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The marbled teal and sapphire sky shone with an eerie light, and inky clouds streaked across the horizon; the landscape was swiftly falling into the embrace of shadow. He watched her. Even as his vision remained focused on her still form in the distance, nothing of their surroundings escaped his notice. He heard the soft padding steps of the evening predator nearby. He saw the swooping flight of a bird overhead. He smelled the promise of coming rain on the wind.

He must know all of that, and more. He was her Protector.

It was a sacred trust he held, one that he was bound to both by his honor and the oath he had taken so many years before. Even then, he had already established himself as a warrior in his own right, an honored man of the Sky Stag Clan. The day he was called before the Chieftain and Grandmother had been in equal parts the most fearful and blessed of his life. His heart had raced as he stepped into the fire-lit interior of the large shelter. Mirco, the Chieftain, had welcomed him warmly and had him sit so the three of them could talk.

They had told him of their pride, their joy, at watching him grow, and in the man he was becoming. They had told him he had been selected out of all the young warriors of the tribe for a special purpose. A life-long commitment. The girl, Nasya, had shown that the magic ran powerfully within her. She would be the apprentice to Grandmother and, at the Elder’s death, the next Wise One of their tribe. With one foot in the physical realm and the other in the realm of the spirits, she would be no warrior. She must be protected.

As they explained what would be expected of him, a fire was born in Bohdan’s chest. He had been honored, humbled, and had accepted immediately. He had noticed the young girl among the children of the tribe, but it wasn’t until his oathing ceremony that he truly saw her. Bohdan had thought her beautiful then; not as a woman, but as an icon, an ideal. When he looked into her deep brown eyes, he had seen the future of his tribe. The light of the moon seemed to be captured and held in her long, blonde hair, and the pale sparkle of the snow reflected in her smooth skin. She had appeared a goddess in his eyes, and he had sworn himself to her without any misgiving.

As he sat in the growing darkness, watching her still form silhouetted against the night sky, he felt the same fire within him. The years had done nothing to diminish its heat. The girl had grown into a strong, vibrant young woman, one of great kindness and wisdom. He respected and genuinely loved her, and considered himself lucky to be her guardian. She stirred, slowly arching her back against the stiffness of immobility. Bohdan rose in a quick, smooth motion; appearing at her side without a sound. Nasya looked up at him and smiled.

“Lovely, wasn’t it, Bohdan?” she breathed, still caught up in the majesty of the sunset.

“Indeed.” The warrior answered, smiling back at her. He easily turned with her as she started back toward the encampment. 

“I am to receive another coloring,” Nasya continued. “... tomorrow morning.”

“Well-deserved,” was the short but warm answer, and Nasya smiled up at Bohdan again. They walked in a companionable silence born of shared familiarity, and as they went along, he allowed his thoughts to float through the past once again.

He had been her Protector for a handful of years, watching over her whenever she left the safety of the tribe, practicing with the other tribal warriors while she studied with Grandmother, getting to know the idiosyncrasies that made up the flourishing young woman. It had come time for her to participate in one of the most sacred ceremonies of their people. It was a time of celebration, the point in the turning of the seasons when the Sky Stag Clan celebrated the lushness and fertility of their land and the coming of the warmer weather. The joining of man and woman would happen throughout the clan, but her night would be special. She would become a woman, ushered through the rite of passage by a warrior of the tribe hand-picked by the Chieftain and Grandmother... and known only to them. He would never reveal himself, believing as they all did that on that night he embodied the spirit of the Sky Stag, bonding Nasya to the tribe itself.

Bohdan had known he would not be chosen. He had his position, his part to play, and it was far more enduring than one night’s ritual. He would watch over her this night as with every night; save that on this night he would not sleep. His only wish had been that the Chieftain and Grandmother chose carefully for Nasya. If she were hurt in any way, it would haunt him. 

He had waited outside her tent as she prepared before the festivities of the evening began. The older members of the tribe were moving about, building the structure which would be their bonfire. The younger men, and quite a few women, were playfully engaging in mock-battles; releasing some of their pent-up energy on such an occasion. They were a strong, warring clan.  They did not seek out mindless destruction, but were well-equipped to hold and maintain what was theirs. 

Bohdan had known instantly when she stepped behind him, though she was getting better at not making a sound.

“Nasya,” he acknowledged her. They had long since had the argument about what he would call her. She had insisted her name was the only moniker she would respond to from him. He had conceded the fight.

“Bohdan.” Her voice had warmed him, comforted him, as it always did. “You seem sad. Are you?”

“No. Simply watchful. Of you.” The steady warrior had continued to watch the rest of the tribe.

“So much so you have not even seen to yourself for this evening’s celebrations.” He heard a rustling behind him. He had started to turn, but felt her hand rest lightly on his head. “Here. Let me fix your hair.” With delicate fingers she had undone the two long braids which fell down his back, running her small, bone comb through the thick, brown lengths. She had smoothed and re-braided it, and Bohdan had savored the feel of her touch. He had felt her lean close, could feel her length along his back, and sensed her mouth close to his ear.

“I have a secret, Bohdan,” she had whispered. “I know it cannot be, yet I almost wish it were you this night.”

“I will not be far, Nasya. And we both trust our Chieftain and Grandmother.” He had kept his deep voice low to maintain the privacy of their conversation.

“Of course. And yet...” The young woman’s voice had trailed off.

“I do understand,” Bohdan continued. “Though as Grandmother has said, you will be glad you do not know the man. Tonight is truly between you and the Sky Stag. No other.”

“And you will be close?” Nasya had asked as she leaned back from him.

“Always.”

The night’s celebration and ritual had gone well, full of favorable portents, and Grandmother was pleased. True to his word, Bohdan had politely refused the offers of companionship from other unbonded members of the tribe and instead stayed close to Nasya’s tent. There had been no trouble, and the evening passed.

As Bohdan walked with Nasya in the growing darkness, he remembered the time after the ritual. It wasn’t until a few moons later, when Nasya’s belly began to swell, that Grandmother had realized the full magic of that night. In time, a healthy baby girl had been born and Nasya named her Duscha. She was clearly a daughter of the Sky Stag, and held a place of honor among the tribe. With no earthly father, the small child had been adopted by all the men of the clan, and lacked for nothing. Bohdan sometimes found himself watching the other men, searching for signs that one of them in particular felt a father’s pride, but Nasya’s consort had been chosen very well... he had found none. They crossed the edge of the encampment and were greeted by the whirlwind of activity, light and sound that was Duscha. She was three now, and always eager to prove how much she could do. She flew into the arms of her mother, who clasped her close and managed a kiss on the top of her daughter’s head before being assaulted by the latest tales from her little girl’s day. The three of them made a convivial group as they reached the small campfire in the opening where their tents, along with Grandmother’s, formed a family unit of sorts. It was not long before Nasya had something bubbling in the small pot over the fire, and Bohdan, Duscha clinging to his back, was off gathering more wood.

The next morning, the promised rain had arrived, and with it, a chill. The air was crisp as it slid underneath the flap of the tent. The rain beat down on the treated skins in sharp, staccato thumps. Bohdan stood next to the opening of the large structure, though it was tied fast against the day’s weather. He was glad of the warm skins binding his legs, they kept out the icy fingers which slipped under the tent’s opening and coiled around his ankles.

They were in the Chieftain’s tent, and Nasya was laid out on a raised bed covered in furs. She was maintaining herself well, but as the artisan’s tiny needle struck her skin over and over, Bohdan could see the pain register on her face. The mixture of paints from dried & burned bits of plants, along with the rub of soot and grease, was far from painless; a fact he knew all too well. He looked down on his own colorings and allowed his mind to grimace for the pain he had not shown at their creation. The strong warrior knew what Nasya was going through, and if it had not been so important he would have tried to stop the whole affair.

It was part of their culture, the coloring. It was a way to celebrate status and achievements, to declare position and tell stories. Nasya had reached a new level in her training; she would begin to travel on her own as a Wise One, and would need certain identifiers in her journeys. So there was nothing for it but to stay at hand in the event she needed anything, and tend her when the ordeal was complete. Despite the activity, it was calm and peaceful inside the large tent, and the time passed quickly.

Later that night, in the relative quiet of Nasya’s tents, Bohdan gently applied a salve to the fresh wound. A sharp intake of breath was the only indication the young woman gave of the pain she was experiencing. He looked down on her in ill-disguised admiration.

“Now you are a Wise One.” The warrior’s voice was low and full of emotion.

“I don’t feel particularly wise, Bohdan,” Nasya answered with tears behind her words.

“You do not have to in order to be effective. There are times I do not feel strong, or brave-” Nasya’s laughter broke through his words.

“You? Oh Bohdan, surely not you,” she giggled. “You are the strongest and bravest I’ve ever seen, aside from the Chieftain.”

“Indeed me, Nasya.” Bohdan continued as he set aside the salve and wrapped her shoulder. “It is not about how you feel, but about how you carry yourself. Do it well, and others will believe. When you see them believe, it becomes simpler to join them and believe as well.”

Nasya moved to sit by the small fire. At her approach, a small wolf cub who had been sleeping by the hearth moved to curl up in her lap. She stared thoughtfully into the flames as she absently stroked the pup. There was often a far-away look in her eyes, and being a simple warrior he had no idea where it was she went in her mind or what she saw when the look came upon her. So he did what was often the best option; wrapped her in a warm blanket and set himself to an unwavering watch.

“I do not know if you can hear me,” he said in a low voice. “... but in the event that you can; even if you do not have faith in yourself, have faith in Grandmother. She thinks you are ready.” He paused. “As do I.”

The two of them had travelled for days when they reached an outpost for the clan to the west. All of the tribes in the area were nomadic, including the Sky Stag Clan, but they all tended to utilize the same routes and encampments year after year. When word had reached the Chieftain of a disturbance with the clan to the west, along with a request for the Wise One’s help, a meeting had been called. Grandmother was too old to travel alone, and the weather was rapidly turning colder. The Sky Stag were already building up stronger structures and preparing for the coming harsh winter. The request, however, could not go unanswered, and it was decided that Nasya was well prepared and capable of taking on the responsibility.

And so it was that they now found themselves riding through the vast open landscape to the small tent of the border guard. Typically there would be two or three men at such a spot, so that if a visitor arrived they could be escorted without leaving the border unattended, or to make a reasonable stand should the approaching party be hostile. But not this day. There was one lone man, and as he stood and moved to meet them, they could see he was not whole – he walked with a limp. Bohdan and Nasya looked at each other with concern. Something had to be horribly wrong with the clan for this member to be here, guarding their main roadway.

After exchanging names, clans & verifying Nasya’s position by her colorings, the lame man swung up to his horse and motioned for the other two to follow him. As their small group came closer to the encampment, Bohdan was struck with how quiet everything was. There was not the normal chatter and sounds of movement made by a vibrant and thriving tribe. There were no weapons being sharpened, food being prepared, animals scolded, or children wrangled. It was an encampment which seemed to be devoid of life; only the occasional movement of a tent flap falling back into place and caught by the crisp wind gave any indication that there were members of a tribe here.

“Will you take us to the Chieftain?” Nasya asked in a calm, clear voice.

“Cannot,” their guide answered brusquely. “He died of a strange sickness. Just before the troubles began.”

“Surely there was someone to-” the young woman began.

“To take his place? Of course. He had sons. They were the next to fall. One to sickness, one to wild animals, and another to a sinkhole on the plains.”

“What happened then?” Nasya’s voice wavered in the face of the tragedy of this tribe. Bohdan was on full alert, had been since their approach, and watched for any threat to his charge.

“All our strongest warriors, our most fertile mothers, all that was good and right with our tribe began to whither, die, or in some cases, simply wander off. As the best of us were lost, the worst began to take their place. Men were cruel to their bond-mates and each other. Brother fought brother. Harsh words and weapons flew. Jealousy and hate began to consume everyone. All balance was gone.” The man’s voice trailed off as if he could not bear to say any more. Bohdan watched as Nasya reached across from her horse and placed a gentle hand on his shoulder.

“I am here. I will do what I can.” She paused, drawing in a steadying breath. “Where is your Wise One? Does she still live?”

“In a way,” was the response. Bohdan looked at Nasya with a warning behind his eyes. He wanted to convey to her his reservations about this course of action, but he knew she was honor-bound to do whatever was in her power to assist these people. It was the way of the Wise Ones.

The two of them followed their guide to a small tent which sat away from the main encampment. It had no fire and was falling into disrepair. 

“Wait for me here.” Nasya’s voice of command was strong once again. She dismounted with a smooth motion and headed into the tent. Bohdan took the reins of both horses and remained nearby, close enough to be by her side in a heartbeat, should she call. His senses primed, he could hear everything that went on behind the flap.

Nasya approached the huddled, mumbling pile of rags in the center of the tent area. It wasn’t long before it became clear what the old woman was muttering.

“I knew. I knew what must be done and I was afraid. Weak. I did not heed the call and I have brought the death of my clan.” It went on like that without stop, even when Nasya crouched down next to her.

“Wise One,” Nasya began, speaking gently so as to not startle the woman. The mumbling stopped and the older woman’s head snapped up.

“No! Not wise. I have lost the right to what was my name. I am that no longer.” The voice crackled with unexpected venom.

“Why would you say such a thing?” A slight tremble crept into Nasya’s response.

“Because it is true. All is silent. I no longer hear the Magic.”

A sharp intake of breath was the only sound Bohdan heard, but he could imagine the look of horror on his charge’s face. She had tried to explain to him what the song of the magic was like. Though he could not truly understand her tales of a constant, haunting melody with distinctive variations for different people and places, he had understood well that for her it was an unending presence. A familiar force that was as much a part of her existence as breathing. To suddenly be cut off from that would undoubtedly be the end of her.

There was a rustling inside the tent; it seemed to Bohdan that the old woman had likely reached out to grasp Nasya. She did not cry out for her Guardian, so he maintained his position, still listening carefully for any change in her which would trigger a response from him.

“You must leave this place. It is dead, young one, you cannot save it.” Bohdan heard the woman’s hissed warning easily. “Now. You must mount your horse and leave now.” The strong warrior’s senses suddenly picked up on a low hum coming from the main encampment. The voice inside continued. “The dark ones come. They will destroy you.” 

There was a flurry of movement and Nasya was being unceremoniously bundled out of the tent. Bohdan found himself grateful to the old woman; he had been moments away from pulling Nasya out himself, despite her wishes. He knew her; she had a tendency to try to save everything, no matter how hopeless, a point of character which was not always in the best interests of her continued existence. This, thankfully, was one time when he had not been forced to step in.

Not waiting for her to compose herself, Bohdan grabbed Nasya and deposited her on her horse, slapping the beast on the rump with enough force to get it running in the direction he wanted. A heartbeat later he was up on his own mount and racing after her. The hum had grown marginally louder, but he could sense unpleasantness heading toward them.

After they had ridden for some time, he turned them in the direction of home. It would take the two of them longer to get back, but he had wanted to ensure that there was nothing following them. When they arrived at a shallow stream, he slowed their pace and allowed the horses to stop for a drink. They were sturdy beasts, barely winded by the punishing ride, but were obviously in need of the rest. Nasya slid off her horse, turning to bury her face into the soft leather saddle decorated with large, winged cats in mid-leap. She grasped the dark green blanket tightly, her shoulders shook, and Bohdan could hear her choked sobs.

Pulling her away from the horse and into his chest, Bohdan wrapped his sturdy arms around the young woman and allowed her to cry. After a time, Bohdan took a deep breath and leaned his head back to look down at the head still glued to him.

“Nasya,” his voice rumbled in his chest, causing her to sniff to a stop and look up into his dark eyes. “Your emotion is understandable, but you must not take it too far. You will make yourself sick.”

“And gods know we cannot have that!” The sharp, sarcastic retort was intended to sting, but instead Bohdan simply looked calmly down at her.

“I cannot,” Bohdan countered. “I am sworn to your well-being. Even against you, if necessary. My wish is that it does not become necessary.”

“As is mine,” the young woman whispered, stepping back and wiping her eyes. “I just feel so helpless. I left them, all of them. I left them there to their fate without assisting them at all.”

“Nasya, I have heard Grandmother tell you more than once that you cannot help everyone; that there will be things beyond your abilities. There will be injuries, and pain, and death. You are not a goddess, you cannot stop these things.”

“What is meant to be shall be,” she repeated the ancient phrase as though she were only now understanding it.

“Indeed.” The one-word answer was all he needed to say as he stepped away and knelt by the river, getting his own drink.

“She said she knew, Bohdan. That she knew what must be done to save her people and yet she did not do it.” Nasya shook her head against the confusion of it all. “How could she? Nothing is more important than the safety of the clan. I do not understand how she could...” her voice trailed off, she had no more words.

“Perhaps, dear one, she was simply not as strong as you.”

As they approached their clan’s encampment, Bohdan could feel the ice on the wind; could smell the coming of the snows. It would not be long before their clan was blocked in, locked together in the annual fight to stay alive until the sun’s warmth returned to them. The advent of the weather seemed early to him, as though there had been less of the warm times on this particular turning of the Wheel of Seasons. He shook off the feeling, choosing to focus on more important matters, such as Nasya’s demeanor. 

The young woman had been withdrawn and more quiet than usual as they traveled. He knew it was to be expected after such a shock, but Bohdan was still concerned about her. He watched carefully to make sure she was taking care of herself, and she was, so he had simply maintained his unwavering presence and had faith that if she wanted to talk about what had happened, she would. He had considered trying to bring up the subject, but dismissed the idea out of hand; he was not the one to be giving advice to such as her.

The warrior looked ahead toward their destination, and sensed something wrong. There was a hushed feeling to the place that was at odds with the amount of work which should currently be happening. He looked to his side and started to speak.

“Nas-” 

He didn’t even get her name out before the young woman kicked her mount and tore off toward the encampment. Like a shot, Bohdan was after her, easily catching up with and moving slightly ahead of the smaller, lighter rider. Nasya had a look of fear and determination on her face; she was intent on getting home immediately. 

It wasn’t long before they thundered into the outer edge of the encampment. They could see their fellow tribesmen moving about, but not as many as there should have been. Without saying a word, Nasya continued riding until she reached their living area, sliding off her horse and running into Grandmother’s tent. Bohdan sensed nothing which would harm her, and he knew that being with Grandmother she was as safe as she could be, so he tethered the horses and began to strip off their saddles and brush them down.

All had been quiet in Grandmother’s tent ever since they’d arrived, and Bohdan was long since done with taking care of the horses. He had busied himself in the immediate area, checking supplies, stoking up the fire, even starting something for their meal. He was crouched by the fire, absently stirring the old pot, when Nasya came out. She looked pale and distracted, as though she didn’t really see anything around her. Bohdan was by her side in an instant, pulling her to sit before the fire and wrapping her in a warm, thick blanket. He let her sit, staring into the flames, until she was ready to speak. He knew from experience that when she seemed lost it was often because she was not fully in the realm which they inhabited. She walked between the worlds, and he had been trained that it was very dangerous to try to force her back before she was ready. The silence drew out between them as the sun dipped below the horizon.

“He is dead, Bohdan.” Her soft voice barely carried above the crackle of the fire. Bohdan turned to watch her as she spoke. “Our Chieftain. He is dead.”

There was not much which shocked the sturdy warrior, not in some time, but the news hit him like a boulder against his chest, and he found it difficult to breathe as he absorbed the full meaning of the words.

“Was it—” he began.

“A strange sickness. Yes, that is what Grandmother said. She could find no reason for it, nor remedy. He was gone only a few star-rises after we left.” She paused, pulling the blanket closer around her as she seemed to almost hunch in on herself. “The Darkness is coming, Bohdan. It is coming for our tribe the way it did for those cursed people we left out there. I cannot allow it. I must seek out what is to be done.”

Bohdan knew that she didn’t require a response from him. He heard her, and she understood that. He merely poked at the fire with a long stick, waiting for her to continue.

“At the first light Grandmother and I must journey to the Sacred Site. We must beseech and listen to the High Magics in order to know what we must do.” Nasya finally looked up at him, eyes deep and haunted. “You will escort us?” she asked in a soft voice.

“You do not even need ask. I would be nowhere else.”

“I am truly blessed, Bohdan. You do so much for me. Do you never wish to see to yourself, be by yourself... perhaps encourage other relationships?” she sighed. “Are you not lonely, Bohdan?”

“No, Nasya.” His answer was warm and firm. He had often wondered when, if ever, she might ask him these things. “I need no companionship beyond that which I have. I see to myself by guarding you. And how could I be lonely when I have such a life? It is filled with those I care for.”

Nasya sighed again, leaning her head on the large shoulder next to her.

“As you will, Bohdan. Whatever your reasons, I am grateful for you.”

The dawn broke cold and still against the camp. Dying grasses wavered and bent under the urging of the brisk wind. Fires, burned down to embers, added a soft glow to their surroundings. Three dark figures were already on the move, leading their horses quietly out of the encampment, shrouded in the shadowy vestiges of the night. When they were clear of the tents, they mounted, turning their horses north to the high plains.

By the time the sun stretched its first tentative fingers across the landscape, they were already miles away. They rode in a tense but focused silence. As a group, they were comfortable and well-suited; they had taken this trek together before. However, this trip was different and they all knew it. They would arrive in late afternoon with enough time to set up a crude camp, and for the two Wise Ones to continue on to the Sacred Site and situate themselves before the night star rose. What went on there, Bohdan did not know. He was not a Wise One, and was not allowed on their sacred ground. He would be left to maintain the camp, and put his faith in the Sky Stag to keep the women safe.

Bohdan had seen to the horses, shored up the temporary structures, tended the fire... he even ate and practiced his combat movements against imaginary opponents. Anything to keep him distracted. Yet by the time the night star was at its full height, he had exhausted all the pastimes he could think of. And that left him to self-reflection. A warrior-born, Bohdan was easily more comfortable fighting an array of opponents than with turning his vision inward. 

As the night wound its way around him, holding him close, he pulled his blanket a little tighter and stared into the fire. Quickly lost within the flame’s depths, Bohdan’s vision began to change. His surroundings seemed to fade away, creating a vast open space of stars with only a flame before him. He knew without knowing that the small flame was his only tie to the realm of the living – where his body still remained in front of the bonfire.

Bohdan looked up from the flame to see a majestic, ethereal Sky Stag approach him. The warrior immediately dropped to his knees, bowing his head and holding his arms out to either side. In the face of his clan’s totem, their deity, he offered himself for whatever purpose his master wished. Had the Stag charged and gored him where he knelt, he would have neither moved nor cried out. His faith was just as immovable.

“You do credit to yourself and your people, Bohdan.” The voice was both heard and unheard; made not only of sound, but also felt with every sense. “I am pleased.”

“My skill, my life, my all belongs to you and to my clan, Great One.” Bohdan found a way to respond, but did not know if he spoke or simply thought the words.

“Well stated, young warrior,” the regal voice continued. “Yet I wonder to what lengths you would see such a claim fulfilled.”

Bohdan’s head snapped up, righteous pride flaring behind his eyes.

“To any lengths you asked of me!” he answered emphatically. “There is nothing I would not do!”

At that, the magnificent creature slowly nodded its head as it turned to return the way it came. As it began to fade, Bohdan heard one last retort, whispered on the starlight which surrounded him.

“We shall see, my Warrior.”

With a jolt, Bohdan was back in front of his small fire, blanket gripped tightly in his hands and sweat covering him in a sheen, despite the chill in the air. His heart racing, he threw down the blanket and began pacing, going over every moment of his encounter. 

He was still pacing when he saw two figures slowly making their way toward him. Dawn had broken once again, and to fair or foul result, the ladies’ work had been completed. The distracted warrior set his own feelings aside and busied himself with filling two crude cups with the concoction Grandmother had left in a small pot. He had kept it warm, over the fire, and knew it was the only thing they would have stomach for when they arrived. As always, they would take the drink and then slip into their bed rolls without speaking. The two of them needed nothing more than sleep. Later, when they awoke, there would be time enough to tell the tale of what had transpired.

Bohdan had not slept; he had carefully watched over his two companions as they slept like the dead. Whatever it was they did on these treks, it drained them almost completely. It was not unusual for them to sleep until nightfall, and then only wake up long enough to eat and share a little of what they had discovered. Grandmother and Nasya both used him as a sounding board, and he considered it a sign of honor and respect. He wore it proudly; though he did not often understand what it was they talked about.

This occurrence was no different from the others. The sky was shot through in shades of purple and deep blue before he heard them stirring. It took some time, but he left Grandmother and Nasya to their own devices, knowing they would emerge and speak when they were ready. He had another steaming cup of Grandmother’s brew ready for them; he received a nod from Grandmother and a weak smile from Nasya. They looked pale and drawn; more so, Bohdan noted, than they typically did after such a venture. He helped them to seats before the fire and busied himself with stoking it higher and preparing their meal.

“I know we saw different things, my child.” Grandmother began in a hoarse voice. She coughed, drank some more, and began again. “I will not demand you tell me. Simply know that what I saw was enough for me to tell you I support you. In whatever you do, you will remain just as dear to me as you are now.” Her look spoke volumes more. It shared her pride in the young woman, her hope for the future, and her realization that her training had found fertile ground in this apprentice. By contrast, Nasya’s face was drawn and her eyes had a haunted look. Bohdan could tell she was trying to mask her condition so as to not worry him, but he knew her too well. He also knew not to push her. She would speak when she was ready.

The three of them sat in silence for some time. Bohdan continued to busy himself with cooking their dinner and keeping the ladies’ cups full. The stars were filling the sky with their pale light when the silence was finally broken.

“It was more difficult, this time.” Nasya began; her voice wavered only slightly. “Was it not for you as well, Grandmother?” The old woman nodded, acknowledging the truth in her words. “There is a Shadow, Bohdan. It was holding us back... like trying to run through mud. This Shadow is what covered the tribe to the west. It consumed them, and it hungers still. It will do the same to us.”

“What can be done? How do we fight this?” The warrior was eager for battle, something he could do and do well. Nasya’s head dropped as Grandmother spoke up.

“There is nothing to be done. The Shadow cannot be stopped.”

“No,” Nasya’s whispered voice carried, even as she shook her head. “Something can be done.”

“If there was such a solution, why would I have not seen it?” Grandmother snapped. “I saw nothing!”

“Because,” the young woman answered. “... the solution is not yours to carry out. You cannot appease the Shadow. Only I may.”

“If this is something you must fight, you will do it with my strength at your side.” Bohdan interjected. “You will not do this thing alone.”

“Yet I must.” Nasya looked up into her Protector’s confused gaze, tears welling up in her own eyes. “I must do it alone... and I must do it willingly. I know, Bohdan. I know why that tribe’s Wise One was not strong enough. Why she became a shell of herself.” She took a deep breath and continued. “The Shadow demands a very high price... and if it is not met, it will take what it can and destroy everything that remains.”

“You will-” he began.

“I will do what I must to protect my tribe.”

The quiet lay thick and heavy between them, insulating each within their own thoughts. As if by an unspoken agreement, none of them met the gaze of the others, choosing to remain isolated.

It had been only five star-rises since their night of discovery, but it seemed, in turns, both the longest and shortest stretch of time Bohdan had ever experienced. When Nasya went for a long walk with him and told him all of what was expected of her, he had nearly lost himself to the grief. He had wanted to rail against the fates, and release the wild warrior spirit which he so often kept contained. He had wanted to curse the Sky Stag for being a weak and pathetic excuse for a god; that no being which demanded so high a price was worth following. 

And yet, even as his heart screamed and rebelled, he could not forget his encounter with his god. The Sky Stag had known what was coming – had known how completely it would test the strong warrior’s resolve and dedication. Their god had known that Bohdan was a vital part of the equation and would need to cling to the vision he had been given. He had been given the tool by which he could maintain his vow. It was enough to bring him back to himself, though the agony had been just as raw.

And so it remained, even now. As their last moments slipped away, Bohdan could scarcely breathe for the pain tearing through his chest. This was a battle he did not know how to fight; an enemy he did not know how to conquer. He felt helpless – the one thing a tribal warrior was never meant to feel. Yet in spite of his pain, in spite of all the alternatives he had tried to think of, they had come to the end of it, and there was nothing else to be done. He waited, once again, some distance away from where she sat, soaking in the last rays of the sun as it slipped below the horizon, leaving in its wake a flaming rainbow of colors, each more vivid than the last. It was a perfect moment; silent, unbroken, sacred. As he watched over her, Bohdan saw Nasya raise one delicate hand to wave him to her. He was up and moving toward her in one swift, graceful motion.

Tonight, she could ask anything of him and he would agree.

When he arrived at her side, Nasya reached for his hand, pulling him down to sit next to her. She never looked over at him, simply held his hand in hers and stared off into the distance.

“Lovely, wasn’t it, Bohdan?” she asked in a voice full of emotion.

“Indeed,” the warrior answered, smiling wryly at the memory which came flooding back to him.

“Have you made peace with my decision, Bohdan?”

“As much as I can.” His voice was tight with emotion.

“All will be well, my dear Protector. I promise.” Nasya spoke quietly but with conviction.

“The tribe will be without your radiant light. I do not consider that to be ‘well’.” He drew in a deep breath against the growing lump in his throat. “How will they continue on? They need you.”

“So long as I am here, one with the land, our people are safe.” Her eyes had taken on the faraway look which said she was seeing things not visible to the naked eye. “I have heard the call of the Sky Stag. The Shadow will be appeased, and the tribe will continue on. Grandmother is not so old... and she will see to Duscha. The Magic sings to my daughter even stronger than to me. Yes, Bohdan, all will be well.”

The two of them sat together as the sky grew darker. When there was so little light left that they only appeared as outlines against the backdrop of the sparse landscape, Nasya gripped Bohdan’s hand a little tighter, pulled him a little nearer.

“And you will be close?” she whispered.

“Always.”

The ceremony had happened exactly as Nasya meant it to. She had been exquisite in her formal dress; the long silk blouse and bright, colorful skirt were beautiful over her high, soft leather boots. Bohdan had been by her side with every step she made, every tribesman she spoke to, every smile of encouragement she gave. He had been in awe of her strength; knowing without question she was made of sterner stuff than he.

When she was ready, and the appropriate words had been spoken by Grandmother and the new Chieftain, Bohdan had held her in his arms as she drank from the ritual cup. It had been as though she simply fell asleep. He could tell there was no pain, he would have known. Instead, she had gently smiled up at him, saying more clearly with her eyes than could have been put to words that she was at peace and happy to have had the courage to do what must be done for the tribe. 

And she had drifted away... carried from the realm of the living through the doorway to the realm of the spirits. He could feel the moment she was gone, and thought his heart would shatter from the weight of it. He was alone, and he knew it.

With a gentleness he had not known he possessed, he had picked her up and carried her to the hollowed-out log which would serve as her final resting place. He had laid her down on her side, curled up as though she truly were asleep and would awaken again. At that, Bohdan had turned and left the area. He could picture the rest of the ceremony: the jewelry and other valuables placed with her to help in her transition, the horses of her household sacrificed and buried near her, the herbs and roots both burned and given to her... he had not needed to be there. 

Instead, he was here, several star-rises later, sitting in Nasya’s favorite spot and hoping to capture some final bit of her essence to keep close. The sun was bright, and the day was crisp and clear, as though she were already looking out for her people’s well-being.

Bohdan had a different companion on this trip; Nasya’s daughter. Duscha was sitting happily in his lap, playing with the embroidery and decorations on his clothing. He had a small pot of paint next to him, and held a delicate brush. Through eyes which often filled with tears, Bohdan was painting on the young girl. He was recreating her mother’s body colorings on the tiny body with exacting precision. As he worked, he told the child all about her mother, and described why he was doing what he was.

“Anyone can say they are someone,” he told her. “... but only those who truly are can identify themselves. These colorings are your mother’s. You must learn them by heart so that when you reach the realm of Spirits, you will recognize her and know her for your mother.” He paused, holding the girl close. “We will be waiting for you, little one, but do not hurry.” After he was done, and had verified that the paints had dried and would not smudge, he allowed Duscha to climb his chest and wrap her arms around his neck. He held her tight, reluctant to let this last little bit of Nasya go. 

He had found his peace. It had taken some time alone out away from the tribe, but he had finally stopped his tumultuous mind and raging heart long enough to listen... to feel. The heaviness which had covered their lands was, in fact, gone. He could sense the difference, and he knew it was her doing. The lack of her presence still tore at him like a mortal wound, but at least he now understood. And that understanding had made his decision all the simpler.

Bohdan had told Grandmother and the Chieftain of his decision, of the truth he had discovered alone under the stars with nothing to do but listen for the voice of the Sky Stag. He had heard it, and knew his destiny. They had given him a sacred charge, and the task was not completed.

He was Nasya’s Protector... it made no difference in what realm she walked. Bohdan would follow her, and pick up the mantel of his responsibility. He had told them all of this, and had seen the understanding and pride in their eyes. Nasya was one with the land now; she was eternal, and so must her Protector be.

As Bohdan rose to return to the encampment, little Duscha still clinging to his neck, he felt the fear slip away. It seemed right to him, following his Nasya into the realm of the Spirits. Their physical lives were insignificant compared to the awesome weight of their dedication to the destiny of the tribe.

In the end, his ceremony was just as simple, though far less attended. Word had not spread about his decision; it was kept solely between the three of them. There would be stories told and suspicions whispered in the seasons to come, but for the moment it remained pure and without complication. The warrior’s only request, and one he knew he would not be refused, was that he be laid near her, and with his weapons. He must have the tools, in this realm or the next, to defend and protect his charge. She needed him, and he would not fail her.

And with a few short words from the Chieftain, and a kiss from Grandmother, Bohdan sat before the altar where a fire crackled brightly and raised the small cup to his lips.

Note: This story, with sweeping literary license, is based on the archeological discovery of the ‘Ukok Princess’, an ancient member of the Pazyry people in the Altai Republic who was buried and spectacularly well preserved in the Siberian permafrost. The reader is encouraged to research this stunning discovery and learn more about the mysterious young woman and her people.
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Paths Across Oceans
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By: Desirée Kern

The temple rose in grandiose spires and parapets, which struck Reina as odd. The priests of Morovin were supposed to be earthy and humble, but their temple said something else entirely. But, since the design of the temple had likely been up to one of the wealthy artisans that mingled with the wealthy merchants, she supposed the Earthbound priests had not gotten a say in the matter.  

The large wooden box floated behind her, and passersby briefly looked at her with curiosity before continuing on with their day. The beading of her surcoat and boots was very different than the styles here, though the quality was good enough that she appeared at lowest in the merchant class, which was by design. Merchants were among the most welcomed of travellers, so walking through the streets with a box large enough to hold a body, with a few boxes on top to disguise the cargo within, went mostly unremarked. 

She found her way to the spires – it was hard to miss, even from the port, and ascended the long stairway that led to the front gate. There, a single priest or monk sat in a small alcove, looking out through a window, and talking to another, who moved through the gates. 

Perfect, she thought, as the priest ahead of her paused to look for something in a satchel, still within earshot.

“Hello,” Reina said to the lad in the window, “I’m here to see the Priest Zivon. It’s rather urgent.” 

“I’m sorry miss,” the bored sounding Priest said from behind a cowl lowered just enough to hide his eyes. “No visitors allowed until after the Earth festival.” 

“I’m not a visitor,” she stated. “I’m here on business. Give him my name, I’m sure he’ll see me.” 

“Oh yeah? And who exactly should I say you are?” 

The sassy tone of a teenager amused Reina, if only because she knew the next words out of her own mouth would set off an explosion within the ranks of the Priesthood. 

“His wife, Reina,” she stated, loud enough that the monk ahead of her could hear. The jaw of the youngster before her dropped, and she could now see his eyes bulging from under the cowl as he looked up at her. 

“He doesn’t have a wife!” 

“I suppose you’ll have to ask him about it,” she replied to the petulant protest. “And you’d best be quick about getting his attention.” 

The robed individual ahead of her hurried off quickly into the temple. 

“Our order is not allowed to marry,” the teenager said, “so that makes you a liar. Go away before I call the guard.” 

“You’ll be eating those words by tomorrow,” she mused, “and you’ll be sorry for giving a Priestess of Katalya a reason to curse you.” 

“I’ll bet that’s a lie too,” the lad said, crossing his arms. “You’re not dressed like any Priestess I’ve seen. Now get lost, or I call the guard.” 

“I don’t think I will.” Reina looked at the main doors to the temple, and saw vague figures moving about within the dark of the doorway. “And you don’t need to call him – he’ll be out shortly.” 

The teen glowered, but Reina turned her attention to the activity at the doors. A few moments later, a single robed member of the Priesthood came hurrying out out at a brisk pace, his clothing trimmed in red to denote his rank. 

“Open the gate!” The older Priest ordered. The teen, surprised, sat and stared, without moving a muscle. 

“Gods save you Tomas if you don’t do as you’re told this instant!” he barked. 

The teen jumped to his feet and slid back the bar that sealed the gate from within the alcove. Reina stood, her posture as relaxed as she could make it, with a pleasant smile on her face. When the three shoved their way through the narrow gate, she bowed. 

“Hello, Zivon.” 

“Reina, what are you doing here?” 

“I seek the hospitality of the Earthbound, and bring you several grim tidings,” she replied. 

“You can’t...” 

“Are you really married?” the teen croaked. 

Reina laughed, and grinned at Zivon, who rolled his eyes. 

“No, it’s an inside joke. We worked together on a peace accord between two tribes and they ‘married’ us off as part of the symbolic ceremony to join the tribes. Nothing binding. I wish you wouldn’t keep telling people about that part of the proceedings, Reina.” 

She winked at him and looked in past the gate. “It got your attention, didn’t it? So, are you going to invite me in for dinner, or do I have to return to my temple with horrible stories about how badly I was treated?” 

“I’ll remind you the Waterbound temple nearly killed me,” he pointed out, holding the gate open for Reina and her strange cargo to pass through as the surprised teenager looked on. 

“You arrived during a hurricane, it’s not like we had that much control over the collapsing spire.” 

They walked inside and headed to a small chamber meant for hosting guests. It was warm, with a fire already burning. Paintings of different earthy places covered in flowers, moss, or stone lined the room. The crate followed them obediently, and once the door closed behind them, she dismissed the spell holding the crate in the air, and allowed it to settle on the floor gently. A giant stained-glass window glowed in the sunlight, depicting a large variety of flora and fauna of the largest of the Himoren islands, central to the entire archipelago. 

“So, we have some privacy in here, right?” she asked, settling on one of the comfortable chairs near the fire. 

“Of course,” he said, “I figured this wasn’t just a social call.” 

“Oh good. We really are married, you know. I thought you should know.” 

Zivon smirked at her, though it slid from his face as he looked at hers and realized there was no hint of mischief. 

One of the younger acolytes came in, bearing water, juice, and some pastries, leaving quietly as the two stared at each other in silence until they were alone again. 

“We’re not married!” Zivon hissed as soon as the acolyte was out of the room again.

“Oh, but we are.” 

“No, that wasn’t binding – it was symbolic, to cement the peace agreement!” 

“It may have been at the time, but you left the island before we could quietly disconnect ourselves by their tradition. Now the Verdanen islanders have joined the Republic and added matrimonial records to the existing international databases. Our marriage is officially recognized as legally binding within the Republic of Southern Islands, which means you are indeed my husband. Care to verify? Check the new archives. I can wait.” 

Zivon stared at her, his eyes white-rimmed. As an Earthbound Priest of the Steppes, he was supposed to be steady as a rock, solid in his commitments, and promised only to his Order, but he felt at the moment as though he stood on sand that was swiftly flowing away from under his feet. 

“This can’t be,” he said quietly, as if afraid someone might overhear. “I’d be banished from the Order... the scandal it would cause!” 

“Hence, why I came to speak with you privately,” Reina pointed out, “so we could find a solution that doesn’t end up with you being humiliated, demoted, or worse. And while we’re talking about bad news... Maynar’s remains are in the crate.”

“What?!” Zivon looked at the crate. 

“He washed up on shore after his ship went down,” she said. “I was able to convince the X’farn that he wasn’t a pirate, but they weren’t willing to allow him to be buried on the island regardless. You know how they are about Sacred land and Sacred trees.” 

“But...” 

“He’s frozen – the moment you open the crate he’ll start to defrost, so be warned. You might want to get him down to a crypt or something.” 

“This is... I’m sorry, I’m a little overwhelmed,” Zivon admitted. 

“Take your time,” Reina said, “it’s not like we have to solve any of this today.” 

He looked at her, a Priestess of a less strict order than his own, and his mind raced. 

“I’m surprised you didn’t start with the fact you have Maynar in that box,” he said, “that seems slightly more important.”

The woman sitting sideways on the overstuffed chair frowned. “What I had to say to you needed to be said in private. I knew once I told you – or anyone – about Maynar, we’d have no chance to talk privately without supervision again. So now you have the news, and you have your fallen brother. Do what you must.” 

“I think I need to bring in the High Priestess,” he said, “she’ll know what to do.” 

Reina shrugged. “As long as it doesn’t immediately result in someone trying to execute me.” 

“I’ll see that they don’t. Stay here, I’ll return shortly.” 

*     *     *     *     *     *     *
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Zivon eventually returned with a woman in a purple robe, adorned in a large and heavy-looking amount of gold. Reina rose and bowed, making a gesture of respect to her as she entered. Behind her, another Priest trailed in, and took a seat next to the woman, looking at Reina and the stressed Zivon curiously. 

“High Priestess Nerune, Priest Sarat, this is Reina, the Priestess of the Waterbound that I worked with during the peace talks on the island of Verdanen. Reina, this is my most senior High Priestess here.” 

“What seems to be so urgent that I had to be pulled from afternoon meditation?” the High Priestess asked, seating herself on one of the chairs. The third sat as well, saying nothing, but looked on with a curious look. 

“Well... I may have... erm, the thing is there’s a ceremony... well it’s not binding...” Zivon was clearly intimidated by the High Priestess and searching for a way to explain. “I appear to be legally married.” 

The third Priest in the room snorted, and turned their face away, covering laughter. The High Priestess’ eyes widened in surprise, and the glare she gave Zivon made him cease speaking, at a loss for words. 

“Oh, by all that’s holy,” Reina sighed, “I can explain. Zivon was sent to the Olean sea, to meet with the Elders of the X’farn tribe. He showed up while I was aiding in peace talks with the X’farn and the Nisunee, and we were both officially chosen as neutral delegates. He showed up under the sacred tree with a candle, a cup of water, and a loaf of bread for lunch while I was trying to meditate. The problem is, that’s a marriage proposal in both their cultures – the potential mate provides something they made of the earth and water to symbolize abundance, brings a candle or torch to represent the light of love, and well... since we were the ordained delegates, refusing his proposal would have been taken as a sign that the entire peace deal was off, so I had to accept or there would have been bloodshed. So the deal was signed, and the two tribes recognized us as being married, which symbolically married the tribes too. It turned out to be a more effective peace treaty than any paper could have been, and the party afterward was pretty spectacular, I have to admit...” 

“Reina, please don’t make this worse,” Zivon muttered, face hidden in his hands. The third Priest garbed in tan and gold was now sniggering behind their arm. 

“After the party, we spoke with the elders who said we could ‘unbind’ ourselves according to their tradition with no ill effect after a month, but then the hurricane blew through, and then he had to rush back here... What we didn’t realize was that the entire island would then decide to join with the Republic, and surprisingly, they wrote down the entire matrimonial history of their tribes, making the marriage official in the eyes of the Republic and a lot less symbolic.” 

The High Priestess glared at Zivon, who looked down at his feet. 

“It was in the name of peace and life,” he mumbled, grasping at straws. “The holy vows say certain leniency can be given in the name of preserving life...” 

“To be fair,” Reina snickered, “the peace deal did work out far better than either of us could have imagined. I didn’t realize they’d decide to join the Republic so soon. I suppose the allure of hurricane relief from the larger Republic islands was a great incentive.” 

The High Priestess sighed. “You do realize the scandal this would cause our Order if this became... public?”  

“I don’t see why it would,” Reina said, “after all, we haven’t... ah... consummated anything, so we could easily get an annulment from a Republic court. Oops, our mistake, no harm done, all in the name of preserving lives. Your rules do have a caveat for that.” 

“’If a vow be set aside in service to the greater good and preserving life, then it is not broken,’” Sarat quoted. “The Priestess of Katalya is technically correct.” 

“Even the mere mention of this outside the Order will be detrimental.” 

“What’s done is done,” Reina stated. “But I came here both to tell you privately that this problem exists, and I also came to bring back one of your member’s remains to you for burial.” 

All three now stared at the crate that sat on the floor. The High Priestess and Aide had disregarded it as luggage when they entered, due to the smaller boxes balanced on top. Now it seemed to loom large.  

“Which of our siblings is in there?” 

“That would be the remains of your humble servant Maynar.” 

The High Priestess looked at Reina and blinked in surprise.

“Brother Maynar is... in the box?” 

“Yes,” Reina said. “His ship went down, and he washed ashore on an island that wouldn’t allow him to be buried there. As a Priestess myself, the locals decided that made me as good as a sister to Maynar, and escorting the deceased to their final resting place across the sea is among the sacred traditions of my Order. Whether the gods accept me doubling a sacred duty with a good excuse to escape my assignment and inform Zivon of the change in our non-marital status remains to be seen, but I’m hopeful.” 

“I don’t recall... which ship was he on?” Sarat inquired. “I don’t remember assigning him to travel by sea.” 

“I believe it was the Bright Sun,” Reina replied.

“What was he doing on the Bright Sun?” Zivon asked, surprised. News reports had come in stating the outlaw ship had been consumed by giant waves in a storm. It was newsworthy only because it had a widespread reputation for being among the larger of the pirate vessels that harried the trade routes. The stories of its sinking had been contested – the authorities of the Republic claimed to have sunk her until witnesses came forward to say it was the violent storm that had finally rid the world of her presence. 

Reina grinned slightly. “Kidnapped? Trying to convince the pirates to turn to the light? Taking up sailing as a new hobby?” 

The High Priestess did not find any of this very amusing. She frowned, and her brow furrowed. 

“Thank you, Priestess Reina of the Katalya Temple, for bringing him home safely. On this, I confirm your duty is discharged with honour.” 

Reina nodded, and made a gesture of respect. 

“Now, in regard to the marriage,” she continued, looking harried, “I must contemplate, and seek guidance from the gods. You will of course remain here as our guest for the evening, and we will discuss this on the morrow.” 

Reina nodded. “Of course.” 

The High Priestess and the Priest rose as one and stopped at the crate containing the body of the hapless Priest. 

“What are these other boxes? His possessions?” 

“Those are mine,” Reina said, rising and removing the boxes from the larger crate. “I didn’t want to advertise that I was walking through the streets with a coffin, so I put them on top to make it look more like cargo. I wasn’t sure if you would prefer subtlety, so I tried to make it so we would go mostly unnoticed.” 

“For that, I thank you. We will hold a burial ceremony for him tonight, as the sun sets. I suppose you will want to be present to see him to his final resting place?” 

“Actually,” Reina said, “I think I’ll opt to rest. I did not know him well, and while I was able to bear him gently across the ocean, I’m tired from my travels. My part is done, and I will leave it to your people to see him the rest of the way.” 

“This just seems so surreal,” Zivon said as the crate now obediently followed the High Priestess out the door and down the hall. “I didn’t know Maynar well, but to know he was on the Bright Sun...” 

“I’m sure the truth will come out eventually,” Reina assured him. “You should likely show me to a guest room and prepare for your evening meal and ceremony.” 

“Sure,” he said, “come along.” 

The room Reina was given was not decorated opulently, but the walls had been painted yellow with floral motifs along the top handspan of the wall. The bed was soft and the curtains thick, so she could shut out the sun if she wished. Zivon gave her the traditional parting gesture of the Earthbound, before padding off through the quiet halls to attend Maynar’s final resting ceremony. 

One of the acolytes brought her a meal, simple fare befitting the Priests of the stricter Order of the Earthbound, and left her to dine alone. Once she had devoured her small dinner, Reina found herself out on the small balcony, overlooking the gardens which were unrivalled in all the islands she had seen. 

The smell of the blooming flowers permeated the air, and from her vantage point, she could see most of the hedge maze, small explosions of colour where the flowers bloomed, and off to her right, the path that led to the catacombs. Willows waved in the wind, and she felt a peace settle over her in this holy place. She did not like being this far from the sea, with the hard earth beneath her feet, but here in the temple she found some peace. 

Reina heard them before she saw them. A low, almost grumbling drone of voices, singing a slow lament that seemed to reach down to her core, preceded the funerary procession of Brother Maynar. She watched the line of Priests and monks, in order of hierarchy, walking two by two along the path. Midway down the column of Priests was a much nicer coffin than the one she had used to transport the hapless priest, borne on the shoulders of eight of the Earthbound. As they passed, she listened to the chant, and closed her eyes to all but the sound and the strength of the invocation. She wondered if they had opened the box and investigated any further.  

Only when the procession had passed into the gates of the catacombs at the opposite side of the garden did Reina re-open her eyes, the sound fading from her ears. The sun was beginning to set, and the air cooled. Reina withdrew into her room, feeling worn and tired enough to sleep. At least she hoped to sleep. The stillness of the bed, the lack of water sounds nearby, not even so much as a fountain seemed very different to her. Admittedly, she could return to the ship she sailed in on, but her absence might be taken badly by the High Priestess here at the Temple. She did her best to curl up under the blankets, and imagined herself in one of the open air huts near the sea she had grown accustomed to. Being so far from any major source of water felt a bit like being far from home. 

When dawn came, Reina woke to the sound of chanting, and sat up groggily. It had not been an easy rest, but it was enough that she could function through the day. She had only just dressed when there was a knock at the door. 

“Come in!” she called, as she tied her hair back into a knot at the base of her neck. 

Zivon stood in the door, looking haggard, as though he had not slept much at all. 

“Hm,” she said, examining his expression. “That does not look like the ‘I’m going to get a morning meal before having to deal with problems’ face.” 

“Well, I suppose I could insist on first meal for you,” he said, looking slightly sheepish. “But the High Priestess has already summoned us to her private study to discuss... it.” 

Reina sighed. “Okay, but I think better after I’ve had a good meal.” 

She gathered herself, and what little she would need, and followed Zivon across the mosaic-bedecked temple, admiring the thousands of tiny tiles that formed grand vistas and landscapes of places she had never seen along the walls and ceilings. 

When they reached the study, the High Priestess and her Aide were there, waiting. Priest Sarat looked composed and well-rested, but the High Priestess did not look any better than Zivon. Both looked up as Zivon and Reina walked in, and made equal gestures of respect. 

“Did you sleep well?” the High Priestess asked Reina idly. 

“I did, thank you. The room was very comfortable.” 

“I’m surprised, the Waterbound usually have a hard time sleeping in the Temple.” 

Reina shrugged. “I grew up in a small home, with similar trappings before I was called to the Temple of the Deep Sea.” 

Having nothing to add to the small talk, the High Priestess looked Reina up and down, then indicated a pair of chairs for her and Zivon to occupy.  

“There are two main ways out of a marriage for the X’farn and Nisune. Sarat did some late-night reading for me last night. Death, which isn’t ideal, or a severing, which if we did it properly could leave a loud, ugly mess in its wake. If we file it now, archivists will likely recognize your names. I fear there aren’t many answers.” 

“I have an idea,” Zivon said, though he sounded completely dejected. 

The High Priestess narrowed her eyes. “Yes?” 

“Exile,” he said softly. “If I leave the Temple for reasons unknown, my name will remain mostly unknown locally. It’s unlikely anyone would equate Zivon of some tiny island with the Zivon of the Earthbound High Temple in the heart of the Republic.” 

Sarat nodded. “It is a fair point – the records speak only of Reina of the Waterbound, and Zivon of distant islands. They do not mention him being a Priest of the Earthbound of our Order. Were he to go elsewhere, it’s entirely likely no one would make the connection. Once many more marriages are registered, then it would be sufficiently buried enough to allow his return, and we could forget this mess entirely.” 

Reina agreed. “I could get us passage to Ifsor – there’s a small Earthbound Temple there that would likely welcome another brother. It’s not uncommon for those of my Order to pick up, go somewhere else, and re-invent ourselves. We’ll just travel with him dressed down as
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