maid Telise has come up missing.  Very strange indeed!  She simply didn’t show up one morning for breakfast.  When we checked in upon her, her bed was made and everything seemed to be in order, but her things were gone and so was she.  Just, poof!  Vanished over night!  No one has seen or heard from her since.  The rumor is that she may have secretly been one of that vile Sister Rumbulli’s disciples, but she always seemed so sweet that I can’t imagine her having been mixed up in such a thing.”
              Jathryn pretended to be shocked.  “Oh no! Do you think she truly was?  Maybe the Council found out and captured her?”
              “Oh no, no! As the Abbess, I’m certain I would have been told if that were the case.  After all, the Council did tell me when they found out about Maid Rika.  I can’t imagine they would not have shared with me the same news.”
              “Maid Rika!”  Jathryn’s shock was genuine this time.
              “Sadly, yes.  But now don’t you worry.  The Council will see to it that any Ahavite heresies that she may have infected by will be corrected in short order.  I’m certain that all will be well for her when she returns.”
              Jathryn paused a moment.  She pushed out a grimace of a smile.  “Well, that is for the best then.  The Goddess keep you, Abbess.”
              “Yes, Sister Jathryn.  The Goddess keep us all.”
              Jathryn met Tregor at daybreak the next day.  He snapped to attention as she entered the stables.  With a deep bow and a grin he said, “Elohara bless thee, sister Jathryn!  I am at your service.”
              The man was at least a dozen years her senior and several long strands reddish-brown hair twisted about his shoulders like dying autumn leaves.  Just as the Abbess said, his pale blue boiled leather armor marked him as a paladin.  A flanged iron mace hung from his belt.  As he straightened, Jathryn took notice of his sharp pockmarked face and thought that his eyes lingered just a little too long at the curve of her waist.  So this was the escort that Najene intended for her?  She decided in that instant that she neither liked nor trusted him.
              He held out his hand in hopes for a handshake to break the distance that always accompanies a new meeting.  Jathryn remembered Najene’s tactics.  Rather than returning the gesture, she nodded slightly and said, “Good morning, Paladin Tregor.  We have a long ride ahead of us.  I trust that you’ll look to my things.”  She held out her pack.
              He looked at her blankly for a moment and then tried to pretend that his outstretched hand was meant for this all along.  “Certainly,” he said after a pause.
              As he took the pack and tucked it into the saddlebags of her horse, Jathryn made a point to appear disinterested.  After he finished, she mounted quickly and looked away down the road.  It would be the only two of them and she was determined to make sure that he knew who was in charge in spite of her young age.  “Lead on, good paladin,” she said doing her best flat-voiced imitation of the Arbitress. 
              Tregor climbed atop his horse.  He glanced back over his shoulder at her.  She returned his look with an impatient sigh.  He spurred on his horse, all traces of his earlier grin now gone.  She followed behind, a smirk on her lips.  She knew he didn’t deserve this treatment from her and that she should perhaps feel guilty about it, but the larger part of her enjoyed feeling like she was in control, if only for a moment.
              For the next three days of their journey, Jathryn kept up her façade.  A few times, the paladin had tried to start up a casual conversation.  Each time, Jathryn brought it to a halt with a chilly comment or two.  Then, she would turn away and make a pretense of reading the Voice.  Even though she knew that her coldness pained Tregor, she also took note of how acting aloof put her in a strange position of power.  He hopped eagerly to her every command as he tried to earn her favor.  She, in turn, metered out faint praise that he gobbled up as though starved for every morsel.  Although she found that she didn’t much like herself when she played this role, she also discovered that she understood a bit better how Najene held the sway over others that she did.
              As an unexpected benefit of her silence, she enjoyed many hours to sit alone and think.  She mulled over her time at the Academy, the strange disappearance of Telise, and her memories of Tydelis.  But her mind always seemed drawn back to Sivin and his letter.  Often, when she was certain that Tregor was sufficiently occupied with something else, she read it over and over again.
              By the time they emerged from the forest and saw the bridge marking the edge of Glademoor on the afternoon of the fourth day, Jathryn knew that Tregor was as relieved as she was.  As they clipped across the stone, she looked down from the back of her mount at the chilly waters.
              A short distance on the other side of the river, a small group awaited their arrival.  Jathryn knew that meant a carrier bird must have been sent ahead with word of their coming.
              Sister Eila rushed forward as they approached.  She said, “Good!  Good! You’re here!  But I’m afraid we may not have much time!”
The urgency in her voice struck Jathryn.  She quickly surveyed the small group and saw that even though all of Tydelis’s family were there as well as a few other townsfolk, her father was missing.  A chilling suspicion clutched at her chest.  “Not much time?  What do you mean?” she asked in a broken voice.
Eila grabbed the reins of her horse and started pulling her forward.  “Why certainly you must know!  I’ve been sending daily letters to the Academy for the past two weeks!  Your father has taken grievously ill.  The Priestess Naj.., oh I mean, the Arbitress sent us word a few days ago that you would be coming to visit and that the Goddess would see to it that you arrived in time to say your goodbyes…”  Sister Eila looked up at Jathryn’s face and saw the tears begin to well.  “Oh.  But this news comes as a sur…”  Her voice faded, “I’m so sorry, my child.”
Jathryn felt dizzy and slid off her mount.  Dussokath moved to help her remain on her feet.  Jathryn took a deep breath to steady herself.  In a low voice, she said, “Paladin Tregor, I will visit my father.  I’m certain that you can find room at the inn of the North Wind.  We will begin the return journey for Chorus in three days at the first light of day.  I expect you to be ready and waiting at the stables then.”  She handed him the reins to her horse.  He bowed meekly and headed off.
              Kirra joined Dussokath in his support of Jathryn as they hurried her towards Trannam’s place.  She tried offer a comforting word in her own way, “I hardly recognized you.  You look so much older and wiser in your robes.  When Sister Eila told us that you had already been promoted to sisterhood, I could hardly believe it!  But, look at you!  Here you are!” Jathryn couldn’t speak and only nodded in response.  
              Dussokath added, “Seeing you here, now made a Sister after only six months, gives me all the proof I need that the Goddess must know what She is doing.”  He led her onward by her arm.
              Jathryn knew it was meant to be a kind word, but it sounded hollow.  She looked over at him and forced out, “It is good to see you too.”  With his arm around her, she realized that she had never been this close to him before.  His clothes smelled of the smokehouse.
They arrived at the door to her father’s cottage.  Kirra held her a moment longer.  Breathlessly she asked, “Have you any word of Tydelis?”  
              Of course.  They would have no word if none was sent.  Jathryn forced a thin smile and said, “I am pleased to say that the last report I heard of Squire Tydelis had him healthy and well.”
              “Squire Tydelis?”  Duss said as he let go of her.  “So, Jathryn isn’t the only one to earn a quick promotion!”  He put a reassuring arm around his wife.
              “Oh, I’m so glad that he is well!”  Kirra dabbed at her pink cheeks, blotting the tears of relief.  “When the rumors of war with the gnolls reached us, I began to fear the worst.  Duss told me that I mustn’t worry, but as his mother I couldn’t help myself.”
              Sister Eila pushed open the door.  In a soft voice, she shooed everyone away, “Go now.  Sister Jathryn and I will attend to Trannam.”
              Jathryn’s father sat slumped in a rocking chair in the corner.  A heavy blanket hung partly off on shoulder and over his legs.  He looked up with a heavy head as they entered.
              Jathryn darted forward and threw her arms around him.  He slowly reached out to return her embrace, his bony arms barely making it up to her shoulders.  “Hello, daddy,” she whispered in his ear.
              After a long moment, he pushed her back to hold her in front of him.  He looked her over with clouded eyes.  “Goddess grace!  What a lovely young woman you’ve become since I last saw you!”
              Sister Eila nodded.  “You see!  She is every bit the fine and noble servant of Elohara that I told you she was.  Truly, things have worked out for the best.”
              Trannam dropped his eyes from hers.  He tugged at her sleeve with his needle-like fingers.  “You’ve got a bit of a fraying end here,” he said.  “Let me take care of it.”
              Jathryn took his hand.  “We have seamstresses back at the Academy.  Don’t you worry about it.”
              Everyone was silent for a long moment.  At last, Trannam looked up over Jathryn’s shoulder at Sister Eila.  He said, “We should tell her before I … go.”
              Sister Eila brought her hand to her mouth.  “But Trannam! Do you think it is wise?”
              He straightened a bit and opened his mouth to speak, but his breath was stolen by a coughing spasm.  He doubled forward and began hacking.  Jathryn tried to steady him, but he shook so hard that she could barely hold him still.  At last he settled into a wheeze.  Tears trickled down his face.  He rasped, “She has a right to know.”
              Jathryn looked at him, then back to Sister Eila.  “Know what?” she asked.
              After a short pause, her father said quietly, “Your mother’s ashes are not buried in her grave.”  Jathryn drew back.  Trannam continued, “There was no plague.  She was not even ill.  She simply left us.”
              “But… but there was a funeral.  And a pyre!  I watched the men place her closed casket into the flames.”
              “The casket was empty save for butcher’s bones and stones wrapped in linen.  Sister Eila and I conspired to hide her disappearance from you.  From everyone.”
              “I don’t understand!  Why?”
              Trannam and Sister Eila exchanged a long look.  At last, her father said simply, “Necromancy.  Your mother -- was a necromancer.”
              Jathryn kept hold of her father’s hand, but she dropped to sit on the floor next to him.  Sister Eila said, “Your father discovered Ashra’s unholy ambitions several months before she disappeared.  At first, he tried to talk to her, get her to confess and perhaps repent of her wrongdoings, but she felt no shame.”
              Trannam croaked in anger, “Slipping out of the house at all hours of the night!  Rounding up dead rodents and frogs and all manner of little creatures – then chanting over them…!  It was obscene!”
              Sister Eila continued, “When she wouldn’t change her ways, your father came to me.  I also tried to talk to her, show her exactly where in the Voice it condemns such practices, but she would have none of it.  She was so lost to the lure of the dark arts that she wouldn’t listen.  Really, she left me with no other choice but to threaten to send word of her misdeeds to Chorus.”
              “She was gone the next morning.”  The former anger in Trannam’s voice had been reduced to a mere whisper of resignation.
              “But now, what to do?  What to do?”  Sister Eila’s voice trembled.  “Ashra left no note and no explanation.  Was she coming back?  Did she just need time to think on things?  Your father and I decided that we must still protect her good reputation from the townspeople and, especially, from you.  We sealed up her bedroom and told everyone that she had been taken seriously ill with the blood plague and must be kept under quarantine.”
              A wry twist crept over Trannam’s face.  “Not unlike me now, only my sickness is not one of contagion but rather of simple inner rot.”  He drew his hand across his chest.
              “The days passed and it became ever clearer to us that Ashra would not return.  She was gone.  But what then?  What to tell the townsfolk?  What to tell you?  What choice did we have?”
              Jathryn let her father’s hand go.  She drew her knees up to her chest and wrapped her arms around them.  “I understand.  You don’t need to continue,” she said.
              Trannam leaned towards her.  “So you see why I am so proud of you now.  When Sister Eila and I learned of your –experimenting, we both feared that you might fall prey to those same temptations that had taken your sweet mother from me.  But, the Goddess is wise above all.  And now, here you are!  Safe, sound, and enraptured within Her holy will!”  He reached out to touch her shoulder.  “I can now pass on having seen you with my own eyes and knowing that all is well.”
              Jathryn nodded her head, a little at first, and then more vigorously.  But as she did so, she began to cry.  The sobs started small, but they soon began to ripple like waves through her.  
              Sister Eila said, “Oh, my poor dear!  This is all so much for you take in.  And you must be exhausted!  Come, come!  Let’s get you to your room.  I have been sitting up with your father for days and will do so again tonight.  You need your rest.”
              Jathryn let herself be led to her old room.  Her father had left it exactly as she remembered.  Her clothes and blankets were still there, neatly stacked and mended.  One or two playthings from her youth were there too, though she discovered that they no longer held the same fondness for her that they once did. She collapsed face down into the pillows and let her tears pour out into the bedding.
              Jathryn didn’t remember falling asleep, but she clearly remembered awaking to the voice of Sister Eila as she softly announced the inevitable.  “Your father has departed for Elohara’s Bliss,” she said.
              The next two days passed in a haze.  Jathryn could barely eat and her father’s funeral seemed like a dream.  The townsfolk all came out to pay their respects.  Many of them spoke of what a fine and upstanding man he had been.  A few even remarked on how happy he must now be to be rejoined to his wife in the afterlife.  All of them had nothing but praise for Jathryn and what a fine young servant of the Goddess she had become.
              On the final night that Jathryn was scheduled to stay in Glademoor, she lay awake in her bed deep into the night.  The town was dark and had fallen silent except for the faint chirping of late summer crickets. 
              Again and again, her mind returned to Sivin’s letter.  As the hours slowly slipped away, she felt a mounting sense of dread rising within her.  Once the morning came, the Academy and the Arbitress would again loom large in her life.
              She turned her head and watched the lone candle on her desk slowly burn itself down into a nub of smoking wax.  With a sigh, she recognized that this candle and the one that she had watched back on the night that she and Tydelis had spent in the jail cell had everything in common.
              She realized that she was every bit as trapped now as she was then.  The prison walls were gone, but she still stood surrounded by forces that controlled her life every bit as tightly.  Perhaps even more so.  At least during that night in the cell, she had felt that she still controlled her own thoughts.  Now, she wasn’t even sure of that anymore.  The new Jathryn was creeping over her like a slow growth of mold.  Day to day, the change was hardly noticeable, but the townsfolk were right.  In the six months since she left them, she had outwardly changed into an almost entirely new person.  Only a tiny glimmer of her true self remained.
              For a long moment, she contemplated letting that curious and free-thinking part of her personality die.  It wouldn’t take much now.  A few more weeks of smothering it with the constant acting that she needed to survive at the Academy and the old Jathryn would be too weak to raise doubts or objections again. 
              She remembered the vacant flaming eyes of the wolf she animated back when this whole thing had started.  With a sick twist of her stomach, she suddenly understood why it had hungered so much for the taste of warm flesh.  The poor thing had lost its soul and become nothing but a shadow of its former self.  Not merely dead, it had become undead.  A bare husk, empty and unfeeling, save for its dull ache to recapture a hint of its former life by whatever means it could.
              The old Jathryn seized upon the image.  It screamed inside her head that it would be better to die than to become like that thing.  If she returned to the Academy, she would lose her soul until she too lived on in perpetual and endless empty agony.  This was her final chance to save herself.
              Before she realized it, Jathryn was standing and quietly gathering her things together.  She stripped off her robe and put on her old clothes.  She noted that they fit a little tighter in some places, but her riding pants still slid on well enough.  As she pulled on her boots, she briefly paused to glare at her anklet.  The red gem stared back at her, mocking.  Did she really want to do this?  Didn’t she know what the consequences must be? 
              Fiercely she spat, “I’ve made up my mind.  I will live my own life!  Najene or no Najene, you don’t rule me anymore!”  She stuffed her foot into the leather and laced it up tightly.  The gemstone bit into her skin, but she clenched her teeth against the pain until it subsided.              
              She had to be strong and carry out what she had known in her heart ever since she received Sivin’s letter that she must certainly do.
              She found a piece of paper and wrote hastily,
              I requested that you be here promptly on time to begin our journey.  Can I not count on even this courtesy?  If you know what’s best for you, you’ll ride hard to catch me before I return to Chorus and report your incompetence!
              Sister Jathryn
              She double checked her pack, making sure her robe was tucked away in the bottom, and then puffed out the candle.  For a long moment, she sat in the darkness allowing her eyes to adjust.  As soon as she could make out the pattern of moonlit shadows from the trees on the floor, she crept from her room.  She paused only a moment at the bedroom door of her father.  She touched her hand to it and whispered, “I’m sorry, daddy. But I can’t go back.”              
              Soon, she was outside in the cool midnight air.  She ducked beneath the brush and followed the same path as she always had when she had slipped out before.  With a quick backwards glance, she stole away into the night.
              The stables were dark and unguarded.  This was normal.  Constable Thragg relied upon his personal relationships with everyone more than he did upon any locks or night watches.  A few of the horses whickered, but she calmed them with soothing tones.  Besides, she wasn’t stealing anything anyway.  She was only taking the horse assigned her from the Academy stables.
              She found the paladin’s saddle and attached her scathing rebuke to it.  Poor Tregor!  She knew in her heart that he really didn’t deserve this.  He had done nothing but obey his orders to escort her.  Even so, hopefully her ruse would buy her some time.  She saddled up her horse and then led it away and down a back road behind the main row of buildings.
              She crested the hill that led away from the village and down into the farmlands.  The long stalks of corn hid her from view and hung over her like a crumbling castle wall.  Once she was sure that she was out of sight and earshot, she mounted up and rode slowly back to the main road.  She turned to her left and trotted down towards the river.
              As she crossed the bridge, she reined in her mount.  For a moment she turned and looked back.  Away, at the limits of her vision she could make out a few dark shadows of buildings.  She blinked a few times trying to impress the thin silver ribbon of road and the gently rolling hills permanently into her memory.
              With a deep breath, she wheeled about and spurred on her mount.  After crossing the bridge and riding into the forest, she took the first road that headed south.  With her black hair streaming out behind her, she galloped away into the pale moon-drenched night.
              It would only be a matter of time before Najene would look in on her.  And in that instant, the Arbitress would know what she had done.  Jathryn would be branded a deserter, a heretic, and an enemy of Elurion.  
 
 
<<<<<< END OF BOOK ONE >>>>>>
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
The Hymn of Shadows Trilogy continues with book two:
 
 
 
CLAD IN STEEL
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