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Welcome to the second edition of Dark God’s Rise.—the first edition came out under the title, Shadow Trap. Why a new edition, you ask? Because I wanted to update this story to the quality of the stories I write now...or get it as close to that quality as I could.

This story was only the second novel I completed in my writing career, and I wanted to add in the comprehensive character list that can now be found in the back pages, and give it a new cover and a better title. 

As a result, while, this novel was originally published as Shadow Trap, it has been re-written, re-covered, re-edited and re-titled to update it, and place it solely in the world of Entalamorn. The story and characters remain the same, but many events and scenes have been reworked to provide greater clarity and improve story flow.

In addition to the extra 30,000 words, the new front and back matter mean I should be releasing a new edition, and here it is. Do I have plans for a third edition? No. No, I really want to complete some of the stories connected to events in this one.

I want to explore what happened with Linna and Tarquin, whom you meet at Wildejun at the same time as Raomar is exchanged, and I want to follow what happened to Terinor, Brianda’s father, after he called the griffins of a hostile clan. If there is another edition in the future, I don’t foresee it, not yet. If I do, I’ll let you know.

This edition also completes the move of the story to the world of Entalamorn, from the world on which it was initially set, and lets me think about linking stories set in its future to other settings...if those worlds collide.

And there’s no guarantee of that.

This is where Raomar’s journeys have brought him, and where Brianda’s adventures truly begin, and I’m looking forward to exploring them, and the stories of those whose paths they cross, in future tales. You’re welcome to walk with me as I do. In the meantime, let us see what happened after our heroes arrived in Wildejun, and were waiting for the ‘swap meet of the gods’ to begin.
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The temple deeps were cool and quiet. Brianda stalked carefully through their shadows, avoiding the pools of light cast by flickering lanterns. The silence made her ears ache, making it hard to concentrate on the game at hand.

Personally, she didn’t see the point of playing, but Raomar had said Ghost needed something to do, and that they needed to train.

“Thought you said you weren’t my master,” Brianda grumbled, and the ex-guildmaster had given her an icy stare.

The Northman, standing slightly behind him, had scowled, and shaken his head in warning.

“I am master enough in this,” Raomar had replied. “And Ghost needs the practice.”

And then he’d put Ghost in charge of the game...a pre-adolescent regardless of her mixed heritage. The child had chosen Raomar as the ‘bait,’ and set Grunwol, his Northlander protector to guard him, while she and Brianda raced to reach him without being detected or taken out by the others.

Which is why I’m sneaking through a wine cellar instead of drinking the contents of these barrels, she thought, coming to a halt and peering around the final cask in the row.

Raomar had chosen an area bathed in the warm glow of a wall lamp set above a small table and two chairs, but he wasn’t seated. Instead, he stood in front of one of the chairs, looking down at an isolated cask before filling a long-stemmed glass with shimmering gold liquid.

Watching him, Brianda admired the way he conveyed that the contents of his glass were more important than anything that might come out of the cellar dark.

The straw-gold hair of his kevarag-elf heritage gleamed in the lamp light, its fine yellow strands marred by three streaks of blue. Those streaks marked him as one of Enshul’s favored. His dark-blue cape swished around his fine, black boots as he raised the glass, examining its contents.

Brianda didn’t let him distract her for too long. Somewhere, in the cellar’s shadows moved a greater threat. Grunwol was hunting her with the same intensity with which she’d approached Raomar’s waiting spot.

As she thought it, Raomar raised his head, his gaze sweeping over the cask in whose shadows she hid. Brianda froze, wondering where Grunwol was hiding...and how he could hide so effectively.

The man was huge, as big as a bear, but considerably more like the wolf his name recalled.

Brianda took a long, slow breath, and peered cautiously back around the barrel. To her relief, Raomar had returned to his seat and was reading the piece of parchment that had rested there. Brianda didn’t know what was on it, but he seemed to find it interesting enough.

Probably a stock list, she thought, and didn’t let him fool her. While he might look like he was studying the parchment, he was probably looking beyond it. It made her wish she knew where Grunwol was, and brought unbidden memories to mind.

The last time she’d been in a cellar like this one, she’d been... Brianda took a sharp breath, cutting the thought off. Forcing her attention to the situation at hand, she looked around for another patch of shadow to move to.

She cursed softly when she didn’t find one, knowing it was one mistake her first master would never have tolerated.

He’d have punished me, for sure, she recalled, her sadness vanishing in a wave of unexpected anxiety, as the memories returned.

It wasn’t that she couldn’t move back the way she’d come. It was that her target might have seen her over the top of the parchment and she couldn’t move to another position without losing sight of him.

And that would be a mistake, she noted, wondering where Grunwol was. The man could move like a ghost, and he had both reach and mass on her. The thought sent another shiver through her.

Gravarik! The fear following the name chilled her to the core, and she shook the thought away.

That was another time and place, she reminded herself, ...And another Northman.

She shoved aside the memory that Gravarik had not been just a Northman, but...

That had been the information her master had required.

“And I got it,” she whispered, not intending to speak the words out loud. She pressed her lips together, shuddering. I got it.

Knowing her voice had given her away, for sure, Brianda hastily retraced her steps, eyeing the racks of casks around her. Gravarik had kept her in a cellar like this...had pursued her through it when she’d escaped. She climbed the casks...

Letting the thought trail to nothing, Brianda glanced across at the casks opposite. The racks stood six casks tall. Brianda stopped. Six was tall enough for her to touch the supporting beams. With a quick look toward Raomar’s warmly lit space, she darted across the aisle and scrambled quickly up the rack.

She’d almost reached the top when she heard the slight sound of movement. Praying the shadows near the top of the rack would conceal her, she froze. Glancing toward the sound, she saw Raomar had come to the end of the casks and was standing silhouetted against the lamplight, his hair forming a golden nimbus around his head.

He stood there for almost a minute, studying the shadows around the base of the racks.

If he looks up, Brianda thought, and resisted the urge to scramble to the top of the casks. She only had two barrels to go, but movement would draw his attention as surely as any noise she might make in her haste.

What followed was a duel of wits, Raomar’s curious gaze against her ability to stay motionless in the narrow shadow she occupied between the casks. After what seemed like an eternity of waiting, Raomar moved back into the circle of light and out of sight.

Releasing a quiet breath of relief, Brianda resumed her climb. She only had two more barrels to traverse. Four feet. They were the longest four feet she had ever had to cover.

When she was finally able to haul herself onto the topmost cask, she crouched, looking along the row to make sure she was alone. She wouldn’t put it past Grunwol to have made the heights on the racks his hunting ground.

The Northlander was well-known for his ability to climb with an elegance and grace that made many cat burglars green with envy. Brianda felt both a sense of surprise and relief when the area she could see remained empty of his presence.

Fairly sure she couldn’t be observed, she straightened carefully, reaching for the support beam above her, and glanced around once more. When it remained clear, she stretched up, gripping the edge of the beam, and hauling herself upward.

Her arms ached with the effort, but she swung a foot, hooking it over the beam, as well. A shadow shifted to her right, and Grunwol turned his head. Brianda caught sight of the pale oval of his face and gleam-toothed grin, and gasped. His green eyes glittered with mischief.

“Gravarik.” The word was out before Brianda could censor it.

She flicked her foot off the beam, and pushed away from the edge.

As quick as she was the Northman was almost as fast. Brianda felt his fingers brush the back of her wrist as she dropped toward the casks.

As she landed, she heard the soft rustle of cloth and glanced toward it.

The damned kevarag had the ears of a cat!

Which, given his clan... she thought, shoving the logic aside as Raomar pulled himself onto the top of the casks, and moved carefully toward her.

Out of the lamplight, his hair became a pale outline surrounding his head, negating the camouflaging effects of his green and brown splotched skin. Brianda took a swift step back as he advanced.

The beam above her creaked, and she ducked, feeling the brush of fingertips against her collar. It was a momentary distraction as Raomar swept toward her, the grace of his movements reminding her, once more, of a wild cat.

Brianda slide-stepped to the edge of the casks, sliding her hands to the edge, and the beam above her gave another creak. The barrels shook as Grunwol dropped onto them, and Brianda pushed herself over the edge, dropping to the floor.

Grunwol dived toward her, his hand closing around her wrist and jerking her to a halt. Brianda’s body slammed against the casks, and she gasped in protest. As she did, something dropped past her.

Raomar!

Brianda hooked her legs up out of his reach, but Grunwol gave a grunt of effort and swung her out from the casks. She flailed, trying to find her center as he released her, letting her drop to where Raomar was waiting to catch her.

“Game over,” he managed as he caught her.

“Game over,” Brianda agreed, resisting the urge to fight, and pushing down the panic surging through her.

Raomar released her as soon as she relaxed, and she managed not to bolt when a small voice interrupted them.

“My turn,” Ghost demanded, her voice coming from the shadows alongside them.

Turning toward it, Brianda sensed Grunwol hesitate at the top of the casks.

The shadows parted and a young elf stood before them. Child didn’t do her justice. She was past what humans termed ‘childhood,’ having seen more summers than Brianda’s seventeen.

“Ghost.” Raomar sounded annoyed.

Ghost gave him a look of solemn attentiveness.

“Yes, master?”

Raomar glared at her, but Brianda saw the slight smile curving his lips. She saw when Ghost noted it, but didn’t see any hint of an answering smile on the child’s face.

“My turn, master?”

Raomar ducked his head, the pointed tips of his ears parting his hair, and the angular planes of his face creating shadows over his skin. They shouted elf to the world...and, coupled to the green and brown of his skin, shrieked kevarag!

Most would have taken that as a warning...and the fact he belonged to that race should have frightened her more than Gravarik and his master. The kevarag were rumored to dwell in the darkest centers of ancient forests, in the deepest chasms of the mountains...and deep within the mountains themselves.

They were also rumored to worship dark gods and demons, as well as shapeshifters, and the butchers of more human settlements than history could account for. None of these things bothered her when it came to this kevarag.

She’d seen in him the stern guildmaster, but also an elf wallowing in the depths of despair, as drunk as a lord as he tried to drown his pain. And she’d seen him loyal to his friends, placing himself in mortal danger to free them from the ancient power that sought their lives—and souls—to fuel its freedom.

Those friends were currently safe—resting in an upper room in the temple, because the cellar had reminded them too much of the cells and underground temple in which they’d been held and readied for sacrifice. They had traveled with them in order to satisfy a request from the gods.

Since their arrival at the temple, Raomar hadn’t made a second attempt to drink away the pain of his goddess’s rejection. Brianda suspected he still felt the pain, but that he kept it well-hidden...until he thought his companions were asleep.

She also suspected that Grunwol and Ghost were aware of it, but like her, they kept the illusion of sleep, as their master grieved.

A thud on the cellar’s flagstone floor broke into her reflection, and Grunwol landed beside her. She flinched, and the barbarian chuckled.

“Gotcha,” he whispered, nudging her in the ribs.

“Gotcha, yourself,” she grumbled back, smiling in spite of herself.

“Your turn,” Raomar agreed, speaking to the child.

Ghost’s amber eyes lit with delight, and she bounced happily on the balls of her feet.

Raomar gave her a mock-thoughtful gaze. “Now... What game shall we play, I wonder?”

Ghost scowled. “It’s...” she began, only to be interrupted by Grunwol.

“Why don’t we ask Ghost what she wants to play?” he suggested, smirking at the kevarag, adding, “It is her turn...”

Raomar rolled his eyes, and Brianda smiled at the word play between them.

She’d seen the same kind of thing before...between the brothers and sisters of a far-distant court.

Her heart caught at the memory, and she quieted it. There was no point in grieving for things she couldn’t have had. She’d been the half-bred bastard of a favored concubine, and would have been banished to the streets if the Spymaster hadn’t taken her on. The bonds that led to this kind of teasing had never been hers...before.

Still smiling, she stepped a little closer to the shadows, only to have Grunwol lay a heavy hand on her shoulder. He drew her back to his side, shaking his head.

“Nice try.”

Brianda shrugged.

“You can’t blame me for the attempt,” she told him, and he gave an amused snort.

Raomar ignored the by-play, and turned to Ghost.

“What would you like to play?” he asked mildly.

“Stalkers!” the child announced.

“And who are you going to stalk?” Raomar asked, and Ghost looked him squarely in the eye.

“You,” she replied, looking as sinister as she knew how.

“Truly?” the kevarag responded. “And what about Brianda and Grunwol?”

“Ah, ah.” Ghost wagged a finger at him. “That would be telling. Off you go.”

Raomar smiled at her and sauntered down the aisle between the racks, turning a corner and vanishing out of sight. As he disappeared, Ghost approached Brianda.

“No listening,” she admonished the barbarian when he stooped to hear what she whispered in Brianda's ear.

Brianda smiled at the target she’d been assigned and moved quickly and quietly out of sight, taking to the shadows as soon as she reached the end of the aisles. From their shelter, she watched as the girl whispered a name into the barbarian’s ear, and then waited until he’d walked away.

She had to smile at Ghost’s look of consternation, when the child realized she hadn’t given Raomar a target name, and watched as the girl scampered in the direction in which the kevarag had disappeared.

As soon as the girl was out of sight, Brianda turned to the casks and climbed to the top. Up there, in the dust-covered shadows, she began to stalk the temple deeps once more.
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While her friends honed their skills in the temple’s cellars, the wizardess, Alessia Mistlewood, sat on the window seat in her assigned quarters. It was nice to feel the sun on her back as she watched her apprentices working to keep their minds from what had just happened.

One of them, a solid girl with brown hair and eyes, was bent over a piece of embroidery, given to her by the temple priests. She sewed each stitch as though she wished to forget the last and wasn’t seeing the picture on the cloth before her.

Her brown hair had lost its chestnut gleam, and her brown eyes no longer held the laughter for which she had been known. Her name was Zarine, and her sleep was still troubled by the nightmare through which she’d lived.

Every now and then, she’d glance anxiously over at her mistress, or across at the slightly older girl sitting at the table. Dark-haired and gray-eyed, Sindra was the oldest of her fellow-apprentices. She was frowning at the book before her, as if trying to understand the arcane theory it contained.

A parchment, ink and quill stood beside her, occasionally she’d return Zarine’s glances, or look down at her notes, or cast a wary gaze over the young boy sitting at the edge of a pool of sunlight.

He was practicing spell-lets, minor forms of spells designed to prepare apprentices for the gathering and control of larger amounts of magical power. He was summoning and banishing tiny pools of dust. His name was Varan.

Sindra’s next glance showed he was getting bored. He was forming the pools of dust into increasingly elaborate patterns, until it was obvious he’d gone beyond spell-lets. The dust forms he created showed he was gathering and using the same amount of arcane power as required by most basic spells.

His erasure of the patterns was also reaching that level for he was not simply wiping the dust away with single sweep, but following the lines of his creation until his destruction of the pattern was almost as complex as his creation of it.

She glanced at Alessia, and saw the Mistress’s gaze had been taken by something beyond the window.

“Mistress?” she called softly, but Alessia didn’t respond.

She seemed lost in thought as she stared out the window into the forest beyond.

“Mistress,” Sindra repeated, and waited until the wizardess looked up from her brooding to answer.

“What is it, Sindra?” she asked, her voice quiet with remembered horror.

“See how accomplished our Varan has become?” Sindra asked, gesturing toward the youngest apprentice.

Varan grinned, pleased to have caught her attention. Seeing he had Alessia’s attention, also, he set the dust into a frenzy of complex swirls, creating the most complicated pattern he had yet to make. Sindra let out a soft breath of relief, when she saw Alessia smile.

“Very nice, Varan, but can you remove it as prettily?” the wizardess asked.

Varan’s grin grew wider.

“Watch,” he replied, and Sindra knew he was going to try something far beyond what he’d been doing before.

With a sequence of elaborate gestures, and the warble of a chant none of them had taught him, Varan snapped his fingers in a staccato pattern over his design. The dust leapt from the floor in patterned sections, then swirled into the sunlight and hung there until he gestured, again.

With another series of gestures, Varan caused the dust to swirl briefly into the design he’d lain out on the floor, and then disappear in a fading glow of light. He glanced triumphantly across at Zarine and Sindra, then turned toward Alessia for approval.

He looked so triumphant that Sindra had to suppress a smile. That became harder when she followed the boy’s gaze and caught the drop-jawed amazement on the wizardess’s face.

“Well, mistress?” he asked, and Alessia closed her mouth with a snap.

A faint frown creased her brow when she saw her youngest apprentice watching her, a glint of victory in his eyes. She cleared her throat.

“Well done, Varan,” she replied, managing to keep the amazement from her voice. Her next words were full of cool assessment. “I’d say you managed that magic quite nicely.”

Varan’s face fell, and Alessia relented.

“It was astounding, Varan,” she told him. “I haven’t had another apprentice do so well before. You will make a great mage.”

Sindra didn’t need to look into her mistress’s mind to read the uncertain certainty there. 

Varan was going to be a great mage...but what form would his magic take?

“What form, indeed?” came the agreement of another mind.

Sindra startled, looking around the room before settling on the window. Given the room was empty, it was the only place the voice in her mind could have come from. Someone was watching them!

Despite her suspicions, the only living thing outside the window, was the furry ginger form of a red squirrel. Sindra stared at it, noticing the intent way the small creature observed them.

“Are you...” she began, staring at the little creature.

The squirrel adopted a smug look, and flipped a forepaw over its ear. Its whiskers twitched in apparent amusement, then it scampered down the tree. Before she could say anything, it had reached the window ledge outside.

There, it tapped on the casement, prying it open and slipping through.

Sindra made it out of her seat and was heading toward it, when it leapt down to the floor, its shape changing to the agile form of a young man.

“Yes,” he said, smiling as he answered her question. “I am.”

He glanced across the room, and his smile faded to alarm as he registered Alessia’s reaction.

The wizardess had come out of her seat, retreating across the room to stand, hunched in a corner, her knuckles jammed between her teeth as though to prevent a scream. Likewise, Zarine had slid out of her chair, leaving her embroidery on the table as she prepared to cast a defensive spell.

At least, that’s what Sindra thought it was meant to be. She reached across to slap her fellow-apprentice’s hands out of their pattern, disrupting the spell.

It was Varan who saw what his mistress intended. After extending himself to form the elaborate patterns from the dust, his mage sense was stretched taut, sensitive to the slightest current of power in the air...and his mistress had just become a seething mass of energy.

Looking toward her, he saw her hands move in the first gesture for a new spell. The sense of power coming off her made his mage-sense ache, as did the aggressive destruction the power suggested.

His mistress was afraid...and the newcomer might be benign, but the wizardess wasn’t going to give him a chance to prove otherwise.

Varan pushed himself to his feet, the oppressive sense of his mistress’s magic beating at his head. Whatever it was she was about to cast, Varan knew he needed to stop it.

The newly-arrived shape-changer was faster.

He raised a hand, smiling gently as he spoke a single word.

Power rippled out from him, and Alessia’s hands stopped moving. Her voice faded to a panicked mumble before she could complete whatever it was she sought to cast. The gathered magic began to unravel.

Varan sensed it coming apart, and couldn’t help it. He’d never seen so much power gathered in one place before. If he could only...

He reached for it, his mage sense protesting at this added extension, but Varan ignored its warning. He was too focused on the pattern he was going to create this time.

Warned by a mage-sense of his own, the shape-shifting wizard felt the power move, sensing the current of wild magic move toward the boy. Released from Alessia’s control, the magic surged and rolled. Knowing it was too great for any apprentice to wield, the strange mage reached out and gave the child a gentle shove.

It wasn’t much, but it was enough to stop him from keeping the spell in his mind.

Varan shouted in protest, the magic spilling from his control, losing the shape he’d tentatively been trying to form.

“You’ve done enough today, Varan,” Sindra stated.

The newly arrived mage looked at the girl he’d first seen from the window—the one with the gift of mindspeak.

“Thank you for your support, my lady.”

He tried saying it with a smile, and was rewarded by a fleeting smile in return, but the expression was quickly gone, the stern frown replacing it not an improvement.

“Perhaps you’d better introduce yourself and explain who comes here uninvited and in such an inadvisable fashion.”

The strange mage opened his mouth to reply, only to close it again as a gentle breeze wafted past them, vanishing out the window through which he’d entered. Both he and Sindra pivoted toward its source.

It was clear Zarine wasn’t going to wait for an introduction...and that her next spell wasn’t going to be so benign. Once more, the strange mage spoke a single, gentle word, and froze one of her companions in their place.

“Don’t worry,” the stranger assured Sindra. “They’ll both be all right.”

“And you?” Varan demanded, even though he didn’t get up from the floor. “What were you doing spying on us?”

His eyes narrowed with suspicion.

“Are you a peeping tom?”

Sindra and the strange mage exchanged glances.

Sindra arched an eyebrow. “Well?”

“I...I’m not a peeping Tom,” the mage sputtered. “I’m...”

He sighed.

“I was passing by, as a squirrel, you know? When I caught sight of this shimmer, and, well, you know squirrels and sparkles. They just can’t help themselves...”

“And...when you’re in that form, neither can you?” Varan challenged sharply.

The mage blushed.

“I’ll tell you what, when you’ve made your first shift, you can tell me how you went resisting your chosen form’s temptations,” he retorted.

Varan rose into a crouch, his eyes growing dark and a snarl forming on his lips. The strange mage stepped closer in alarm. “I didn’t mean, now.”

“Varan!” Sindra cried, giving the boy a hasty nudge with the toe of her boot. “That’s enough magic for today.”

The boy gave her a rebellious stare.

“I mean it,” Sindra warned. “And the mistress will say the same, so don’t ignore me.”

She turned back to the mage.

“And?”

“And so I scampered up that tree there, and took a little look...”

“A little look?” Sindra challenged. “Then how did you know to disturb Varan before he could hurt himself trying to wield more than his mind could hold?”

The mage rolled his eyes.

“I...well...Okay, I admit it. It was more than a little look, but those patterns...” He cast Varan a wary glance. “Your mistress is right, you know. You will one day become a formidable mage.”

The boy gave him another rebellious look, and he hurried to explain.

“I’ve been sitting up there for just over a full turn of the hour glass.”

As soon as he’d said it, his eyes widened and his face paled. “Oh no...I’m going to be late.”

“Late?”

“A meeting.” The mage tried to brush it off with a glib wave of the hand.

Sindra decided to let it go, changing the subject, instead.

“Why?” she asked.

“Why?” the stranger repeated. “Because I was curious, because the patterns the boy was making mesmerized me for longer than I care to admit...or because I’m unbelievably nosy. Take your pick.”

He paused apologetically.

“I didn’t mean to startle you.”

“Given where we’ve come from,” Sindra replied tartly, “that was a fool’s dream.”

“But I wasn’t to know that,” the mage said softly. “If I had, I might have chosen to make a...less dramatic entrance.”

Sindra sighed and indicated the statue-still forms of Alessia and Zarine.

“It will have to do,” she noted. “Now, if you could release my friends?”

“Of course, of course,” the mage hurriedly answered, uttering the phrase required to end his enchantment.

Alessia uttered a small gasp, then clasped her hands and studied the young mage. Zarine stumbled sideways, catching the edge of the table to steady herself before she fell. The girl gave the strange mage a resentful scowl, then returned to her seat and picked up her tapestry.

The mage watched as she re-seated herself, and then turned to Alessia.

Sindra stepped back to her seat signaling Varan should join her at the table.

“Write down what you learned,” she instructed, if only to give the boy a task not involving magic.

The strange mage bowed to her mistress, and Sindra observed as Alessia favored the young man with a forced smile. What she could not see was how their kevaragan friend reacted when Zarine’s message wind reached his ear.
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​3—An Unwelcome Surprise
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Down in the cellar, Brianda closed on her designated mark. She was thinking of making her descent to the ground behind him, when his hair lifted as though caught by a gentle breeze.

Raomar stopped, cocking his head as though listening to someone speak, but Brianda heard nothing. Taking advantage of his preoccupation, she rose slowly into a crouch.

A scuff to her left caught her attention, and she glanced toward it—Grunwol! Gods, how had the Northman found her so fast?

It didn’t matter. He came diving out of the shadows of an intersecting column of casks, the racks shaking beneath them as he knocked her from her crouch. Brianda threw herself into a backward roll attempting to grab him and use his momentum to pitch him over her head and down into the aisle beyond.

With any luck, he’d land on the kevarag.

She didn’t stop to think of what the drop from the top of the casks to the floor would mean for him...or her, if she followed him over. She didn’t have time to think. As Grunwol slammed into her, her foot slipped between two casks and she fell.

Instead of flipping into a roll that sent them both over the side, she ended up on her back, his weight crushing her to the top of the cask as her leg and knee flared with pain. She bit back a cry as he levered himself off her, not caring that he kept a good grip on her shoulder.

“Gotcha,” he grunted.

“Yield,” Brianda agreed, swallowing hard against the wave of pain that rolled up her leg.

A stone skipped out of the darkness, bouncing across the flagstones to rest at Raomar’s feet. He shook his head, as though freeing it from the breeze, and glanced toward its origin.

“Game over,” he called, as another stone came flicking out of the darkness to hit him in the chest.

He glared at the shadows.

“I said game over,” he repeated in a growl of frustration.

Ghost’s giggle floated out of the dark, and she followed.

“Gotcha.” She was still smiling as she slid from the space between two casks and scrambled to her feet.

“Very good,” Raomar acknowledged, before directing his attention to the top of the casks. “I said the game was over.”

Grunwol lifted himself clear of Brianda, kneeling carefully beside her, and watching as she carefully tried to pull her leg free. When he reached to help her, she flinched back, and he paused, turning his attention to her leg.

“That’s going to hurt coming out,” he observed.

Brianda nodded, pressing her lips together. She’d been injured like this, before—Gravarik!

With Grunwol looming so close, the memories came flooding back, and she closed her eyes against them, reminding herself that this wasn’t the same barbarian, that this barbarian was on her side.

Raomar sighed impatiently.

“Zarine says there is danger,” Raomar stated. “We need to go.”

Ignoring the urgency in his voice, Brianda gritted her teeth and nodded to Grunwol. She forced herself not to panic as he moved in front of her and lifted her to her feet.

“You ready?” he asked, and she looped her arms around his neck, before pressing her face to his chest and nodding.

Her “Ready,” came out muffled, but his arms tightened around her.

“Brianda! Grunwol!” Raomar’s worried demand, almost drowned out Brianda’s cry of pain, as Grunwol pulled her free of the gap.

Raomar misinterpreted the cry.

“The game is over!”

Neither of them answered as Grunwol helped Brianda swing herself over the edge of the rack, then let go so she could make a controlled drop to the floor below.

Raomar watched them, his face set and angry.

“I thought I told you...” he began, his anger dying as Brianda landed, then collapsed with another cry of pain. When next he spoke, his tone held resignation, “What did she do?”

“I tripped,” Brianda replied.

“Got her leg stuck between two casks,” Grunwol answered at the same time.

“So, which is it?” Raomar demanded, looking from one to the other. “Did she trip or catch her leg?”

“Both,” they replied.

Raomar opened his mouth to say something, only to be interrupted by Ghost.

“Zarine needs us,” she reminded them. “We should hurry.”

Raomar nodded, hastening to kneel at Brianda’s side.

“Here,” he began, reaching for where she grasped her knee between both hands. “Let me...”

Brianda saw when he reached for his goddess...and when he realized she wouldn’t answer.

His hand dropped, and he bowed his head.

“I’m sorry,” he told her. “There’s nothing...”

His voice cracked, and he rose abruptly to his feet.

“I’ll send one of our hosts,” he told her. “Their god hasn’t abandoned them.”

“I’ll be fine,” Brianda replied, trying to ease his pain, not only at losing the favor of his goddess, but also at losing the power to help those in his charge. “You three go ahead. I’ll be there as soon as help comes.”

Raomar’s mouth opened, then closed again, as though he was torn on how to respond.

“I’ll be fine,” she insisted. “But Zarine and Alessia...”

It was what Raomar needed to hear, and he turned abruptly away, his whispered apology lingering as his footsteps died.

“I’m sorry.”

Grunwol followed his master, casting an anxious glance over his shoulder as he went.

Brianda raised a hand to signal she would be all right, and he continued, moving around the end of the casks with Ghost and Raomar, and not looking back.

Brianda waited until she heard the sound of the cellar door open and close, then slumped back against the casks. After a moment, she twisted, resting the full length of her leg against the floor and letting the cold of the flagstone ease some of the fiery pain burning through it.

She didn’t dare move until the aching subsided, and only then did she pull herself slowly to her feet and make her slow and painful way down the aisle, leaning on the casks for support. Every step sent more pain jolting through her, but she kept on, hoping Raomar had found a priest and sent them to her aid.

Every step hurt, but she persisted until the pain drover her to lay her leg against the flags, once more. Refusing to cry, she curled against the casks, waiting for the cold stone to work its magic.

*   *   *
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Upstairs, in the wizards’ chamber, Sindra was still frowning, but she had returned to her seat, and the book that lay open on the table. Once again, she wrote sporadically on the parchment set beside the book, and once again, she kept a careful watch on those in the room around her.

Zarine had relaxed enough to return to her sewing. Her stitches were slower, lacking the desperation they’d had earlier, and her shoulders had less tension. She no longer seemed to be trying to forget each stitch she sewed.

If anything, Sindra thought, the girl seemed to be enjoying the company of the strange mage seated on the woven rug before her.

And he seems to be enjoying her company, too, Sindra thought, a slight smile curling her lips.

Sindra’s smile faded as he looked toward her mistress. Alessia had returned to her seat in the slowly moving sun, albeit now she listened as Zarine and the mage spoke. She listened, but she made no attempt to join the conversation.

She still sat as tensely as she had been sitting before.

Haunted, Sindra thought, looking at her, and knew the fears that stalked her own dreams, stalked her mistress’s, as well.

Her gaze drifted back to the book, but the arcane script blurred to a meaningless scribble before her eyes. Sindra blinked, and rubbed her hand across her face.

Her mistress wasn’t the only one who had to conquer her fears.

Sindra sighed, lifting her gaze to the window at her mistress’s back. She tensed as movement flashed beyond it, rising from her seat to see something snaking its way toward the window’s edge. As she watched, it paused, half-raised and peered inside.

Sindra gasped, her eyes widening with fear as she stared at the thing disguised in earth and leaves from the bushes outside the window.

Alessia whirled to face it, and Varan grabbed the nearest chair swinging it at the thing beyond the window. The glass shattered and the creature beyond yelled in alarm and rolled to one side. The chair legs caught on the window frame, shattering as Varan drew it back and swung it, again.

A second creature rose out of the leaves and seized the edges of the chair, extending surprisingly human hands from under its camouflage. Zarine caught sight of them, too, and sputtered into abrupt laughter.

Sindra and Alessia gave her startled looks, and her laughter grew.

“I’m...I’m so sorry,” she sputtered. “I fo...forgot.”

“Forgot what?” Alessia asked in exasperation, but their visitor got it, first.

“The message wind!” he exclaimed. “How could I have forgotten?”

The figure holding the chair pushed the leaf-covered hood from his head and slowly lowered the broken seat. Sindra recognized Grunwol’s white hair and green eyes, and took a deeper breath. The other figure pulled the hood clear of his head, and Sindra saw Raomar’s familiar blue-streaked straw-colored hair.

Grim amusement etched his green-brown face and Varan backed away from the broken window, letting the pair enter.

Trio, Sindra corrected herself, as Ghost dropped down from an overhead branch.

“Roamer!” Alessia cried, hurrying forward to help him through the window.

She ignored the new mage’s indrawn hiss of surprise and fear, and Sindra got ready to intervene, but the mage only tensed, and then he waited to see what would happen next.

As soon as she had him in the room, Alessia wrapped her arms around the kevarag, buried her face against his chest, and began to cry.

Raomar’s skin darkened as though embarrassed, but he wrapped his arms around her, and stared defiantly at the mage, standing beside Zarine. When he spoke, he addressed the apprentice, and not the stranger.

“This is what scared you?” he asked, waving a hand at the startled wizard.

Zarine nodded, her cheeks flushing with embarrassment, but Raomar only cocked his head, studying the mage with appraising eyes.

“He doesn’t look so dangerous to me,” he remarked. “What made you think he was?”

Sindra decided to intervene.

“It was the manner of his arrival,” she stated, drawing Raomar’s attention.

“And how did he arrive?”

“As a squirrel through that window,” Sindra explained, indicating the smaller casement, the mage had used to enter the room. “He startled the mistress and frightened Zarine into summoning you when he shape-changed into a human.”

The kevarag shrugged, absent-mindedly stroking Alessia’s hair with one hand. Looking beyond the apprentices, he looked back again at the mage, and saw the man’s fear fighting his curiosity in the windows of his eyes.

He smiled, meaning to ease some of the mage’s worries, and shaking his head when he saw he’d failed.

“Not all of us serve the powers of the dark,” he said.

“Just as not all shapechangers use an evil power to affect their changes,” the mage replied.

“Your name?” Raomar asked.

“Rur-an-ith,” the mage told him, pronouncing each syllable carefully. “Ruranith Melkin al Runidah.”

“A pleasure to meet you,” Raomar replied. “I am Raomar. You need not call me anything else.”

Glass crunched, and wood splintered as it was cleared away from the window. Grunwol hauled his large frame into the room, then reached back out to offer Ghost a helping hand.

Hearing it, Alessia gave one last sniff, then pulled herself gently out of Raomar’s arms.

“Thanks, Rao,” she said, moving to sit beside Sindra, and quietly dabbing at her eyes.

Raomar didn’t attempt to hold her, merely watched as she retreated, concern showing in his eyes.

“You’ve spent too much time underground,” he told her “I’ll speak to the priests of your need.”

Alessia gave him a forced smile.

“I’m a wizardess,” she told him. “We’re supposed to spend a lot of time indoors.”

Raomar gave her a steady stare.

“Nevertheless,” he told her, “I’ll speak with them.”

“I...I’m s...” Alessia began, but Raomar waved her apology away.

“It’s all right. The waiting...and the last few days...hasn’t been very good for any of us.”

The door opened and they pivoted toward it, weapons raised, and spells prepared. A young priest holding a meal tray stood in the doorway. He gave them a puzzled look.

“I’m sorry,” he began, noting the tension in their postures. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”

Raomar stepped forward, and he tensed, despite the kevarag’s next words.

“It’s the wait. We’re all on edge,” he said, by way of explanation.

Movement glimmered behind him, and the priest hurriedly stepped forward, looking awkward as he entered the room. A priestess in yellow robes, edged in pale blue, stepped into the room after him. Raomar thought she looked like a sunny bolt of lightning.

“Then it’s a good thing the waiting is over,” the priestess announced. “The ceremony will occur, tonight. The gods have appointed it thus.”

“The gods be praised,” Raomar replied not bother to keep the sarcasm from his voice.

His tone earned him a reproving look.

“If you have so little faith in the gods,” she challenged, “Why have you come?”

Raomar lifted his chin, his voice hardening.

“Because the gods ordered it, and I have no choice,” he answered.

“Then you’d better find the faith,” she ordered sternly, before indicating the tray carried by the young priest. “The meals are for the wizardess and her charges. Your food has been delivered to your appointed quarters, and its remains will be removed in an hour.”

It was as much of an order for them to return to their quarters as Sindra had ever heard, and she resented the priestess’s tones. Raomar, however, merely nodded.

“Thank you, my lady,” he replied, and went to lead his companions past her.

She ignored him, focusing on the mage.

“And you, Master Ruranith, what brings you here?” she asked.

“Mere curiosity, my lady,” the mage replied. “I was coming to see High Priest Ardor, when I chanced by this window and...”

“And you couldn’t help but pry,” the priestess admonished, her words softened by the beginnings of a smile. “I trust you’ll be paying your respects, soon, then...”

Again, Sindra recognized an order disguised as an observation, and the mage nodded.

“That I will, my lady. I have need to speak with him.”

“And he has need to speak with you,” the priestess reminded him tartly, before glancing at her assistant, and speaking sharply, “Titan, stop your gawking and deliver that tray.”

The young priest jumped at her voice, the tray rattling in his hands. With an obvious effort, he took his gaze from the kevarag’s face, and looked for somewhere to put his tray.

Sindra snapped her book closed to draw his attention, then indicated the clear space before her. By the time the tray had been delivered, Raomar had led Grunwol and Ghost from the room, and she realized the spymaster’s apprentice hadn’t been with them.
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​4—Injury and Healing
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Down in the cellar, Brianda leant against the casks and resisted the urge to weep. The pain raging through her swollen knee and ankle made it impossible for her to stand...and Raomar had not returned.

With nothing to see in the darkness, she closed her eyes, listening for any sound that would let her know her companions had made it back. Instead, she heard the soft shuffle of strange footsteps and the clunk of a tray being set on a table.

Meal time, she thought resignedly, and wondered if it would do any good to call out.

Before she could, however, another voice rang out in the shadows.

“Hello?” a man called. “Hello?”

He gave a worried grunt, and Brianda heard his footsteps, again. She swallowed, hurriedly, moistening her throat to reply, before he left. As she did, she registered the footsteps were growing clearer and not more distant, and stifled a sigh of relief.

The door to their quarters creaked, making her smile. Raomar had been happy to leave it unreported and unoiled.

“It’ll warn us of intruders,” he’d said, making Brianda wonder what kind of intruders he expected to come from the cellar.

Like I need to ask, she’d thought, remembering countless tales where an inn or a temple had been raided by intruders digging their way up from below. It hadn’t been a comforting thought.

The footsteps grew louder, moving from their small common room and into the cellar.

“Hello?” the man called, again. “I’ve brought your meal... And news.”

He hesitated, then continued worriedly, “Is anyone there?”

“Here!” Brianda called, coughing when her voice came out as a croak. Clearing her throat, she was about to try again, when she heard hurried steps moving toward her. Lamplight bobbed at the end of the racks, and the man called out, again.

“Hello?”

Brianda tried to pull herself to her feet, but her injured leg wouldn’t hold and she dropped back down, whimpering.

“Hello?” the man called. “Where are you?”

This time when she tried to reply, her voice worked.

“Here!” she called back, trying to ignore how weak she sounded.

“Where?”

Brianda eyed the light, calculating how far away he was.

“Third row from your left...I think,” she called. “Or...is it your right...”

Her voice faded, but the light bobbed a few cautious steps closer.

“Why don’t you come out?”

Brianda sighed, and tried, once more, to get to her feet. She made it up, but when she tried to take a step toward him, her leg gave way and pain shot through her.

“Are you all right?” he asked, as her pained outburst died to echoes.

The stupidity of that drew a chuckle from her chest.

“Do I sound all right?” she snapped, if only to get control of her unruly temper. Taking a breath, she added, “I’ve hurt my leg.”

She heard a couple of hurried steps, and then he called out again.

“Where are your friends? Why don’t they help you?”

“Our friends upstairs called for help,” Brianda replied.

She couldn’t blame him for his caution, and made a note that Raomar wasn’t the only paranoid one around.

“I was hurt, so I told them to go on ahead.”

Again, she pulled herself to her feet, this time keeping her weight on the barrels as she tried to move toward him. It was hard going, and her arms ached with the effort, but she managed one step, then two, before her leg gave out again and sent her crashing to the floor.

At least I remembered to curse in elvish, she thought, relieved when he called out in response.

“Stay there. I’m coming.”

Brianda didn’t bother trying to hold back the bitter laugh that rose to her lips.

What else does he think I’d do? she wondered, resting her head against the cask beside her.

Her leg burnt where it had caught between the casks, and the cold cellar floor was rapidly numbing her through. She fought to catch her breath, listening to the pad of his soft-soled boots over the flagstones. When they got close enough, she gathered herself in another attempt to get to her feet.

She had braced both hands against the cask, and was getting ready to push herself off the floor when he appeared at the end of the aisle.

“Over here,” she managed, resting her back against the casks and waving him toward her.

He hurried forward. “Hold on; I’m coming.”

Brianda nodded, not lowering herself back to the ground, but propping herself, half-upright, as he came. As she expected, he was a priest, wearing the robes of Staravan. What she hadn’t expected from a priest was the lean muscular build...and the tan, as if he spent much of his time out of doors or on the road.

Nor had she expected for him to take one look at her and sweep her into his arms, before turning back toward the temple proper.

“Hey!” she managed, after sputtering with indignation. When he didn’t reply, she slapped him on the chest and repeated herself. “Hey! Put me down!”

He looked down at her, his expression becoming chagrined when he registered her annoyance.

“I’m sorry,” he said, stopping and setting her gently on her feet, but even that was enough to make her gasp as her leg gave way.

She clutched at his arm, and he caught her hand, sliding one arm around her waist to stop her falling.

“Now you see why I carried you,” he said sternly, sounding impatient.

Brianda blushed, both at the reprimand, and at being so weak.

“I... That is, you startled me,” she managed, adding tartly, “And I prefer to walk without your help.

He gave an impatient sigh.

“Very well...although carrying you would be much quicker.”

“You’ll have to be patient then,” she retorted, carefully adding, “I’m not used to having someone carry me.”

The priest snorted, his lips twitching into a smile.

“As you wish,” he conceded, letting her wind an arm around his waist, and carefully supporting her all the way back to the common room she shared with Ghost, Raomar and Grunwol.

He didn’t say anything more until he’d settled her at the table. Ignoring the meal set there, he swiveled her chair to face him, and knelt to examine her injured leg.

At first, Brianda tensed, but he carefully positioned her leg and began to inspect it. She was about to relax, when he took a knife from his belt, and she froze, starting back in the chair.

The priest paused, leaving the blade in its sheath.

“I have to cut the seam,” he said, giving her an impatient look, and pointing to her injured, trouser-covered knee. “I’ll replace them from the temple stores.”

Brianda forced herself to relax. “Okay.”

The priest studied her, then sighed.

“I can call for one of the priestesses,” he told her, “If you’d rather.”

She shook her head.

“No, it’s all right.”

“Well, if you’re sure.” He drew the knife, then very carefully cut the outer seam of her breeches from ankle to thigh.

When the injury was uncovered, he pursed his lips, studying the purple discoloration pooling around her ankle and knee, and the myriad bruises in between.

“What did you do?”

“I tripped and got it wedged between two casks,” Brianda deadpanned in reply.

His eyes darted to her face as though checking to see if she was making fun of him.

“Tripped and...” His eyes narrowed. “How did you manage to wedge it between two casks?”

“I was walking along the top of one of the racks, when Grunwol jumped me, and...” She let her voice trail off at the expression on his face. “What?”

The priest didn’t answer straight away, but continued to stare at her for another long moment, before he sighed.

“All right, I won’t ask. What you and the north man were doing on top of the casks, is none of my business.” He turned back to her knee. “Fixing the damage you caused yourself, on the other hand...”

Carefully cupping her knee in one hand, he grasped the amulet at his throat with the other. He opened his mouth to say something, and stopped.

“Uh...You don’t mind me praying over it, do you?”

Brianda looked at him in surprise. Why would anyone mind the touch of a priest?

It did no harm, and it healed, relieved pain, and cured sickness. Who cared what god supplied the power?

“No...” she managed. “Why would I?”

The priest shrugged.

“Some would object if the deity differs from their own. Just to be clear, I will be asking for Staravan’s gift to heal you.”

“Staravan, Miralei, Sophriel,” Brianda shot back. “It doesn’t matter who, as long as the pain goes away.”

That drew a soft snort of laughter and a small smile.

“Good,” the priest said, bowing his head, gripping the amulet anew.

The prayer that followed was simple, it’s language stronger than the language of magic, sweeter almost. Brianda listened, letting the sound of it flow over her as Staravan granted the priest’s request, and a soft amber light grew around his hand.

Warmth followed, and Brianda gasped, feeling it radiate out from his hand and into her knee. Glancing down, she watched the amber light shift to gold and spread, following the warmth of Staravan’s healing as it spread from her knee to her calf and shin, and down to her ankle.

Even when his words were done, the priest retained his grip on both knee and amulet, and the magic continued to flow. Brianda watched it, noticing the pain recede, as the glow spread.

They sat in silence until it faded, and the priest let go of her knee and sat back on his haunches looking tired.

“It’s done,” he said, after a moment. “Where did you say your friends went?”

“They were asked to come to the mages’ quarters,” Brianda replied. “Zarine called for help.”

The priest scrambled to his feet. “Then I should find them and make sure they are all right.”

“I’ll come with you,” Brianda stated, accepting the priest’s hand as he offered it in assistance. “I’m sorry about the meal.”

He smiled gently. “The meal can wait until we’re sure your friends are safe, although what could threaten them in the temple, I do not know.”

“Best we find out, soon, then,” Brianda said firmly.

They returned quickly to the quarters she shared with the others, the smell of her meal making her mouth water as she passed.

They reached the mages’ quarters in time to see Ruranith bidding a priestess in pale yellow robes goodbye. The shapeshifter gave them a sharp-eyed glance as he passed, and Brianda returned it, sure the strange mage had had something to do with Zarine’s alarm.

Beyond him, Raomar, Grunwol, Varan and Sindra stood watchful and silent.

“We will consult the gods on this matter,” the priestess stated sternly. “They must needs have their say.”

“Thank you,” the strange mage replied. “Now, is the High Priest free?”

The priestess snorted.

“He’s been waiting for you, ever since he saw you slide through the orchard,” she replied, sounding amused.

The mage’s cheeks colored, and he murmured a hurried thanks before hurrying through the door, sidestepping Brianda and her escort as he went. The priestess watched him go, her gaze alighting on the newly arrived pair.

“Yes?” she said.

“She is one of mine,” Raomar hastened to interrupt. “We’ve been waiting for her arrival.”

“Very well.” The priestess nodded. “Remember, tonight, at the temple hall. I shall send Uravan and Lenick to collect you.”
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​5—A Gathering of Gods


[image: image]


––––––––
[image: image]


Brianda watched from the edge of the crowd. Having crept past the priests when the others had been stopped at the door and told to wait in the ante-chamber, she kept to the edge until she found a place in one of the niches set at regular intervals around the room.

Incense burned in a brazier set on the shelf above her and the column on the inner edge of the walkway around the central seating area helped shelter her from view, as did the potted plant she’d drawn to the front of the niche so she could crouch behind it.

Observing through a gap in the leaves, Brianda had a clear view of the dais on which the exchange ceremony would be held. None of the priests in attendance gave the niche more than a second glance as they took their places, and Brianda felt a small sense of satisfaction.

She might have sworn loyalty to Raomar when she’d overstayed her welcome in Toramar, but her first loyalties had been held by King Strevani’s spymaster, and he’d taught her well. None of her skills had been reliant on the goddess who’d cast Raomar aside, so she’d lost nothing when she’d been expelled from Toramar’s guild with her master.

And speaking of Raomar... Brianda looked for the ex-guildmaster, worried she’d lost him in the crowd of robes and heavenly servants.

She breathed a sigh of relief when he stepped into view to take his place on the dais, watching as he knelt.

He no longer wore Enshul’s deep blue, although his straw-gold hair still possessed the three streaks of blue denoting her favor.

I wonder why she let him keep them? 

Brianda studied her master, tensing as a ripple of horrified whispers accompanied his appearance, and only relaxing a little when the High Priest had calmed them. Raomar had kept his eyes on the floor, taking his place in the dove-gray robes of a supplicant as though he was the only one in the room.

He’s the only one that matters, Brianda thought, eyeing the others.

There were priests and priestesses from almost every known deity, both good and evil alike, but no sign of the usual rivalries that divided them. Instead, a sense of waiting hovered over them all.

As the crowd settled, the high priest raised his voice in prayer.

He called on the deities of those gathered before him...and on one or two more, asking them to come and make their exchange. He also asked them to be merciful, to grant their servants an understanding of their love and the reason they’d been set aside to serve another.

He asked for peace, and for the pain of rejection to be soothed.

After that, he spoke to the deities taking on a new servant, urging them to let their new servants know they were loved and valued, and requesting they be told why they had been called, and demanding they value their new servants at least as much as the deity from whom they’d called them.

As he moved from one gray-robed priest to the next, High Priest Ardor called others from the audience: a senior priest from the priest’s former deity, and an equally senior priest from the deity who’d requested them. One by one, he oversaw the transfer of each priest whose services were required by another.

There were tears, some of regret, and some of relief, but many of joy, as men and women who’d felt the same empty space where their deity should stand filled by another who needed them. 

Brianda waited, watching as the number of priests on the stage dwindled, leaving Raomar to kneel alone. High Priest Ardor moved to the center of the dais, looking out over the gathered priests as though searching for someone, but Enshul’s priest stood three paces back, and he was Staravan’s representative.

After he’d waited in a long moment of silence, the high priest turned to Enshul’s representative.

“Is she—” he began, only to be cut off by a sudden commotion at the temple entrance.

The door slammed open and a man and a woman arrived, breathing hard as they skidded to a halt to scan the room. One of Staravan’s priestesses, followed, gesturing urgently to the front of the room, before closing the door behind them. Her face looked pinched and anxious, but she quickly caught up with them, hurriedly escorting them to where the high priest was waiting.

Brianda studied the newcomers, noting the woman’s blue skin and recognizing she wore the robes of Lurani, god of fisherfolk, coastlines and coastal waters. The man with her was some kind of warrior, his skin shining a coppery bronze in the lamplight, while his loose-fitting silk shirt denoted his nobility.

She watched as his eyes scanned the gathering of priests, and a thrill of unease swept over her. Here was someone on a war-footing...or hunted.

Or not comfortable in crowds, she amended, In spite of being used to command.

When the man’s gaze fell on Raomar, his hand dropped to his sword hilt, and Brianda tensed.

Not one move, mister, she thought, Or you’ll be feeling my blade, priests and sanctified ceremony regardless.

She almost relaxed when Staravan’s priests stopped the man at the edge of the dais, while the priestess drew his charge forward and away from Raomar, bidding her kneel and wait. As she settled, two more priests left the gathering to join her.

One was that of Zhirinok, the god of worlds, and the other wore robes of a deep blue-green. It took Brianda a moment to recognize who they belonged to, given she’d been raised so far from the sea, but the name eventually came, Skarsht, the all-encompassing god of oceans, seas and coastlines. Lurani’s superior.

High Priest Ardor glanced at Enshul’s representative, only to receive a sharp shake of his head.

Brianda’s spirits sank, out of sympathy for her master.

Not here, yet. Anger bubbled briefly in her mind. But why would she leave him like this?

With a sigh of regret, the high priest turned to the newly arrived priestess. As he did, a presence built around him, its power growing as though more than one deity lent themselves to its creation.

Brianda drew a quick breath, and shrank further into her niche, seeking the protection of the shadows as the presence spread. Keeping her eyes on the stage, she saw the sensation was accompanied by something more. As it grew stronger, she began to see the gods themselves.

At first their forms were shimmers in the air, then they grew more solid, until they took on the substance of ghosts...and then...

She hardly dared to breath.

Skarsht reminded her of the sea she’d glimpsed from Toramar’s clifftops, while Zhirinok...

Zhirinok struck her as strange. He held nothing in his hands, yet, when she glimpsed his palms, they seemed to hold all things between them. His legs and feet seemed at once to be there and not, as if he was walking the distance between her world and another.

Brianda shivered, curling into the shadow and leaning against the cold, hard comfort of the rock. Staravan’s presence was less frightening...except for the impression he knew everything that was going on, including the fact she was hiding in his temple, when no one but the priests and the woman’s companion had been allowed admittance.

His presence glanced in her direction as though in confirmation, and his lips quirked briefly upward in greeting, leaving her shocked.

Does he read thoughts as well?

Another glance at the deity revealed nothing. He’d returned his attention to his priest and looked lost in the blessing being spoken over the priestess’s head. The priests of Skarsht and Zhirinok glanced up as a priestess of Lurani moved hesitantly to joined them.

She looked unsure, and was obviously their junior in rank, but they beckoned for her to join them, inclining their heads in welcome as she came to a halt before them.

“You have traveled far,” High Priest Ardor intoned, “Feeling the rejection of your god and wondering why he has forsaken you.”

The girl raised her face to acknowledge the truth of his words, and her cheeks were streaked by tears.

The high priest continued as though he hadn’t noticed.

“He has not. See? He is here, waiting to soothe your hurt. He has watched over you, all your long journey, unwilling to withhold his presence, but knowing he must or you would not be sure of your path.”

The girl looked from the high priest to the newly arrived priestess. The priestess smiled, and the developing presence of Lurani smiled with her. The girl’s face reflected their joy and she opened her mouth to thank them, but High Priest Ardor had not finished.

“Know that Lurani bids you well. Know that he has chosen you for the path about to open to you...and know that his blessing and good wishes go with you.”

The girl bowed her hand in reply, but not before Brianda caught the glint of newly formed tears.

High Priest Ardor reached down and placed one hand on the girl’s shoulder, while offering her the other.

“Rise now, and meet your new master. His name is Skarsht, and he knows all that happens in the realm of the sea and the lands that border it. Lord over Lurani, he has asked your service from one of his own, and been granted it.”

The priestess of Lurani nodded in confirmation, and the girl took the high priest’s hand and allowed him to help her rise. He turned her to face Skarsht’s representative.

“I present you with Ormorik, high priest to Skarsht, both within these lands and the lands beyond it...”

His voice faltered, and his breath caught as he noticed the all-too-tangible presence of the gods. When he spoke, again, it was in a voice quaking with deference and awe.

“Priestess, I present you with Skarsht himself.”

All around the room, Brianda saw priests drop to their knees, and wondered why it had taken them so long to notice the deities. Once more, she caught a glance from Staravan and, this time, he winked.

The priests on the dais would have knelt as well, but their gods moved to prevent them. Skarsht slipped an arm through that of his priest, preventing him from kneeling, as well as reaching forward to take his new priestess’s hand.

“Another time,” he told them.

His voice was deep and full of resonance, reminding Brianda of the rushing of waves on a distant shore.

“For now,” the god continued, “For you, there is no time. I welcome your service and regret the necessity of taking you from my son’s service. There are parts of you that are unique, that are found nowhere else on this world.”

“Or on any other,” Zhirinok added, inclining his head as the girl stuttered her thanks.

He said nothing more, but faded from sight.

As Brianda watched, she saw other gods appear throughout the hall. They came to stand before or beside their priests, until every priest had company...all bar one.

The place behind Enshul’s high priest remained ominously vacant.

Brianda saw Raomar glance at the space she should have occupied, and wondered at the goddess’s lack of care.

*   *   *
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Other eyes noted the empty space with gathering satisfaction, hostile eyes, distant and disembodied. They observed the exchange involving the young priestess through the reeking, yellow gleam of an observer hiding in the shelter of the hall’s portico.

The observer swayed. It was a snake-like creature of earth, and rocked by its master’s mixed emotions.

Alessia and her apprentices, and Raomar and
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