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Prologue


Nyshanti speaks
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Nyshanti is not the first name I was given. I suspect it won’t be the last. 

When I was a babe my mother, the sky goddess Clea, called me her little sunbeam. Fitting, since my father, Nu, was the sun, and all my life I’ve been told about how much I resemble him. Therefore, it was no surprise when I came of age, and my burgeoning abilities to manipulate and color light mirrored his. By the time I was grown, I preceded him each morning as the dawn, and eventually all referred to me as Nyshanti, Bringer of Light, and Herald of the Sun.

One day I met Ish h’ra, and she did not refer to me as Nyshanti, or Sunbeam, or any of the other names given to me by my parents and siblings. She called me beauty, and sweetheart, and other names that made my cheeks warm and my belly flutter. Those early days with my Ish h’ra were warm, and happy, and we were content.

Then Olluhm came.

Not I or anyone else had ever heard Olluhm’s name, then he was suddenly everywhere we turned. Some said he was a disgraced god from another realm, while others claimed he was a power hungry mortal magician driven insane by his own conjurings. Wherever he came from, he’d set his sights on becoming a god, and that was how we knew he was truly mad. No one in their right mind would desire godhood, not with the demands that came with it, and the people one was beholden to protect and nurture as if they were one’s own children. You were either born to godhood, or you lived a normal life. But Olluhm wanted power, and in his eyes the ultimate power was the sun.

My father.

Olluhm warred against my father for an age, sending plagues and disasters against him and the land. When my father defeated that first volley, Olluhm cast a black pall over the sky that created a darkness so absolute that crops withered and died, and our people went mad with fear. After Father restored light to the land, Olluhm made it rain for endless gray days, and the resulting deluge washed away both humble dwellings and majestic mountains.

No matter what torment Olluhm devised, Ish h’ra always stood beside my father, and she always foiled him. She would light fires to combat Olluhm’s darkness, dam rivers to keep the floods at bay, and do whatever was needed to ensure her people’s survival. When Olluhm saw how the people adored Ish h’ra, his rage and jealousy got the better of him, and he formed his most diabolical plan yet.

He cursed Ish h’ra‘s people, and made many of them into what we now know as demons.

Most of the population evaded the curse, since Olluhm lacked the power and the skill to decimate an entire race. But the damage had been done, and since a god’s power is derived from their worshippers, Olluhm had at last seriously wounded not only Ish h’ra, but all of the old gods. The first to fall was my father, the sun.

It was noon, and my father was at the apex of his journey when Olluhm pulled him from his chariot and flung him to earth. Olluhm then stole my father’s chariot and continued on the sun’s path. In his weakened state, my father wasn’t able to reclaim his chariot. Humiliated, he and a contingent of his followers retreated to the island of Ysr, with the help of the troll king, Grelk.

My mother and my siblings withdrew soon after, as did the rest of the gods, until only Ish h’ra and I remained. They all begged us to follow them, since Olluhm’s madness knew no bounds, but Ish h’ra refused. Her people needed her, and she swore to defend them for as long as there was breath in her body. As for me, there was no way I would leave Ish h’ra. And I didn’t, not when we were cursed to be mortals, or when we were captured by demons and Ish h’ra lost her memory, but I kept my own. I remembered everything, and I knew The Deliverer was still inside the woman now called Hillel, and knew she would come back to me. I only needed to be patient.

Then another tragedy occurred, one that I hadn’t foreseen. During the time I was called Torim, my mortal body died, and my soul reverted to that of a goddess. Being that I had no form to anchor me, and my shrine in Dremmsvard and long since been occupied by another who had been imprisoned there by Olluhm, my soul eventually found residence in Ish h’ra‘s temple in the mortal realm. It was a quiet, safe existence which mirrored my early days when I was only the dawn, and not The Deliverer’s lover.

How I missed being in her arms.

But things are changing once again, and Olluhm’s time is at long last coming to an end. Soon, I will return to Parthalan, and I will see my Ish h’ra again. We won’t be as we once were; too much time has passed, and too much has happened. Nevertheless, I still love her with all my heart, and I will make good on my word to help her defeat Olluhm one final time.

Soon, Ish h’ra, all of our patience and planning will come to fruition. Soon.










  
  

Chapter One


Mara speaks
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It wasn’t supposed to be like this.  

I was supposed to hold myself chaste until I met my soul’s true mate, then I would give him the one gift only I could give, just as Cydia had given her gift to Olluhm. After the claiming we would be bound, have many, many children, and spend our lives in happiness.

None of that happened.

I pressed my hand against my belly, feeling the small but firm curve that hadn’t been present a few sennights past. While we were at The Seat, and the elves had celebrated the life-affirming ritual of Madoc’na, I spent the night with Kemen. Mind you, I hadn’t chosen him, but apparently such formalities were unnecessary. He claimed me, then he went off and died battling orcs and trolls in the Northern Waste while his seed sprouted in my womb. If I ever encounter Kemen’s shade, I will throttle him for leaving me.

And now we Parthians were on the last leg of our long, exhausting return journey home to Teg’urnan. We’d left Tingu almost two moons ago, and the size of our party, coupled with the many carriages needed for transporting the sick and wounded, had necessitated our slow pace. One of those carriages had been especially reserved for Finn, who’d been gravely injured while defending The Seat from a second party of orcs that had attacked while Leran and the rest of Tingu’s legion were away. If it hadn’t been for Finn’s quick actions, and my sister Ember’s strong leadership, I don’t think we would have prevailed. 

Since I’d been caring for Finn ever since he was pulled from battle, his pale curls darkened with blood and dust, it was only natural for me to travel in the carriage with him. What I hadn’t realized was that the carriage’s constant rolling, bumping gait would agitate both my gut and my bones, making me a sick, sore, retching mess. I couldn’t wait to get back to the palace, where I could have a bit of privacy and sleep in my own bed.

When our procession stopped for the first night, and the tents were raised, I followed Finn into his. The other healers followed him, too; I daresay he yearned for privacy more than I did. But while Finn was technically my charge, I hadn’t gone with him into the tent to tend his wounds. All I’d wanted was a quiet, non-moving bedroll where I could sleep away the tensions of the day. For the first few nights, that tactic worked.

Then the dreams began. 

They weren’t nightmares, not really, but they were vivid, and disjointed, and every day I woke more exhausted than the last. Those vivid dreams, coupled with the uncomfortable carriage, had pushed me to the very edge of my sanity, and I was even closer to breaking. The only thing that calmed me, and the tiny life inside me, was Finn’s presence.

Sometimes, when my dreams were especially bad and disturbed us both, we woke up lying in the same bedroll. Finn would hold me, and gentle me, and eventually I could sleep again. While I occasionally stirred when Finn came into my bed, I never remembered going to his, the awful dreams having rendered me senseless. And Finn didn’t only look after me at night. During the day when we traveled in that merciless carriage Finn held my hand, and told me stories, and kept me from screaming and wailing and wanting to throw myself off a cliff. Soon enough, it was plain that I was no longer taking care of Finn, and he was the one caring for me.

I often thought about the time he’d kissed me. It had been mere moments before he went out, alone and armed only with a crossbow and a sack of bolts to defend The Seat from the invaders; and about what happened after the battle, when he’d been wounded and near death, and he told me he loved me. We hadn’t kissed again, and we hadn’t talked about what he’d said, and honestly, that was for the best. Finn needed to work on his recovery and not burden himself with me and my problems. Finn will be just fine once we return to Teg’urnan. As for me and my baby, we’ll also be fine. Somehow. 

Gods, Kemen, I really do want to throttle you. 








  
  

Chapter Two
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Finn adjusted Mara where she lay in the crook of his arm, and smoothed her soft auburn hair back from her face. She’d fallen asleep shortly after the carriage started rolling, and it was the first peaceful sleep she’d had in days. What’s more, they would be back home in Teg’urnan by sun rest, which meant she could sleep in her own bed that night, and not in a drafty tent. 

He would give anything for one more day of travel, and one more night with her.

Finn had loved Mara for as long as he could remember. He had wanted to tell her for so long, but the time was never seemed right. Either she was with Kemen, or there was that disastrous incident between him and Ember, but then he and Mara were in Tingu together and he felt he could finally bare his heart, and he had the perfect place to do it: Madoc’na.

He had everything planned out, down to how he would find her in the midst of the celebration, and how he would take her aside and finally tell her how he felt. But Mara hadn’t attended the celebration, and all of Finn’s declarations went unsaid.

A few days after the celebration, The Seat was attacked, and since he figured he was going to die anyway, Finn drew up his courage and kissed Mara goodbye. Not only had she kissed him back, he’d survived the battle and Mara had become his constant companion while he fought his way back from his injuries. Once Finn had recovered enough to get around on his own, he resolved to find the time to talk to Mara. then she began getting sick.

Her symptoms were minor at first; she was more tired than usual, and certain foods bothered her. Finn assumed her fatigue was due to her constant vigilance over him, and truth be told, he wasn’t fond of elfin foods either. Then the trip home began, and Mara became plagued with nightmares. A few sennights ago, they were so bad she crawled into his bed for comfort. Finn had turned to her, his chest against her back, and thought the moment had finally come. He slid his arm around her waist, but when his hand moved over her belly, he paused.

There was a curve, a swell that had not been present before.

Finn spent the rest of the journey staring at Mara’s midsection whenever she was sleeping, which was often. When she slept flat on her back, or when she was outside and the wind flattened her clothes against her body, the swell was noticeable. What’s more, it was growing.

Mara was with child, and Finn was certain no one knew but him.

The carriage jostled Finn out of his thoughts as the procession turned onto the royal road, and he saw the gray spires of Teg’urnan for the first time in more than half a year. He’d missed his home, but he had no idea what lay ahead for him or any of his family. His mother, Queen Asherah, had finally regained her memory, and her true identity as Ish h’ra, The Deliverer. She was once the leader of the old gods and the sworn enemy of Olluhm, who was the patriarch of the current Parthian gods. Finn laughed to himself; of all things he thought he might one day become, being the son of a god was not on that list.

Mara stirred at his laughter, and he soothed her. She’d no sooner settled against him when Elkin, the Second Hunter, rode out from Teg’urnan’s gate. He stopped before Aeolmar and they exchanged a few tense words, then Elkin sought out the king and queen. While Finn wondered what was going on, Latera, Aeolmar’s mate and Mara’s mother, approached the carriage window.

“Is Mara awake?” Latera asked.

“She’s just fallen asleep,” Finn replied, moving away from Mara as he pulled back the curtain so Latera had an unobstructed view of the interior, and her daughter. “What’s happening?”

“It seems we have some visitors waiting for us in Teg’urnan,” Latera replied. “Or at least, I do.”

“Who is it?”

“My sisters. They came here from the mortal realm, looking for me.”

That news surprised Finn, since very few traveled between realms. “That’s rather unusual. Is them being here a good thing?”

Latera gazed toward the palace square. “I certainly hope so.”








  
  

Chapter Three
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Latera watched as Finn woke Mara, and told her they were about to pass through the palace gates, and almost wished he’d let her sleep. Mara had seemed perfectly healthy when they set out from Tingu, but she’d grown weak and pale during the journey home. Latera hoped her daughter was merely showing the strain of caring for Finn, and that after she spent a few nights sleeping in her own bed, and resumed eating good food rather than travel rations, her health would improve.  

Mara waved at her mother through the carriage window, and Latera put her latest worry aside as she urged her horse through Teg’urnan’s dark iron gates. As she passed beneath the statues of the stag and doe, her gaze landed on a sight she never thought she would see in Parthalan. Two of her sisters, Elia and Jannei, were standing in the center of the square, waiting for her.

Latera paused for a moment as Asherah and Finlay entered the square followed by Ember and Leran, with Finn and Mara’s carriage rumbling behind them. As the royal members of the party entered Teg’urnan with all the associated pomp, Latera walked her horse toward her sisters.

“Girls,” Latera called as she dismounted, then she paused. The women waiting for her were just that—grown women, not the children she’d last seen in Gannera. “What’s happened?”

“You haven’t seen us in half a lifetime, and the first thing you say when you see us is what’s happened?” Elia snapped. Jannei began apologizing, but Latera waved it away.

“It has been a long time,” Latera conceded. “How are you?”

“Us? We’re fine, I suppose.” Elia eyed Latera. “We’ve been told your second daughter is the queen of the elves.”

“Yes, Ember is the Lady of Tingu,” Latera said. “I’ve a son, too, if you’d also like to berate me about his existence.”

“Elia just wonders why we’ve never met them,” Jannei said. She’d always been their peacemaker.

“I can’t just hop from one realm to another,” Latera began, but Elia shook her head.

“You haven’t returned home in all this time because of Father, is that right?” she asked.

“In a word, yes.” Latera looked between the two of them, and asked, “Where is Sasha?”

“That’s why we’re here,” Jannei replied. “No one knows. We thought she might have sought sanctuary here, with you.”

“What do you mean, no one knows where she is?” Latera demanded, then there was a commotion near the palace steps. 

“What’s happening over there?” Elia asked.

“I don’t know,” Latera replied, then she reached out to Aeolmar with her mind.

Mar, what’s going on?

Finn. He fell on the steps.

Is he all right?

He seems to be. Your sisters are here?

Two of them. Sasha is missing.

I will be right there. 

Bring Wren?

I will. It will be a Ganneran reunion.

“Aeolmar is on his way, along with Wren,” Latera said. “How long has Sasha been missing?”

Jannei sighed. “We have much to tell you.”
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“You’re certain Finn will be all right?” Asherah asked Wren, once they’d settled around the map table.

“It was just a tumble,” Wren reassured her. Wren, in her role as a healer and herbalist, had taken over Finn’s care from the elfin healers once she arrived at The Seat. The elves appreciated her efforts, and all agreed that Finn benefitted greatly from Wren’s knowledge. “Let him have a good night’s sleep, and in the morning he’ll be perfect again.”

Asherah squeezed Wren’s hand, then she turned her attention to Elia and Jannei. “I understand you two have come here seeking your youngest sister. We’ve been away from Teg’urnan for some time, but my saffira-nell assures me she hasn’t been here.”

After Latera quietly explained what a saffira-nell was, Elia said, “Thank you for checking with your staff, my lady. We’re beginning to lose hope of ever finding our Sasha.”

“How did she come to be missing?” Finlay asked.

“Our father married her to an awful man out of spite,” Jannei replied. “Apparently, a treaty was signed with his kingdom long before any of us were born, and this man was supposed to marry Latera.”

“Father married Sasha off to Gannok?” Latera demanded, and Elia and Jannei nodded. “She can’t possibly be old enough for marriage! And to that soft headed boor!”

“We didn’t thing she was at a marriageable age either, but while she’s the youngest of us she’s also the craftiest,” Elia said. “She knew she couldn’t stop the union, so she presented him with a bit of lore claiming they couldn’t consummate the marriage until they were both in Gannok’s home country.”

“What does the location have to do with their marriage?” Finlay asked.

“Nothing at all,” Elia replied. “Sasha made it all up as a way to fend him off, and it worked. The fool was determined to bed her as soon as possible, so he cut the celebration short and they left for his home in The Highlands a few days after the ceremony in Gannera. At some point, Sasha fled, and we haven’t seen or heard of her since.”

“And you thought to look for her in Parthalan?” Latera asked.

“Father sent out the guard, and she isn’t any place to be found in Gannera,” Elia said.

“We thought she might have paid a sorcerer to send her across the veil,” Jannei said. “According to Gannok, when Sasha disappeared she took a great deal of his coin with her.”

Latera chuckled; leave it to Sasha to not only humiliate Gannok, but rob him blind in the process. “Is that how you got here? Hiring a sorcerer?”

“No, we went to your temple,” Jannei replied, nodding to Asherah. “The priestesses helped us, and here we are.”

“Here you are, indeed,” Latera mumbled.

“While you were in the temple, did you speak to the oracle?” Asherah asked. “Or hear tell of something called a lodestone?”

“We did not ask to see the oracle, and do you mean Priya’s lodestone?” Jannei countered. 

“Yes, the one Elvasla’s daughter used to travel between realms,” Latera replied.

“Everyone knows where it is, and it’s not in the temple,” Jannei said. “It’s at Gannera castle.”

Asherah blinked. “It’s where?








  
  

Chapter Four


Asherah speaks


[image: image-placeholder]




“What do you mean, it’s at the castle?” Latera demanded, as I glanced at Finlay. No one in Parthalan, Thurnda, or Tingu knew the whereabouts of the semi-legendary lodestone, the exact item I needed to gain entry to the shrine in Dremmsvard, yet its location was common knowledge in the mortal realm?  

“Of all places,” Finlay murmured, proving his thoughts mirrored mine.

“I don’t recall anyone discussing priceless elfin relics while I lived there,” Latera continued.

“And you were stolen when you were what, ten?” Elia countered. I didn’t know if Elia’s short demeanor was due to the stress of crossing the veil, worry over her missing sister, or if she was generally this disagreeable, and I was starting to not care. I preferred my guests to be polite, at least for a day or two.

“The lodestone is a part of Latera’s statue,” Jannei, the much nicer sibling, offered.

“There’s a statue of you in Gannera?” I asked.

“It’s not of me,” Latera replied. “It’s a statue of Gannera’s first king, whom I’m named after.” She eyed her sisters. “Is it the spear he’s holding?”

“Yes, the lodestone is the spearhead,” Elia said. “Why in the world do you need it? And it’s not like you could get it, anyway. Father has been furious with you ever since the epic debacle you made of your last visit.”

“Father’s opinion doesn’t matter,” Latera said. “We need to get the lodestone so we can kill a few gods, and no one in Gannera will stand in our way.” 

Elia rolled her eyes. “Of course you want to do something dramatic with it. Can’t you ever be normal, like the rest of us?”

“You mean boring?” Latera countered.

Wren glanced at my hands where they clutched the edge of the table, my knuckles long since gone white, and asked her sisters, “Would you like to see if your rooms are ready?”

“That would be lovely,” Jannei said.

Wren smiled apologetically at Finlay and myself, then she herded her other three siblings out of my receiving chamber. “I don’t know if we could handle all five of those sisters at once,” I said. We could hear them arguing in the corridor, and while Latera was the warrior, Elia held her ground. “They’re like a herd of angry goats, butting heads as often as they draw breath. And that’s not even all of them! If the fifth makes her way here, it will be a catastrophe.”

“Does this mean you will be crossing to Gannera?” Finlay asked.

I turned to Finlay, saw the concern in his summer blue eyes. “I don’t think that would be wise,” I replied. “We need to look after Finn, and we’ve been away from Teg’urnan for so long, and…” I swallowed my half-hearted excuses, and spoke the truth. “I really don’t want to see Nyshanti. Not yet, not until I understand a bit more of who I was. Who I am.”

Finlay approached me, and slid his arms around my waist. “You’ll have to deal with her, eventually.”

“Yes, I know, but eventually doesn’t have to be tomorrow.” I laid my head on his shoulder. “Am I being cowardly?”

“Never,” he said, his lips against my ear. “Sher, you are the bravest person I’ve ever known.”

“Then why do I feel like I’m hiding?”

“Are you hiding, or waiting to confront her until you have all the information?” he countered.

I drew back and regarded him. We were nearly the same height—I was slightly taller, but Finlay claimed that was my imagination—so it was easy for me to meet his eyes. “Do you really think it will be a confrontation?”

“I suppose that depends on Nyshanti. She must have a reason for waiting in the mortal realm all this time. We just need to learn what that reason is.” He tucked my cheek against his neck, and I tried to forget all that we’d learned and all that we still needed to accomplish, and just be content in his arms.

“We have a lot to do, don’t we?” I asked.

“We certainly do, my goddess.” Finlay gave me a final squeeze, then he stepped back and grasped my hands. “How would you like to begin?”

“I think we should speak to Atreynha,” I replied, naming Olluhm’s High Priestess that oversaw the Great Temple. “I can’t in good conscience plot to overthrow her master without first discussing it with her.”

“How do you think she will react?” Finlay asked.

“I have no idea.”

Finlay moved to summon our saffira-nell, Attia, so she could in turn summon Atreynha. “Best get on with it, then.”








  
  

Chapter Five
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“I believe these are the same rooms I stayed in last time I was here,” Leran said as he strode into his and Ember’s guest chamber. Like all of the rooms in Teg’urnan, it was spacious and filled with light. This room had the additional benefit of being in the royal wing, and thus far removed from the noisier areas of the palace. 

“You remember that trip?” Ember asked, as she followed her mate inside.

“I do. And I remember that it was a very good trip, and I was glad I’d come.” Leran had made that journey to attend Asherah’s jubilee. It was where he’d first met her new mate, Finlay, and learned that Asherah was with child. Leran never would have guessed that the babe would grow up to be Finn, his brother in all but blood.

Leran turned to his mate’s father, who had walked them to their rooms. “Thank you for showing us the way, Aeolmar.”

Aeolmar nodded. “Of course. If you need me, I’ll be in the sola keeping Tor out of trouble.”

“Too late for that,” Ember said, and Aeolmar smiled.

“Most likely,” he said, then he left and shut the chamber door behind him.

As soon as they were alone in their chamber, Leran pulled Ember into his arms. “Alone, at last.”

“As if being alone has ever been one of your requirements,” she teased. They’d been surrounded by people during their journey to Teg’urnan, sometimes even in their tent. It had led to a few rushed, if exciting, encounters.

“It wouldn’t have mattered as much if you could learn to be quiet.”

Ember laughed, and pressed her face against his chest. “I could blame that on you.”

“You could.” He tilted up her chin and kissed her. “Want to work with the Sala?”

Ember slid out of his arms, and pulled off her boots. “If you’d like.” 

They’d worked with the Sala almost daily during the journey from Tingu, and they’d both leaned much about how the five stones in the armband functioned. Their ultimate goal was to use the Sala to rebuild The Gate of Tingu, which had been destroyed when orcs attacked The Seat. 

Leran had learned more about the Sala in these last four moons than he’d learned in his entire life, and he credited every one of his successes to his mate. She was as eager to learn the workings of the Sala as he was, and she frequently thought of new ways to enhance their connection to the artifact. One of Ember’s first discoveries had been that their feet being in contact with the ground greatly enhanced the experience.

“Although, we’re so far up from the ground we’ll probably only learn about Teg’urnan’s stones.” Ember glanced toward the open balcony doors. Their apartment was on the second floor near the Great Temple. “We could go outside, but then we would risk getting interrupted by anyone and everyone.”

“Then for now we’ll learn something new about Teg’urnan, and later we can take a walk outdoors, find a secluded spot, and learn something else,” Leran said.

“As you say, my love,” Ember said, and Leran’s heart warmed. He would never get used to having such a perfect mate. 

They rolled back the carpets and sat in the center of the room on the bare floor, which was the same smooth gray stone that comprised the rest of the palace. “Nowhere else have I encountered stone with such a finish,” Leran said, gliding his hand across the floor. “It’s as smooth as Grelk’s finest blades.”

“The stories say that Olluhm shaped every stone by hand, and built Teg’urnan as a love token for his mate,” Ember said, as she removed the Sala from her arm and set it on the floor between them. “Cydia lounged on the altar as he set the stones one at a time, watching him as he worked.”

Leran leaned forward and kissed her. “Would you like me to build you a palace?”

“And give up living at The Seat? Never.” She cupped his face for a moment, then she lowered her hands and sat a bit straighter. “Now pay attention. Let’s see what the stones decide to tell us.”

“Yes, beloved.”

With that, the Lord and Lady of Tingu closed their eyes, and focused their awareness first on the Sala, then on the stones it sat upon. The first thing Leran learned was that while the palace was old, it wasn’t nearly as ancient as The Seat. That knowledge didn’t surprise him, since the fae were a much younger race than the elves. He probed deeper, and found a hint of black among the gray stone palace.

Blackness, or darkness?

He didn’t know if that thought was his, or his mate’s, or if it had come from one of his ancestors that regularly spoke to him through the Sala. Leran reached for Ember’s hand, grateful when he felt her fingers slide against his palm. Together, they plunged further into the history of the stones.

“It’s definitely darkness,” Ember murmured; then the thought had been hers. “I’ve never thought of Teg’urnan as anything but a home filled with light and love.”

“There’s darkness everywhere,” Leran began, then he fell silent as he watched the images the stones showed him. He saw a tall man, long of hair and limb, pull stone after stone from a cauldron of magic. The man, proud and boastful, kept showing off the stones, each more perfect than the last, to someone just out of Leran’s view. Then the images changed, and Leran saw the woman.

She was beautiful, with tawny hair, and large, pale eyes, and she was frightened. Leran pushed his awareness toward her, and realized she wasn’t just frightened, she was exhausted and in pain, both from the child she’d recently borne and the shackles around her ankles.

The woman was a prisoner.

“This isn’t right,” Ember said, her fingers trembling against his. “Cydia wasn’t chained to the altar. It was where Olluhm fed her honey. It was where she bore their children.”

“The stones don’t lie,” Leran said. “They’re showing us what happened.”

Ember released Leran’s hands, then she got up and walked away from him and the Sala. He followed her out to the balcony, and wrapped his arms around her.

“Those people we saw,” he began. “They are your gods?”

She nodded, then she turned around and pressed her cheek against his chest. “The stories say they were in love, but that wasn’t love. Olluhm treated her like a trophy. She was his prisoner.”

“Why would the stones choose to show us that memory?” Leran wondered. Based on Teg’urnan’s great age, and the many events that had taken place within its walls, the stones could have shown them any number of scenarios.

“These rooms are very close to the Great Temple,” Ember said. “The stones have probably been waiting for eons to show someone the truth of what happened. The truth behind the lies.” She leaned back so she could meet his eyes. “Do you think Asherah will be able to stop Olluhm?”

“I think she can,” Leran replied. “Asherah has proven, time and again, that she can do anything.”
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Aeolmar speaks
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I closed the door to Ember and Leran’s lodgings, and smiled as I walked down the corridor. Never would I have thought to pair Leran with my sweet, fiery daughter, or anyone else for that matter, but Ember was like her mother in that every thought and emotion played across her face. When Ember looked at Leran, her face told me she loved him, and was loved in return. 

They were happy together, and that made me happy. Despite the many mistakes I’ve made in life, as long as my children and my mate were happy, I knew I’d done something right.

I stopped by the sola, and saw Tor showing off his new troll-forged sword. He’d won it in Tingu, and had put it to good use when we fought the trolls. Much like my daughters, my son was growing up, too. I wasn’t sure how I felt about that.

Since Tor didn’t need me hovering over him, and I already knew that Mara was resting in her chamber, I turned toward the wing of guest rooms to seek out my mate and her sisters. I’d been as shocked as Latera was when Elkin told me we had visitors from Gannera; as far as I was aware, the only Gannerans that had ever been to Teg’urnan were Latera and Wren. Now, that number was doubled.

I turned the last corner before the guest wing, and saw Latera walking toward me. She smiled when she saw me, and I quickened my pace. When we reached one another she slid into my arms like she belonged there. Which, of course, she did.

I opened my mouth to speak, and paused. “What is it?” she asked.

“I was about to thank the gods for you, but I realized I don’t know who I should be thanking,” I replied. We’d recently learned so much about Olluhm, who was once thought to be our great and noble elder sun, but now we knew better. I didn’t want to thank him for anything except leaving us alone. 

“You could always thank Asherah,” Latera said, smiling up at me. “Or be like an elf, and stop following gods altogether.”

“Leran always says elfin women are brilliant,” I said, then I kissed her. My beautiful, much loved elf. “Is Wren still with the other two?”

“Yes, poor thing,” Latera replied, then she grew serious. “Mar, I know where the lodestone is. It’s part of a statue in Gannera Castle.”

I frowned, since Gannera Castle was exactly where Latera did not want to go. “Did Elia and Jannei give you any insight as to where Sasha might be?”

“No, but there aren’t that many places she could hide successfully. Wren and I believe we can find her, but even if we can’t, we can at least secure the lodestone for Asherah.”

“Only you and Wren?” I tightened my arms around her. I know you’ll be safe if you go there without me, but I want to protect you.

“It will be easier to move around Gannera with just the two of us. You stand out too much.” I need you here, for the children.

“I don’t stand out that much.” Our children are grown.

“Yes, you do. You’re bigger than everyone else.” They’re still our babies.

I kissed the top of her head. “You’re right. They are.” Since she would soon be leaving me for the mortal realm, I did what I loved and Latera hated. I lifted her in my arms and carried her down the corridor. She thumped my shoulder with her fists, but I only laughed.

“Put me down, you oaf,” she demanded, as she pummeled my chest. 

“Never.” When are you leaving for Gannera?

Probably in the morning.

Then I have an entire night to try and convince you to stay.

Latera laughed and left off beating me long enough to slide her arms around my neck. We were almost all the way to our chamber when Asherah’s saffira-nell, Attia, found us.

“Attia,” Latera greeted from her perch in my arms. “Something tells me you’re not here to wish us a good evening.”

“Sadly no,” she replied. “Our goddess would like to see you, and a few others, as soon as you can get yourselves to her chamber.”

“She told you she’s a goddess?” Latera asked as I set her on her feet.

Attia shrugged. “As if we hadn’t already known.”

With that, Attia continued on to retrieve whomever else Asherah wished to speak with. I looked longingly at our closed chamber door, and sighed.

“I had such plans for tonight,” I lamented.

“And we can get to all of them,” Latera said, as she tugged me toward the royal wing. “We just need to put this latest gathering behind us.”
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“We were working with the Sala and Teg’urnan showed us something,” she said, without preamble.

“Something good?” Latera asked.

“Something about Olluhm and Cydia,” Ember replied, then she glanced at the doorway and fell silent. I turned, and saw Olluhm’s High Priestess, Atreynha, enter the room.

“Hello, everyone,” Atreynha said. “Ember, what did the stones show you?” 

Ember bit her lip, and glanced at me. I nodded, since Atreynha was one of the kindest people I’d ever met. I couldn’t imagine her reacting in anger, no matter what Ember said. It was Leran who replied.

“The stones showed us their memory of Olluhm as he created the palace,” Leran said. “Cydia was reclined on the altar stone, as the stories said, but she wasn’t lying in comfort. She was chained.”

“Chained?” I repeated, not that I doubted Leran’s words. Ember had explained to me how the Sala worked, and that it could relay to its wearer the memories etched into whatever bit of earth or stone it was in contact with. Whatever the Sala had shown them had happened, no doubt about it. 

Atreynha stepped forward, and touched Ember’s arm. “I’m afraid you saw the event as it truly unfolded,” she said. “Perhaps we should sit.”

Sit we did, all of us clustered around Asherah’s map table. The queen took her place at the head of the table, while Finlay stood behind her, a king standing guard over a goddess. Once we were settled, Atreynha spoke again.

“The stories say Cydia willingly went to Olluhm, but that was not the case,” Atreynha began. “When he saw her sleeping in the green meadow, he was entranced by her beauty… But she wanted nothing to do with him. Undeterred, he took her, and got twelve children on her.”

“How could you serve such a monster?” Asherah asked. Her fists were clenched, her knuckles white and straining.

“When I first took my vows, I did not know the truth of the matter,” Atreynha replied. “In fact, I knew nothing of his true nature until after Caol’nir destroyed the original altar stone.”

Leran glanced at me. “Your father destroyed the stone Cydia was chained to?”

I nodded. “He did it to save my mother.”

“Caol’nir saved many of us during the Battle for Teg’urnan,” Atreynha said. “I shudder to think would have become of Teg’urnan if he hadn’t breached the temple doors that day. However, once the pieces of the old altar had been hauled away, those of us who remained noticed a marked change in the temple. It was warmer, and brighter, as if a great well of sadness had been removed.”

“Cydia’s sadness,” I murmured, and Atreynha nodded.

“Though she was sired by Olluhm, your mother had no love for him,” Atreynha continued, now speaking directly to me. “Alluria was always drawn to Cydia, our glorious moon, and sought to learn more about her. After Alluria left the temple for the last time, I recalled her interest in Cydia, and descended into the vaults to increase my own knowledge of our mother goddess. It took me many days and nights, but I at last persuaded the stones to show me the truth of Cydia, and you are correct, child.” She patted Ember’s hand. “How I wish you weren’t.”

“She was a prisoner,” Ember said. “Olluhm saw her sleeping in a green meadow, and he… and he…” Ember’s throat worked. Latera reached across the table and grasped her other hand. “It was terrible, what happened to her.”

“After Cydia bore their twelfth child, Olluhm desired a new mate,” Asherah began, speaking in the rote way that told me she was reciting one of her memories from her time as The Deliverer. “If you can call what was between Olluhm and Cydia a mating. He ranged northward, driving his stolen chariot across the sky as he sought the daughter of the god he’d taken it from. He desired her, desired Nyshanti.”

“Is that why you fought against Olluhm?” I asked. “To keep him from Nyshanti?”

Asherah shrugged. “It was one of many reasons. After I made it plain that Olluhm would never touch a hair on Nyshanti’s head, and Cydia was made unavailable to him, he began that ridiculous custom of visiting a priestess at every dark moon.” Asherah blinked, and the goddess left as the queen returned. “I’m sorry, Atreynha, I meant to speak to you before I began rambling on about my past lives. It seems that I’m Olluhm’s greatest foe.”

Atreynha nodded. “The Deliverer. How long have you known?”

“How long have you known?” Finlay countered.

“Since you were bound, actually,” the High Priestess replied. “It took some effort to bind the two of you together, and near the end of the ceremony, I realized that Asherah was holding part of herself back. I questioned why, and meditated on the answer.”

“And your answer was that Asherah is one of the old gods?” Finlay asked.

“Actually, I first determined determined that Torim was Nyshanti,” Atreynha said. “Once I understood that, I realized who you were. Are.” Atreynha beamed at the queen. “I hoped you would return soon. Cydia’s been waiting for your help for a very long time.”

“What sort of help does she need?” I asked.

“They fought, Cydia and Olluhm did, and he imprisoned her in a shrine in the north,” Atreynha replied. “It was once the home of Nu, the sun god.”

“Is that why the moon’s red?” Latera asked. “Because Cydia was imprisoned?”

Atreynha’s face darkened. “No. It’s been that way ever since Olluhm claimed her against her will. Perhaps, when she’s freed, it will revert to the clear white light that once shone over Parthalan.”

“And Parthalan will be a land of truth and honor once more,” came a voice from the doorway. I turned, and saw Caol’non, my father’s brother, stride into the room. “Forgive me my lateness. I’d forgotten just how large Teg’urnan is.”

“Caol’non,” Atreynha said, rising to greet him. “I never hoped to see you again, yet here you are.”

“My lady,” he said, bowing before her. “I understand the con’dehr are no more, but I remain your servant.”

“As ever, I’m grateful for your time, and your sword,” Atreynha said, then she faced Asherah. “What would you have me do, my lady?”

“For now, nothing,” the queen replied. “We must not alert Olluhm to my true identity in any way. Have things in the temple carry on as usual.” She laughed shortly. “I’ve been here in his palace all this time, and in his arrogance, he never noticed.”

“The best place to hide is in plain sight,” I said. “If he were a true hunter, he would understand that.”

“Speaking of hunting, I can leave for Gannera tomorrow and begin the search for the lodestone and my sister,” Latera said. “If that’s all right with you, Asherah. I know me searching for Sasha wasn’t part of our plan.”

“And what sort of deva’shi would you be if you didn’t rescue your sister?“ Asherah countered. “What do you need to bring to Gannera?”

“Just a few supplies, and Wren,” Latera replied. “We’ll go to the mortal realm, find what and who we’re looking for, and return as soon as we can.” Latera paused, then asked, “Would you like us to bring a message to Nyshanti?”

Asherah frowned. “No. Anything I have to say to her, I will deliver myself.”

I set my hand on Latera’s back, and did my best to remain calm. Mark my words, this trip to the mortal realm was a bad idea.








  
  

Chapter Seven


Asherah speaks


[image: image-placeholder]




With our immediate plans sorted out, everyone stood to leave. Aeolmar was understandably disappointed that Latera would soon be leaving for Gannera without him, and they quietly slipped out of the room. I imagined they wanted to say their farewells in private. Next, Atreynha and Caol’non left for the Great Temple, which would be something of a homecoming for the former  con’dehr. Atreynha was certainly happy to see him; indeed, I’d never seen her smile so much.

Lastly, Leran and Ember stood to leave, and I said, “Wait.”

They paused, and turned back to me. “Is there something more we need to discuss?” Leran asked. “Tell me what I can do for you.”

“Actually, there’s something I can do for you.” I took Finlay’s hand, and we walked toward a glass-paned door set against the far wall of my receiving chamber. “Please. I’d like to show you my garden.”

“Yes, let’s go to the garden,” Ember said, as she tugged Leran toward the door. “It’s the most magical place in Parthalan! Finn and I played here every day as children.”

“I remember,” I said, and Ember was right. My garden was indeed magical, in that the surroundings changed to suit your mood. Within my garden, which by all accounts shouldn’t have been much larger than my bedchamber, one could scale mountains, or lounge at the edge of the sea, or nap in a meadow teeming with wildflowers.

I didn’t want to show Leran any of these places, fabulous though they were. Instead, I led everyone to a small, clear stream, and the gray boulder that sat beside it. I faced Leran, and said, “This is where I buried Lormac.”

Leran stilled, then he turned from me to the boulder. “Under here?” he asked.

“Next to it.” I gestured to the area between the boulder and the stream. “Here.”

Leran sat on the ground and pressed his hand against the dirt. Ember knelt beside him, and slipped the Sala off of her forearm and placed it onto his. After a few silent, agonizing moments, Leran met my gaze.

“Have you ever told anyone he’s here?” he asked.

“Only Finlay,” I replied. “We both thought it best to keep it between us, and let him have his rest.”

Leran nodded. “Da appreciates that. He also likes this location.”

My breath caught in my throat. I understood that Leran and Ember could speak to their elfin ancestors through the Sala, but messages from those who had passed on never ceased to unnerve me. “Does he?”

“It’s the stream,” Ember said. “Lormac says that the sound comforts him.” She turned to Finlay, and said, “He likes you, too, my lord.”

Finlay blinked. “You’re certain?”

“Da says Asherah chose well, and that you’ve been a fine mate to her,” Leran said. “He says you take very good care of her.”

Finlay bowed his head. “Thank you, Lormac. That means a great deal to me, but I have to say that Asherah takes care of me, too.”

Leran laughed softly. “That’s always been her way.”

I smiled, because Leran was right. It was my way to care for people, and right now I could best care for Leran, and Ember, and Lormac, by giving them time together.

“Stay as long as you’d like,” I said, as Finlay and I moved toward the exit. “Ember, do you remember the way out of the garden?”

She nodded. “I do.”

With that, Finlay and I left them alone to enjoy their reunion.
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