
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Men are a forbidden subject... Nyana, an artist and apprentice priestess, has to accept her life of solitude and worshipping the gods for the rest of her life... But all she can think about is her freedom.

	 

	 

	Nyana is an artist and an apprentice priestess. Her works of art are inspired by the gods and bring the temple a lot of gold coins. When she produces a gloomy painting that is not what she usually creates, it shocks her. It had the face of a beautiful man amidst a dark and dreary landscape. Wanting to destroy it is not an option. The goddess stops her.

	The goddess discloses to her the meaning of the unusual painting, and Nya is shocked even more when she learns the gods have chosen her to go on a quest. It is a mission to save the prince of Engilia, who has been sleeping for nearly thirty years.

	With the help of the goddess Orelia, Nya escapes from the temple to fulfill her quest to release the prince from his long slumber and save Engilia from an all-powerful evil entity.
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	Nyana gazed at the blank canvas and stood back, chewing thoughtfully on the end of her brush. For some reason, the goddess wasn’t speaking to her. It was through her that Nya got her inspiration for the paintings she produced. Each was considered a masterpiece that made the temple a lot of gold coins when sold at the local market of a nearby village.

	She’d set up her easel in a remote corner of the extensive gardens of the temple. It was a spot where most of the other girls never ventured and her own little paradise. To paint her masterpieces, she needed tranquility, peace, and quietness away from the chatter of her fellow apprentices, especially the noisy younger girls.

	“Sister Nyana, Mother Edea wishes to see you.” Llorva, one of her fellow apprentices and best friend, startled Nya when she suddenly approached.

	“Sister Llorva, don’t scare me like that, and don’t call me that. You know I prefer to be called Nya. Why does the High Priestess want to see me?” Nya asked. The High Priestess insisted they address each other as sister, even in private, and it had become a habit.

	“I don’t know why she wants to see you. But you had better go to her office quickly before you get into trouble. And don’t forget to put your veil back on.”

	Llorva quickly disappeared, leaving Nya to her thoughts.

	Why did the High Priestess want to see her? It was unusual. Mother Edea rarely interacted with the apprentices except on initiation day, when one or more apprentices were indoctrinated as a priestess or if one of them had broken a strict rule. Nya hadn’t violated any of the rules, and it wasn’t time yet for her to be initiated. Usually, apprentices were indoctrinated when they were thirty years old.

	Nya picked up her dark gray veil, and after bundling her long silver-blonde hair into a ponytail, she wound the square cloth around her head, hiding her hair. She draped the second white veil over her head and was about to cover her canvas and close her box of paint supplies when a voice stopped her.

	Paint first.

	It was the voice of the goddess. Who she was, Nya didn’t know. The goddess had never mentioned her name. “If I don’t go to see Mother Edea now, I’ll get into trouble.”

	Close your eyes and visualize the painting. Create it first. Then go and see the High Priestess. You won’t get into trouble. Trust me.

	Nya yanked the veils off her head and shook her waist-long blonde hair loose. For some odd reason, the tightly wound cloth always interfered with her inspiration. She opened her paint box, began squeezing colors onto her palette, picked up a brush, and closed her eyes. She breathed deeply, waiting for the familiar tingling of her body, for the infusion of artistic inspiration and power to take over her senses and her fingers.

	Within seconds, she had the colors mixed on the palette and began putting the first brush strokes on the canvas. Whenever she was so deeply inspired, as she felt now, she could create a painting in less than an hour.

	While she began applying the first strokes on the canvas, her mind existed elsewhere, somewhere in the universe or on another planet, a landscape the gods or goddesses were showing her. They gave her visions of magical scenes, wondrous worlds, faraway planets, and dreamscapes her own mind could never conjure up. Mindlessly, her brush flew over the canvas. Whenever she painted, it was as if something possessed her body, guiding her hands. What her brush strokes produced never registered in her mind. It was as if she were in a trance while she painted. Only after she put the last brush strokes on the canvas and the power had left her would she inspect the finished work of art and truly see what she’d created. Except, this time she was in a hurry.

	Just as the vision faded, and Nya hurriedly began to clean her brushes without looking at the completed painting, Llorva returned.

	“Sister Nya, Mother Edea is becoming impatient and angry at your tardiness.” Llorva’s hands flew to her mouth, her freckled face and wide green eyes showing shock. “Oooh, by the gods, what kind of painting is that?” she screeched. “It’s nothing like the paintings you always paint.”

	Nya placed the last brush in the toolbox, turned to look at her finished achievement, and felt a strange apprehension. It was unlike anything she’d ever created. Her works of art were always dreamy, soft, with mystical skies, strange exotic flowers, far away planets and stars, waterfalls, beautiful white unicorns, and cute little alien creatures or dancing nymphs. But not this time. The scene was ominous, dark...

	“You can’t let anyone see that,” Llorva warned. “It depicts evil. You know we’re not allowed to think about men. Paint over it or destroy it or something. I won’t tell anyone what I just saw.”

	“I don’t understand any of that. For the last five years, the priestesses have taught us the art of pleasing a man, but at the same time, they forbid us to think about it or discuss it. Why? It doesn’t make any sense.”

	Llorva shrugged. “I tend to agree with you.” She spoke very softly while glancing around, though no one was nearby to hear their conversation. After another quick glance at the painting, she surprisingly said, “He’s sure pretty.” Then she hurried away.

	Nya stared at the scene. It was dark, nightmarish, and forbidding. And worse, it had a man’s face in the center. A very handsome man who looked like he was sleeping. Strange alien plants and dark scenery surrounded the face. Transparent spheres floated over the surface of the gloomy scene, almost looking like huge soap bubbles. But a man? They weren’t allowed to ever mention the male species, not even a father, brother, or uncle. It was forbidden to them by the High Priestess. They had to forgo all girlish dreams of finding true love when they entered the temple—all thoughts and desires for a male, all hope of ever joining with one. A mate, a loving relationship, children? None of that was in her future. Her destiny had been mapped out for her by her parents.

	By the gods...

	She was to become a priestess.

	Nya had been twelve when she was summoned to the temple. Her father and mother had been overwhelmed by this great honor. To have one’s daughter chosen to become an apprentice in the temple was the dream of all Elven parents. After she had walked through the huge golden gates, all alone, a priestess had taken her to the temple. That was the last time she’d seen her father and mother. The girls were never allowed outside the gates, and visitors were not permitted. Only the priestesses left the temple grounds to go to the market to buy groceries or to sell the crafts the apprentices produced. The priestesses were always heavily veiled when they left the temple, with only their eyes and hands visible.

	For moments her mind dwelt on that day when she had stepped through those tall gates. She’d been so awestruck and scared. But she’d stayed strong and hadn’t cried or shown her fear, even if her heart was breaking at the thought of never seeing her family again. All she could do was focus on the prize—becoming a temple priestess one day—because at least then she would have more freedom. As soon as she’d walked through the gates, the seed of escape had already taken root deep within her mind and heart. Once she was a priestess and allowed to go to the market, escape and freedom would become easier.

	To be chosen by the gods to become an apprentice and later a priestess living in the beautiful temple was the secret wish of many a young girl. It had never been Nya’s dream, though. Secretly, she had always dreamt that a prince would come and take her away from toiling on the farm. Even now, she longed for her dream prince to rescue her from her life of worshipping the gods, of toil and labor. For him to ride in on his white horse, scoop her up, and carry her off to his castle.

	Nya, when she got older, always wondered why there weren’t more priestesses. After all, the group of apprentices usually consisted of about thirty to forty girls between the age of twelve and mid to late twenties. But after the older ones turned thirty and were indoctrinated, she would never see them again. After they were gone, they were quickly replaced by one or two twelve-year-old girls from elite families, unlike Nya, who was just a farmer’s daughter. That’s why the honor was even greater for her. But only her parents had felt so privileged.

	Nya hadn’t wanted to go, had protested, much to the disgust of her father and mother. No amount of pleading and tears had swayed her parents. When they had received the notice, they had proudly announced to the extended family and their friends that their daughter had been chosen by the gods. They had reminded her daily how thankful to the gods she should be.

	The group of five priestesses never grew in numbers, even after one or two young women were indoctrinated. The only reason Nya could think of was that they had been transferred to one of the three sister temples on Engilia.

	The apprentices weren’t allowed to ask questions, of which Nya had plenty. But she knew she would get her answers after she went through her own indoctrination, so she kept her thoughts to herself. Asking questions would only get her into trouble, and Mother Edea would punish her with the feared cane.

	She’d only felt the dreaded punishment once, and that was enough. The welts on her buttocks and thighs had taken weeks to heal and fade. And that punishment had only been for a minor incident. Well, minor in her eyes. Rather than reading The Book, she’d felt the calling and gone to her sanctuary to paint instead. She’d seen some of the girls after they’d been punished, and the cane had actually produced blood. Though never bad enough to scar them.

	She shook the thoughts off, and after studying the dark painting for another minute, she resolutely picked up a tube of white paint and squeezed the tube nearly empty. She sighed. It was almost a sin to cover up that handsome face. Picking up her brush, she lathered it with the paint and lifted it to begin covering the offensive canvas.

	No, Nyana. The picture contains a message for you. Go and see Mother Edea first. Hide the painting between the rocks.

	“A message?” Nya threw a whimsical look at the painting.

	Yes. I will explain later.

	Nya scrunched her nose at the white paint she’d wasted and quickly took the canvas to the nearby boulders. She carefully stood the painting between two large rocks, then broke some branches off a tree and placed them over the crevice. After packing up her paints and palette and hiding them in the nearby hollow tree, she bunched up her hair, put the veils on again, and hurried to the temple.

	She knocked on the heavy oak door to Mother Edea’s study, her heart beating fast because she knew she’d get a scolding and possibly suffer the feared cane. When the High Priestess told her to come in, Nya opened the door and walked toward the big desk. She plucked nervously at her cotton shift.

	The High Priestess rose and pinned Nya with the stare of her beady icy eyes. Nya almost cringed. They were all afraid of Mother Edea and her temper and the cane whip that could come crashing down on one’s thighs or buttocks, leaving angry red welts that would stay for weeks. Mother Edea had the feared whip in her hands, twirling it while her piercing gaze continued to bore into Nya.

	High Priestess Edea looked overpowering and impressive in her flowing red robes and veils. She was the only one who wore red. The priestesses all wore robes made of the finest material in shades of blue with white veils, and the apprentices dressed in gray cotton shifts that were more like the sacks their flour came in. Mother Edea squinted her narrow brown eyes and frowned. Then to Nya’s relief, she set the whip down and rubbed her protruding hooked nose.

	“You are more than an hour late, Sister Nyana.”

	“I apologize, Mother Edea.”

	“What is your excuse?”

	“I had to clean up my painting equipment.” It was at least a believable excuse.

	The woman was quiet for a moment. “You deserve to be punished, but because your paintings bring in a lot of gold coins, I will forgive you your tardiness. You have been chosen for indoctrination. The ceremony is next week. The priestesses will begin to prepare you the day after tomorrow.”

	“But... but... I am only twenty-four summers, and—” Technically, she was still twenty-four, even if it was her birthday the next day. A spark of hope ignited the freedom kindling within her. She would become a priestess much earlier than expected, but it also meant she could realize her dream of escape. Begin to plan...

	“Silence. You will be twenty-five summers tomorrow. The Supreme One has spoken to me and singled you out especially. I will regret losing your talent and the gold your works of art bring us, but we have to obey. Now go. Spend your last days with us creating as many paintings as possible. You are excused from all other chores and will only leave your painting when training for your indoctrination.”

	“Thank you, Mother Edea. Oh, before I forget, I am almost out of white paint.”

	“Tell the priestesses the supplies you need, and they will get them next time they go to market. Now leave me.”

	Nya’s feet felt like lead as she left the High Priestess’ study. Spend her last days with them? Where was she going to go? What had happened to the other young women after they were indoctrinated?

	Feeling totally disturbed and confused, she left the temple. She had two hours, plenty of time to go to the river. She hurried down the narrow path to the river’s bank and quickly took off her shift and underwear. She shivered for a moment and looked behind her, peering into the thick brush. It almost felt as though someone was watching her. She shrugged, knowing that was impossible. No one could enter the temple’s grounds.

	Naked, she stepped into the tepid water and waded to the center where it was deepest. Floating on her back, she let her mind drift to her dreams of her prince and tried to forget about the news of her sudden indoctrination. Still, even the serenity surrounding her could not calm her troubled mind. She sighed, waded back to shore, and put on her clothes, leaving the veils off so her hair could dry, then hurried to her quiet spot, her own little retreat.

	She hadn’t been there for long and was about to retrieve the painting when she heard footsteps approaching.

	Llorva appeared with a smile but looked concerned. “Your hair is wet. Did you go for a swim? What did Mother Edea want? Are you in trouble?”

	“Next week I am going to be indoctrinated. Mother Edea told me that I’ve been excused from all my chores, and she said to create as many paintings as possible.”

	“What? Already? You’re not even thirty yet.”

	Nya nodded. “I know. Why I was chosen so early, I don’t know. Mother Edea didn’t tell me except that the Supreme One had spoken to her.”

	“I’m jealous. You will finally get to leave this prison.”

	“But where to? None of the indoctrinated apprentices have ever come back to tell us,” Nya mused.

	“Lucky you.”

	Nya stuck out her tongue. “I don’t feel so lucky. I’m too young to go through indoctrination. And who knows what awaits me. Or haven’t you noticed that no one ever comes back? That the priestesses never increase in numbers? There were five when I first came here thirteen years ago, and there are still the same five priestesses.”

	“I suppose, but I haven’t given it much thought.”

	Why didn’t anyone ever question the disappearance of the indoctrinated girls? Nya pondered that silently for a moment.

	Feeling troubled, Nya waved her friend away. “Go now, Sister Llorva. You know I need to be alone when I paint.”

	“The dinner bell will ring in less than two hours. I’ll see you there. And don’t forget to get rid of that evil painting.” Llorva turned and walked away.

	Nya was surprised. She and Llorva were close friends, but never before had Llorva let on that she regarded the temple as a prison, that she wasn’t happy. But she must have had similar thoughts because she’d mentioned that Nya would get to leave this prison. Then again, neither had Nya ever voiced her innermost thoughts. Their personal feelings and opinions were a thing of the past, another thing they had been trained to suppress. But no matter how hard she tried, Nya could never drown out her thoughts and suspicions.

	She was actually still surprised about the earlier conversation she’d had with Llorva and that her friend had called the face on the painting pretty. Apparently, Nya wasn’t the only one with forbidden thoughts.

	Now that she was alone again, she fetched the painting and set it on her easel. The goddess had said it held a message. What message? The face of the man was disturbing in a way that was prohibited. When she gazed at his face, little thrills coursed through her, and a deep wish to meet him. He had perfect features, beautifully shaped lips, a straight nose, and a chiseled face surrounded by very long, black, curly hair. Long black eyelashes rested on his cheeks. She wished she could see his eyes, but his eyelids were closed. Who was he? Why had the gods or goddesses inspired her to paint him? And such a beautiful face amidst all that darkness... Something stirred deep within her, a desire to see more of him, his whole body, and the color of his eyes. He had such a mesmerizing face...

	What did it mean? Was the man dead? The expression on his face made her believe he was simply enjoying a beautiful dream. Or was he? Maybe he wasn’t even alive. For moments, she allowed the thrills to course through her body, feeling that tingling in her private area. It tempted her to take off her tunic and underwear and play with herself like she often did at night, imagining her fingers to be those of her dream prince. She heaved a huge sigh to squash the forbidden desires and temptation and gazed at
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