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      “It’s an honor to be chosen to be the God-keeper!” blurted Hilden.

      Le’am shook his head at Hilden, his best friend.  “It’s supposed to be an honor.   But really… is it? You want to spend your entire life learning lore and legends about these creators, and their children, gods long lost to us?  Learn all of that and then just spit it back out once every few cycles when the tribes gather?  To children who will forget most of it by their adulthood?”

      Le’am sat on the ground, stabbing at a stone with a short stick and continued, “You want that honor? You can have it!”

      Hilden sat near him.  He lifted his face to the sky.

      “You know what your problem is, Le’am?”

      Le’am sighed heavily, “No, but I bet you’ll tell me.”

      His eyes still on the sky, Hilden responded sagely, “You have no aspirations.”

      “That’s absurd!” 

      “Oh?” Hilden faced Le’am.  “Enlighten me.”

      Le’am felt his face grow hot.  He tried to retort a snappy response, but it was no use.  Hilden was right.  Le’am had no aspirations.  Worse than that, he had no desire to have aspirations.  His life was good.  He was content.  He wanted for nothing.  Why tip the hand of fate and mess up a good thing?   After all, he was young.  There was no rush.  He tossed a clump of dirt at Hilden.

      “I just don’t want to be part of The Choosing.”

      Hilden nodded and looked back up at the sky, his lips moving but no sound emerged.  Le’am knew his friend was praying.  Hilden was a Devout.  He lived every minute of his life in service to the Creators and their children, the gods of Mythnium. 

      Le’am commented, “You’d be an excellent God-keeper.  It’s too bad you rushed to become a Devout.  I guess you can’t change your mind…”

      Hilden got to his feet and stretched a hand out to Le’am.  “I could, but I know Igma - Goddess of Wisdom be praised - called me to be a Devout.  I can’t turn my back on her divine calling.”

      Le’am ignored his friend’s hand and stayed on the ground.  He thought of The Choosing that was coming up on the sacred Si'Cri Mountain.  In their tribe, he was one of six young Willows who were chosen to represent their tribe at The Choosing. The other five seemed eager to stand for their tribe.  Two of them expressed hope they’d be chosen to learn under the careful instruction of the current God-keeper and her predecessor. Le’am’s frustration washed over him.  The God-keeper already had two willing elves to add to The Choosing.   Why did she need so many elves?  

      He felt Hilden’s stare and met his friend’s gaze.

      “I just won’t go.”   He stood up.  Seeing Hilden’s disbelief—after all, had anyone ever walked away from such an honor—he smirked and repeated more forcefully, “I just won’t go.” 

      Hilden said nothing, but his face said enough.  Suddenly uncomfortable under the sad judgment in his friend’s eyes, Le’am turned away and rushed back to the safety of his tent at the edge of camp.   Sitting down at his worktable, he determined to lose himself in the transcriptions the historian from Farcaste Reach asked for.  As he carefully dipped a delicate tipped brush into his inkwell, he faintly wondered what would happen when he failed to meet the God-keeper when she arrived.
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      The candle had burned down nearly to the bottom when Le’am looked up at sounds of commotion outside his tent.  Lost in the transcribing work, he’d completely forgotten that he was supposed to be at The Choosing.  He grimaced as he realized he hadn't really meant not to go.  And yet, he got lost in his work and had most definitely been absent.  The other five must have gone with the God-keeper already.  

      He snuffed out the candle and moved to the flap.  Lifting it to the side, he peered out into the dark of night, the time he lost even more evident.  Beyond his tent, a group of Willows stood arguing.  Not a common occurrence among his people, his interest was piqued.  

      Le’am grabbed his cloak to shield himself from the bitter cold of night and left his tent.  As he neared the group, he noted all five of the other Willows that were to meet the God-keeper were with her standing at the center.  They each seemed equally upset, and she was trying to quiet them with the help of one of the tribal leaders.  Realizing who was in the group, Le’am tried to duck back out of sight, but the God-keeper saw him and pointed right at him.

      “You!” she called out.  “You cannot run from the gods.”

      At her declaration, the others turned to look where she was pointing, and Le’am felt as though someone were shining a light directly on him.  Feeling vulnerable, he tried to turn and rush back to his tent, but his feet failed to carry him in the direction he wanted.  Instead, he felt himself pulled toward the circle of Willows.

      Shocking realization dawned on him.  The God-keeper was touching the magical currents!  Willows were not to touch magic.  It was taboo among his people.  How was the God-keeper able to?  Why was she?  His astonishment combined with fear and dread.  Willows who touched the currents were exiled.  Why weren’t the other Willows reacting to the God-keeper’s apostasy? 

      He fought the pull she had on him, but the harder he tried to gain control the stronger the bind on him grew, nearly suffocating him.  He felt his mouth open to scream in protest, but only a slight whimper emitted.

      Finally, he found himself face to face with the God-keeper, the others in the group standing in confused silence.

      He looked at the God-keeper, the keeper of the earliest of histories, the lore, the legends of the creators, the gods, and the beginning of Mythnium.  She looked barely older than him, but he knew she was already centuries old.  He looked into her dark eyes trying to fathom why she was touching the magical currents.  He thought about all the lessons he had been taught. They focused on innate healing abilities.  Or on their incredible responsibility of protecting history and its artifacts.  They were strictly forbidden to use the currents.

      His eyes bore into the older Willow’s, and he felt himself drawn in as though falling into a deep pit.  Then suddenly, when he thought he was losing his mind, he stood free of her bonds, but still in the center of the group, nearly toe to toe with the woman.

      “You, Le’am of the Wild Willow Tribe, cannot run from the gods.”

      He felt sudden shame at the God-keeper’s declaration. It was as though she heard his earlier conversation with Hilden.  It was as though she could see into his heart.  And his confusion built.

      “The gods don’t care about me,” he blurted out before he could stop himself.  Out of the corner of his eyes, he could see the others raise their eyebrows or cover their mouths in shock.  Another thing Willows did not do: doubt the gods.

      The God-keeper touched Le’am’s cheek gently, softness in her eyes, warmth in her touch.

      “Oh, Le’am.  They care.  A great deal.  About you.”

      She turned to the others in the group.

      “You were expecting me to take all of you with me.  However, I am only to take three with me.  Le’am will come with me.  The other two are already waiting at the base of Si’Cri Mountain.”

      Le’am opened his mouth to protest, but the God-keeper glanced at him, a look of steel in her eyes.  A look of warning.  Knowing he had no choice, and burning inside against that fact, he bit his lip.  The God-keeper was the most revered of his people. Her position demanded his utmost respect and obedience.  His shoulders slumped and his chin fell forward toward his chest as he resigned himself to her decree.

      One by one the others laid their hand on his shoulder, uttering blessings and prayers, wishing him Kudhe’s favor, and praising him for being chosen.  Then he found himself standing in the dark night alone with the God-keeper, a Willow unafraid to touch the currents.

      Staring downward toward the ground, he wanted to scream out in frustration.  

      “Come, Le’am.  You must pack, and we must be on our way.”

      He silently led the way to his tent where he packed a bag with a few belongings while the strange Willow waited outside the tent.  Once done, he stepped out and stood beside her as she looked at the concentric circles of tents that made up his tribe.

      “Say goodbye.  We have a long way to go.”

      Le’am glanced at the Willow with concern, but before he could respond, she turned away from the camp and walked into the darkness of the night compelling him to follow.
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