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Chapter 1.
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Kilek slid to a halt, his arm outstretched. “See? It’s a sword. I told you.”

Steel glinted beneath the noon sun. A blade protruded from the rockslide that lay beside the old highway where the road cut through rust-coloured hills. The village had already cleared most of the stone and mud but last night, a faint rumbling reached Kilek where he lay abed, listening to Camilea’s wheezing snore from across the room. Even then, he’d nearly sat up and snuck out to investigate, certain it was a second slide.

But the risk was too great; Camilea would flog him if he was caught.

Yet his guess was perfect.

Tyar grinned. “Well, well. That’s twice you’ve been right today,” he said, pushing his blond hair back from his forehead and wiping at the sweat. He leant on his bow. “Sure you want to go down there? Doesn’t look too stable.”

Kilek unslung his pack, mostly water, food and bundles of ballas wood for the cleaning of the old temple. “I’ll be careful.”

“You’d better be. I don’t want to explain to your sister that I let you get yourself killed clumping through that muck.”

Kilek frowned at his friend. “Let? Exactly how much older than me do you think you are? And Camilea’s only my half-sister – why do I have to remind you every time?”

Tyar sighed. “I’m hoping you’ll give up soon.”

Kilek started down the slide, testing each piece of mud-caked stone with his boot before putting his full weight upon it. “Well here’s another reminder – she’ll be too drunk to know any different, let alone care.”

“Do you really think that?” Tyar’s voice bore a trace of sadness.

Kilek didn’t turn his head. “Yes.”

He hopped over a twisted oak branch and landed on a slab of stone, dropping to a crouch to keep his balance. The muddy gravel, which had yet to set completely, gave way but not enough to send him tumbling down. He sucked in a breath. If it did, he’d break a limb at best and be buried alive at worst.

But the sword was close; the lion’s head pommel clear.

Mud cloaked most of the blade but enough caught the light to see that it had barely been tarnished. He stretched forward. The slab of stone slid a little further. “Come on.”

He gripped the handle and pulled.

The blade slid free with a rasp.

Kilek grinned as he lifted it to brush at the dirt. Numbers, etched into the blade. Eighteen, nineteen. Twenty-three and thirty-six. Were they supposed to be dates? Ages?

“Well?” Tyar called down.

“Got it.” Kilek hooked the blade through his belt and started back up the slide, presenting it to Tyar when he reached level ground.

“Looks old,” his friend said. He peered at the engraving, flicking more dirt to the ground. “The numbers don’t make much sense.”

“Maybe they meant something to the owner? Like famous battles?”

Tyar nodded. “Mathi might know; she’s obsessed with all that.” He handed it back. “Let’s hurry it up, I want to get this over and done with – I’ve got too much to do back at the inn.”

“Sneaking wine isn’t work, Tyar.”

“Well, it isn’t exactly easy, either.”

Kilek chuckled as he collected his pack and started along the highway once more, Tyar at his side. Birdsong overhead competed with the crunch of their boots, and then, after a time, muttering as they climbed one of the steeper hills.

A dark wood waited beyond the crest but above the green treetops, peeked the tip of a stone tower – the old Temple of Avendria. Disused since before his grandfather’s time to hear old Dorael tell it, and he was probably right given the condition of the place. While folk in the north hadn’t precisely turned their back on the Goddess, she was certainly rarely worshipped further south either. Kilek hadn’t been within since last spring, during the chore of their previous cleaning trek.

“Think it’ll be overrun with paddots again?” Tyar asked.

Kilek nodded. “I packed extra ballas wood – if we have to, we’ll smoke them out.”

“Good, because my bow isn’t the best for this sort of work.”

The late spring air was cooler beneath the elms, shade soon helping to chill the sweat on the back of his neck. The path quickly became overgrown by mud-weed and bracken where the half-buried stone branched toward the temple. A wooden sign burdened with lichen proclaimed the Temple of Avendria just ahead, but a crumpled shape lay beyond – too small for a person. Perhaps an animal?

Kilek slowed as he drew near, glancing to Tyar, whose own brow was furrowed.

Part of the shape was covered in orange fur – a motionless fox. Yet it was the... thing caught in the animal’s jaws that gave Kilek pause. A huge insect, and it seemed just as dead as the fox. Pale purple ichor had burst from its narrow body, spilling across the fox’s head and searing the flesh down to the bone. One of the creature’s translucent black wings had been crushed and a faint acrid scent lingered in the air.

“By all the Gods... What is that?” Tyar said as he knelt, reaching out.

Kilek caught his friend’s arm. “Don’t touch it.”

Tyar nodded. He drew his belt knife and lifted the insect’s body. The underside gleamed; six jagged legs curled up, tiny white hairs visible. It was unpleasant, but far worse was the new, pungent scent the movement seemed to unleash, so strong that it began to burn Kilek’s airways.

He turned his head as he coughed. “That isn’t natural,” he said when he looked back. “Have you ever even heard of something like this?”

Tyar had moved his blade to the head – yet he flinched away when his probing revealed red mandibles and an ichor-filled mouth beneath bulging eyes. They, too, had been dull purple orbs.

“No. And we should leave it alone,” Tyar said, wiping his blade on the ground before he stood.

“I think we should bury it.”

“Why?”

“In case another animal comes across it and is killed. Or a person,” he added, glancing away from the thing.

“Shouldn’t we get to the temple? I want to be home before dark.”

Kilek frowned. Burying the insect creature wouldn’t take so long... but he had to admit, touching it wasn’t so appealing, even with a boot. Not even ants or maggots wanted to come close – they’d confined themselves to the opposite end of the fox. “I suppose.” He took the old sword and used it to slide the animal and insect from the trail. “That will have to do for now.”

“We’ll figure it out later,” Tyar said, dragging Kilek by the shoulder.

Kilek stumbled after, unable to stop himself casting a glance back at the mute pile, patches of red and purple harsh beneath the bracken.
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Chapter 2.
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The stone temple reared out of the hillside, fallen leaves littering the earth before it. The face of the building bore nothing graceful; hard, square lines, dark stone and the whole thing empty of statuary. Only the large iron doors, blackened with age, spoke of the once-special nature of the place.

A figure had been carved there – Avendria herself, hair flowing rivers of leaves, joined by hawks, sparrows, winged serpents and even the great dragon Ceranec with his silvery scales – that carving was also clouded by long neglect. He paused to stare up at the dragon. In all the legends, Ceranec was a saviour, defender of the people, driving back hordes of darkness with his molten breath.

Kilek sighed. If only he could see the magnificent creature just once...

“Daydreaming again?” Tyar’s voice broke Kilek’s reverie.

“Sorry, I guess I was.” Kilek used Servant Bastiem’s key and a heavy click followed. Together, he and Tyar dragged the doors open, revealing pools of light within a large hall.

“You know, I think this is the last time I’ll do this,” Tyar said. “I’m getting too old. You too for that matter.”

“That’s a new excuse from you, Tyar.”

“I’m serious. This will be my eighteenth Winter Carnival and your seventeenth – they should pass this cleansing ritual down to someone younger and besides, Gan needs me more and more at the inn.”

Kilek grinned. “Then I guess we’d better enjoy being chosen, one last time.”

“Enjoy chasing paddots out of every damn room? Sweeping droppings and breaking up their nests? And the stink of the ballas smoke sticks to my tunic for days afterwards. Days.”

“I see. You’d rather be chasing girls around the fields, right?”

Tyar sighed. “Not that Ganoit gives me much time to myself, but yes. I would much prefer that.”

“Then let’s finish up quickly.”

Inside the temple, light streamed through circular windows to splash across thin, rat-eaten rugs. The rugs themselves were set in half circles, slipping between the stone seating that still faced a large dais where an empty, winged altar waited.

Between the spears of light the shadows seemed darkest, and already small, cat-like shapes were slinking away – the paddots. Hardly vicious creatures, they would flee when challenged but if one did bite, its jaws were like a vice.

“Heathens!” A voice shouted from outside. “Throw down your puny weapons and leave this holy place.”

Tyar groaned. Instead of doing as the voice demanded, he dumped his pack to rummage through it.

It could only have been Mathila’s voice. Kilek strode to the door and paused to draw the sword he’d found and shouted back. “Never! You Luargot-scum will have to come in and make us.”

“Since I’m not Luargot, you can leave me out of this,” a deeper voice replied.

Kilek grinned; Paxoph was with Mathi then, good. Kilek took a breath and leapt from the temple, rolling to his feet, blade ready. Dust swirled around his legs.

Mathi stood before him, arms folded, flanked by Paxoph and Alira. Like everyone else, Mathi was dressed in dark tunic and pants but her belt was weighed down by knives and her own sword. She also wore a blue headband that kept her blonde curls free from her face – something her mother made for her, so familiar that Kilek could hardly imagine Mathi without it.

Paxoph and Alira carried packs too. Pax appeared tired, wiping sweat from his dark skin while Alira – as ever – seemed so light on her feet, so at ease that it was as though the sun didn’t bother her at all. She was fiddling with one of the small pouches of herb and powder she always carried.

“Where’s Tyar?” Alira asked when she was done, her voice soft, almost sweet.

“Making a start,” Kilek said.

“Start? You two must have crawled all the way here,” Mathi said, a glint in her eye. “We thought you’d be half done by now.”

He lifted the blade. “I found this in the slide.”

His friends crowded in as Mathi took the sword, lifting it gently and turning it over. She traced the numbers on the blade, lips pursed – it was a cute expression but pointing it out wasn’t worth the thumping it’d earn him. Up close, the handful of freckles across her nose and cheeks were visible – another thing he wasn’t going to mention, since she often complained about them.

“It looks quite old,” Paxoph said.

Mathi was nodding. “I think these dates relate to battles. Eighteen is the border skirmish with Sassehim and so is nineteen. Thirty-six is probably the Black Lake War.”

“And this from the girl Father called his laziest student,” Alira said with a small smile.

Mathi chuckled. “I like what I like.” She handed the weapon back. “Great find, Kilek. Maybe I’ll visit the slide myself on the way back, see if there’s anything else there.”

“Wait,” he said. “Ah, you can keep it if you like.”

“What?”

“You know swords better than me.” He offered the blade to her.

Mathi took it with a smile. “Thanks, Kil. This is fantastic!”

“Hey.” Tyar stuck his head out from around the door. “If you three followed us to help then quit mooning over that relic and get in here, will you?”

Kilek led everyone inside where they spread out and moved between patches of light. Squeaking followed as the creatures ran for exits – both the front doors and passages toward the rear chambers – preparation rooms for servants now long-since disused. Kilek stepped into the first hall, twin pieces of ballas wood raised. Striking the beasts was just as effective as smoking them out, and tended to kill far less often.

Hissing echoed from dark shadows as he approached a long bench. He’d cleared the very same room several times over the years; its stone bench, curved hooks and thin, well-like nests near as familiar as his own home. The paddot’s feet scraped on stone as it burst forth, a ball of fur and claws scuttling from the chamber. Kilek let it pass, moving deeper to check each well for hatchlings. Empty, all of them.

He switched to his broom, collecting the fur, dried grass and twigs into a pile and sweeping it into the main hall.

Mathila’s voice echoed as she shooed another creature out of a nearby chamber. “This hardly seems worth the trouble,” she called. “Nothing ever changes. Every time we close up one hole, the paddots make another three before the next winter.”

“It’s important to Servant Bastiem, so that’s good enough for me,” Paxoph replied as he appeared from the opposite room with Alira, his voice calm.

“And it’s not like he can do this work himself – he appreciates it, Mathi,” Alira added.

“You’re right, I suppose,” Mathi said with a sigh. “Let’s hurry then. I want to get back to training.”

Kilek added his pile to the central heap, which Tyar had started and which the others were adding to with their own broken nests. By the sounds of muttering and squeaking, Tyar was upstairs already. “Sounds like I’d better help him,” Mathi said with a grin, heading for the stairway.

“Nice try, Mathi,” Kilek said. “We all know you just want to avoid the cellar.”

“Exactly.” She waved from halfway up the stair.

“Let’s save her at least a nest or two, then,” Alira said.

Paxoph nodded. “Sounds just to me.” He led them behind the crumbling stone altar to a long corridor, which was in turn lined by closed doors. Each room contained a tiny window, space for a bed and a basin. Usually, paddots didn’t find a way within but on the way back they’d check.

The bigger task was the cellar – or the roof. At least with three, it would be easier. One year, it had only been he and Tyar and the task had taken much longer.

Yet when they descended the stairs, it wasn’t the dozen or so paddot nests or the huddled animals and their glowing eyes themselves that gave Kilek pause – it was the rubble. Broken stone lay scattered across the floor, piled beneath an opening. Light streamed in after it; most of the mess confined to a single corner. Even the ground sloped down there, the broad paving stones split and upheaved.

“That quake was more serious that I thought,” Kilek said.

Kilek waved his ballas wood as he approached, almost an afterthought, and most of the paddots shot off for the stairs but one stood firm before her nest, hackles raised; a mother, no doubt.

He gave her some space; the wreckage was more interesting for now.

The damage was serious. A deep crack ran up the wall and across the ceiling, streaking from the point of the cave-in and revealing the edge of grass and blue sky beyond. Air flowed in – yet a chill rose from the floor where the stones were broken. A dark maw gaped up at him when he leant over.

“Something’s shining down there,” Alira said, moving closer to bend over the hole.

Paxoph stayed back. “Careful, you two.”

A pale yellow glow waited below, faint yes, but no illusion. Was it some sort of holy ornament catching light from outside? “I thought this was the lowest point of the temple.”

Alira still peered within, green eyes intent. “It feels like... like it’s calling us.”

Kilek glanced at her. “What do you mean?”

“I can’t explain it.”

“One of your feelings?”

She nodded, glancing away as if ashamed. “I know it sounds silly.”

Paxoph crept a little closer. “Perhaps we should–”

Stone ground against stone. The floor slid forward. Kilek flung his arms out and caught something solid – Paxoph. The young man pulled Kilek back from the unstable ground with one hand, the other was wrapped around Alira’s wrist.

When Kilek stood on firm ground, he looked back.

Pieces of stone had crashed down below and now dust rose up after, almost sparkling in the light.

“Thank you,” Kilek said, his words echoed by Alira.

Paxoph nodded.

Footsteps clapped down from above and Tyar and Mathi soon joined them, eyes wide. “What happened?” Tyar asked.

“One of the quakes broke through. There’s another room below,” Kilek said. “Alira thinks there’s something down there.”

“Like what?” Tyar asked, though he hadn’t approached yet, eyeing the broken floor warily. Then his expression changed. “Like, holy treasure in need of liberating?”

“It’s a light,” Alira said.

“Let’s find out what it is then,” Mathi said, straightening. “It’s got to be better than cleaning this place.”

Kilek took half a step closer, dropping into a crouch once more. “It looks like the rubble’s made a bit of a ramp. It shouldn’t be too hard to get in and out.”

“Perfect,” Mathi said. She glanced across at Paxoph. “Any objections, Mother Paxoph?”

“I object to that name,” he said with a slight smile.

“Then it’s decided,” Mathi said. “I’ll get a lantern.”

Once she’d returned with lights, handing one to Kilek, she started her climb. One by one, they descended – even Pax – waiting for Kilek to join them. He followed, choosing his steps carefully, then raised his lantern at the bottom. The walls were cut from similar stone to the rest of the temple but the floor had been paved in a simple pattern – a line of marble headed into a corridor. When he knelt to examine it, the source of the pale glow became clear – gold vein had been set within the marble.

“I never knew something like this was here,” Tyar said. “Think of what it must be worth.”

“This is supposed to be a holy place for you,” Paxoph said with a frown.

“I supposed if I believed in the Goddess, that would be true,” Tyar said. “But I’m not going to rob the temple floor either, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

“Good.”

“No, I’m hoping there’s something down here that’s much easier to carry, actually.”

Pax sighed.

“Hurry it up, you lot,” Mathila said, striding along the line.

Kilek caught up quickly. The corridor was not long, and it soon turned into a spiralling staircase that led downwards, keeping the marble thread. After what seemed like a dozen flights, he was only guessing, Kilek slowed. “Just how deep will this go?”

Mathila shrugged. “Who knows? But we should explore a little further, we’ve got enough light left in the lanterns. And the day.”

“Only if we find something soon,” Paxoph said.

“Let’s give it a little longer,” Tyar urged.

Kilek nodded. “I’m curious too.”

Mathi grinned. “Any more objections?”

Pax shook his head and Alira answered. “None from me.”

“That’s my girl,” Mathi said, still grinning.
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A vast, open well lay at the bottom of the stair, its sides full of climbing marble lines that glimmered in the light. The low wall reached Kilek’s knees; each stone interlocked in a seemingly random pattern... almost giving the impression of strewn leaves. There was no bucket, only a black drop into silence – the shard of stone he’d tossed in did not offer an answering splash or clink.

Ten arched openings led from the chamber, flowing runes carved above each.

“Can you read them, Pax?” Kilek asked as he raised the lantern. “They look pretty old.”

He shook his head. “They’re ancient, that’s all I can say, which is not much at all. It looks like a version of your Luargot script at least. Servant Bastiem would probably know.”

“This is where we’re meant to be,” Alira said. “I’m sure of it.”

“We are?” Mathi asked.

“Yes,” Alira replied, hesitating. “I know this will sound ridiculous... but I feel that we’re supposed to be here. As though the quake happened in time for us to come here to clean the temple... it’s as though we’re meant to do this.”

“Ah, is this another of your strange little feelings, then?”

Alira flushed.

Paxoph frowned at Mathi. “She’s telling you what you want to hear, isn’t she? You wanted to explore.”

Mathi folded her arms. “So?”

“So let’s do that,” Kilek replied. “I believe her.”

“The cornfield again?” Mathi asked.

“You’d believe too if you’d been there.”

Tyar waved his hands. “Hey, enough, you lot. Now that we’ve found this place, let’s figure out where we are.”

“You’re right,” Mathi said with a shrug.

“I agree,” Kilek said. They’d come this far; it’d be a shame not to learn anything more. And maybe there’d be something within that could help the village... he had no idea what, but if they did find something it would be pretty wonderful. The walls revealed little save for old lamps hung around the room. He moved to one and lifted it down, both oil and wick seemed good. “All right, how about this? We each take a light and choose a passage. If we find something we come back here to the well and wait for the others. If it looks like your path is just going to go on and on, come back here. Maybe give it a hundred paces?”

“You want to split up?” Tyar asked.

“Yes,” Alira said. She strode across the room and took a lamp, lighting it from Kilek’s and started down one of the passages, glancing at Mathila as she did.

“Wait, I’m sorry,” Mathi called. “Ali?”

But Alira didn’t turn.

“Let’s just check the passages and see what we find,” Tyar said.

Mathi snatched up a lantern, lit it without meeting anyone’s gaze, and headed for a passage of her own.

Pax followed their example, sighing as he started across the room.

Kilek helped Tyar with his own light before giving his friend a nod. “Be careful, there could be more cave-ins.” Somehow, that was easier to say than to discuss what had happened between Mathi and Alira.

“Right,” Tyar said, and he almost bounced down his passage, no doubt at the slim chance of finding forgotten temple treasure.

Kilek moved to the opposite path, glancing up at the runes to choose one with a half-circle. The passage was narrow and straight, somehow free of dust or cobwebs. A small room soon appeared ahead and when he glanced over his shoulder, he’d walked far enough that he couldn’t see the light from Tyar’s passage.

The room was bare, save for a tiny dais and a patch of marble set in the floor before it. Once again, the pattern spoke of flowing leaves as if carried by a swift river – a common symbol of Avendria. Was this a ceremonial place for the old Servants? Kilek raised the lantern, checking the ceiling but there were no markings, no further clues as to the purpose of the room.

A heavy silence had fallen across the underground and his skin tingled as if the faint passage of air ran across his face and arms, almost expectant. He swallowed, then frowned. Even the faint sound of his swallowing had been muffled. What had they stumbled into?

The wall before him seemed to waver and he stepped forward to peer closer, footfalls soundless on the marble as he rubbed at his eyes.

Welcome, Kilek.

A woman’s voice spoke within his mind. A crystalline sound that soothed him. His breathing eased and he set the lantern down, almost as if it had been a suggestion.

It is wonderful to hear the voices of my people in these halls.

A shimmering light of gold appeared on the dais, resolving into a slender figure. Her proportions appeared almost elongated, but it was still the form of a woman. A robe of feathers clothed her, a mixture of gold and orange save for a collar of black, mighty feathers that rose behind her head. Her pale hair shimmered bright against those dark feathers. She looked down at him, smiling.

He could not look away from her eyes – beautiful but terrifying... they had no pupils; instead shining with a warm glow. Despite the warmth, he shivered. Her eyes bored through him, as if tunnelling into his heart and mind, seeking his secrets, his hopes and wishes, searching every part of him from his failures to his worst moments and even, his future triumphs – yet these were vague and shadowy.

Kilek opened his mouth to speak but could not – the pure force of her presence was too much; he fell to his knees and gaped.

Kilek, do not fear.

Yet he could not help it, facing her had rendered him mute – here was a being unfathomable, someone who could wipe him from the earth with barely a glance, and she was telling him not to be afraid? His body began to tremble.

Ah. She waved a hand and a fresh wave of calm fell across him.

His shaking eased. He swallowed, hard. “Are... are you the Goddess Avendria?” The question was stupid but he couldn’t make his mind offer anything else.

Yes, that is the name given to me by your people but before the Luargot, all children simply knew me as the First Mother, the Gardener, the Great Bird.

“Forgive us for intruding,” he said, lowering his gaze.

Do not fear, Kilek son of Kilek. I am glad. You and your companions are welcome and more – I have need of you.

“Of me?” He glanced up. Her expression was kind but still her gaze pressed down upon him, tightening his chest. “I have little to offer... b-but I offer it freely, My Lady.”

You have more than you suspect, Kilek, but I will not force anything upon you – this must be your choice.

“What am I choosing?”

Do you recall what you and Tyar found on the path to my temple?

He blinked, a frown creasing his brow. “The strange insect!” Somehow, he’d forgotten about it. Had the others missed it?

Vast change approaches, and though such foul creatures are not the only harbinger, they are threat enough. All lands will be unsettled and great suffering will be visited upon all. I have called you here to fight such a grim future, Kilek.

“But... I don’t understand. How will I help?” he asked, throat suddenly dry. “And what do you mean by great suffering – what’s going to happen? Is it those things we found?”

Be calm, Kilek. Another wave of her soothing power washed over him. I am permitted to change you so that you might aid in the struggle to come. If you accept this charge, it will be a cruel burden, you must understand. She leant closer, and her voice grew soft. But I have drawn you and your friends here because I see vast potential. It is up to you to fulfil the hope we have placed within you.

Kilek clenched his hands together. “Please, I don’t understand. Change me?”

Yes.

“I... I don’t know if I want that.”

Yet you must choose; I will not force it upon you.

“And you think I can help?”

We do not know for certain but I believe so.

“We? Do you mean... you and other Gods?”

Yes. And just as you are bound by a mortal lifespan, we Gods have our own bindings when it comes to our rivalries.

“But you are Gods, what could you fight over?”

Dominion. The world itself, belief, our own existence.

He frowned. “Are you saying that you are dying?”

That is a vague but suitable enough description of what might happen if I or my fellows are to lose this particular battle.

Kilek shook his head; none of it made sense truly, but he still had questions and the longer he spent with the Goddess, the easier it became to think. “And this time of change that you have said will bring suffering, is it because of whoever you want us to oppose?”

Yes. Sadly, in our bickering, mortals are often punished. But you can be the difference between suffering for many and suffering for all, Kilek. I know it is a grim choice and there can be little comfort in such choices but I will show you something that may help.

Darkness snapped over his vision.

It resolved into a green field bordered by tall forests... but a blight was crossing the grasses, a writhing mass of purple and black – the insects were devouring all in their path and he gasped even as a walled city with green flags replaced the image. Here, men in bloodied armour were waving the insects forward, unleashing them from cages so the insects flew overhead and swarmed across the walls. This image was soon replaced – now a river choked with bodies; man, woman, child, animal – even insects too, with larger, slower moving creatures that bore a similar look, picking through remains on the banks.

The chamber returned.

“That is our future?” his voice cracked.

If we fail.

“But, My Lady. You are a Goddess. Can’t you stop them?”

She shook her head. It is not permitted. Were I to lift my hand directly, certainly I could wipe the lands clean of the Cabeku and their masters but were that to happen, Kilek, the future I showed you moments ago would be a paradise in comparison. Each and every single living thing would be destroyed if we Gods clashed face to face, from man to insect, plants and even the mountains, the oceans and the sky itself. A sadness emanated from her when she paused. Then I would be responsible for the very thing I wish to prevent.

Kilek exhaled heavily, a churning in his stomach growing. How could he possibly help? How? She was asking him to save the lands? And if Avendria was forced to use mortals to fight, then didn’t that mean the other Gods would do so too?

That is correct, Kilek.

“So this other God will be sending their own charges into the world? Who are they?”

That I cannot share – you must learn and strive and make your own decisions from here on, for every advantage I offer Javoteth is permitted to offer an equivalent. She reached out to touch Kilek’s cheek, which sent a tingling through his entire body. And know that HE has already chosen his five Anesca – or ‘surrogates’. If you accept my call, you will encounter them, I hope not before you are ready.

Kilek stared into her shimmering eyes, mind aswirl. Five surrogates? Wasn’t Javoteth the Westerners’ God of Harvest? Why would he send the Cabeku into the world? And by all the Gods, what manner of man would work with them?

Yet above all, there was a burning fear – did the Goddess truly think he was able to stand before all that she’d shown him? “But, My Lady, I am no-one.”

She said nothing.

Her expression remained unfathomable. He squeezed his eyes shut. There was no way, no way surely... the images she’d shown him flashed in his memory. The insects, their mandibles tearing into plant and flesh alike... Refusal was impossible. No-one, nothing deserved such a future. His friends, his village, all the lands were in danger.

Kilek opened his eyes, resolute. “I accept.”

Avendria leant closer still; feathers rustling, then placed a kiss upon his forehead. Her lips were cool like a mountain spring and now a sharper tingling ran across his limbs. She straightened and smiled down on him once more, it seemed touched with sorrow now. A new chill ran through him, even as he tried to still himself, tried to sense what it was that had been changed.

But once the sensation faded, he felt exactly the same as before. He examined his hands with a frown. “Lady, I don’t...”

The Goddess was gone.

“Avendria?”

What had she done? Maybe he looked different. Kilek lifted the lantern and started back along the passage, glancing over his shoulder a few times. But the Goddess did not reappear.

The others would be able to tell him; maybe they’d already figured it out? Was it great strength or speed? Skill with a blade? Visions of becoming a powerful warrior flashed within his mind, leading soldiers into battle against the insects, protecting his village and the royal city too – fear and exhilaration coursed through his body in equal measure.

Maybe then Mathi would take him more seriously.

Kilek slowed at the sound of unfamiliar voices from the well chamber. Excitement and confusion were clear but the words jumbled together. When he reached the chamber Kilek came to a halt.

Four strangers stood in the room, two men and two women.

Each had familiar features and hair colour, yes and one even had dark skin like Paxoph but they were...

Kilek’s lantern crashed to the stone.

The four turned to him, stopping their conversation.

“Kilek?” The blond-haired man took a step closer. “You look the same.” He carried a bow and though his clothes barely fit him now, they were of a familiar cut, just as his voice and expression were familiar. “Kilek, it’s me – Tyar.”
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Chapter 4.
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“We look so different but the same too,” Alira was saying. “I can’t believe it.”

She was right. It took a moment, but if Kilek tried, he could detect traces of her younger self – the same delicate features, same green eyes but her cheek bones did seem more defined, even the shape of her body had changed, and he had to look away. It seemed the Goddess hadn’t changed anyone’s clothing, and so Alira and Mathi filled out their garments in a way they hadn’t before.

And Mathi – his eyes were drawn to her constantly, even the way she moved had changed. Her curls were longer and fuller now, her blue headband still holding them in place. A certain cuteness had left her countenance, face no longer quite as round, her jaw line sharper and her freckles faded – even her bare arms were more muscled now; she was a woman.

Tyar and Paxoph had also changed, their shoulders had broadened and their faces were more composed of the harder lines of adults – they were themselves but so different. Beneath the awe, Paxoph seemed even more serious and stern now; he even wore a dark beard! And when Tyar grinned, he almost looked like his old self but he was obviously drawing his own stares from Mathi and Alira.

And Kilek didn’t have to ask them to know that he had not changed.

“Let’s find a mirror,” Mathi said. “I want to see myself.”

“There’s a pool behind the temple,” Tyar said.

“Let’s go,” Alira pushed Tyar into movement and they started for the stairs, laughing with their new voices as they ran. Even Paxoph moved quickly this time, scratching at his beard as he did.

Kilek swallowed a lump in his throat before starting after them.

The climb was long and dull, the echoes of their joy floating down to taunt him. He fought a frown of resentment. The Goddess had changed him – she’d warned him it would happen so why hadn’t she made him older and stronger like the others? Why would she lie? Had she lied? It didn’t make sense and it wasn’t fair.

When he reached the main hall of the temple it was empty – they were already outside. He hesitated. Did he really need to go out and watch them fawning over their reflections? They’d hardly notice if he wasn’t with them. Kilek started gathering his pack and muttered another curse – he’d left the lantern below.

Should he go and get it?

Again, he hesitated. Did it even matter? The village wasn’t going to run out of lamp oil any time soon... Kilek looked to the huge iron doors. Something seemed odd. There was no more laughter. Weren’t they happy with the gift from the Goddess?

“Kilek!”

It was Tyar – and there was true fear in his new but familiar voice.

Kilek crossed the floor at a dash, charging into the light. “What’s wrong?” The four of them stood facing the road. He pushed between Mathi and Paxoph and froze.

A distant pillar of smoke rose from beyond the wood, an ugly black worm against the orange sky. It climbed from the direction of home. Was it an attack? Had the Goddesses’ warning already come to pass? Gods, was everyone dead?

“That’s coming from home, isn’t it?” Tyar demanded.

“Come on,” Mathi shouted as she took off at a sprint. Paxoph wasn’t too far behind, nor was Alira, her expression tight with suppressed fear.

Tyar’s eyes were blazing when he looked to Kilek. “If they’ve laid a hand on Ganoit...”

Together they ran into the wood, shadows growing around them, the others still ahead.

“What about what the Goddess said?” Kilek asked.

“I know.”

They ran on and soon, the air began to rasp in Kilek’s lungs – but he pushed himself harder. Green hills soon appeared through the trees ahead, and when they hit the winding road, Kilek had to slow to a jog and then to a stumble. Tyar glanced back. “I’m fine,” Kilek called. “You go ahead; they need you.”

Tyar nodded, expression grim, and kept running.

Kilek came to a halt, hands on his knees as he breathed hard. He’d pushed too far, trying to keep up with the others and now his limbs were like lead, even as early evening air urged him on with its chill.

He gripped the hilt of his belt knife, thumping his thigh with his other fist. If insects had attacked Hasere, he was better off staying behind anyway – he was no warrior. If only he was useful! But instead, he remained a child. Too slow to do anything for his village. Even Camilea, she might be a sour drunk who’d never once said a kind word but she didn’t deserve to have her flesh seared from her bones.

Once he caught his breath, Kilek started again, a ragged jog he kept up until reaching the cornfields on Hasere’s outskirts. There, he collapsed to his knees, tears in his eyes – two bodies lay in the middle of the road, arrows in their backs. Blood was already darkening their clothes. Blacksmith Oran and his apprentice Percyn; the smith’s hammer nearby, haft broken.

Only a matter of hours ago, Oran had offered to sharpen Kilek’s chisels.

He gagged as he stood, stumbling on and into the village; his heart thundering within his chest.

Smoke was fading, but it continued to rise from some of the wooden rooves – most of it from the Singing Maiden, the inn’s upper storey a hunk of embers and twirls of smoke. The worst of the fire had obviously passed but the building was still ruined. Where was Tyar?

Nearby; Kilek’s own door hung from the hinge.

He dashed inside. Aside from an overturned chair; everything appeared as it ought to, from the table cluttered with half-finished carvings and borrowed books where it sat beside their stove and the pan atop it, to the old chest where Camilea kept their meagre savings – whatever she hadn’t drunk away – or ‘hidden’ from him beneath her bed.

A faint snoring came from the twisted sheets.

“Camilea!” he called as he leapt across the room, wrinkling his nose at the stench of unwashed clothing and wine.

A groan.

He shook her shoulder until her eyes opened, mere glints beneath the net of hair. She seemed to be having trouble focusing. “...away with you,” she mumbled.

Of course she was dead drunk. “What happened?”

“They took everyone... away.”

“Who?”

She growled, burying her face in the pillow, a snore rising once more.

He gave her another shake and shouted. “Gods damn you. Who did?”

“Westerners... they were...” Her eyes closed once more and she resumed her laboured snoring, no matter how he shook her then. Westerners? Did she mean people from the village of Limrade or further west – the nation of Minjao? Neither made any sense. Why would anyone from either place come to Hasere to kill or take people away?

What exactly had the Goddess said?

Her words did not return.

He ran outside, heading for the inn. Each home he passed seemed empty, doors open or kicked in, and no-one coming to meet him, to explain what had happened, to tell him where everyone had gone.

The scent of smoke grew heavier on the air as he neared the building. “Tyar?”

No-one answered but a regular sound became clear – a muted crunch and then a small thump. Digging. Someone was digging! He circled the home nearest the inn.

Mathila.

She was flinging loads of dirt onto a large pile. Two figures lay on the ground nearby – her parents. Her father’s chest was soaked in blood, his longsword missing. His eyes were closed. Beside him, Mathi’s mother, her face covered by a piece of cloth. Yet other than that, she seemed fine, her pale blue dress and white apron perfectly clean.

So clean that it couldn’t possibly be true – how could she be dead?

“Mathi...”

She turned to face him. Tears ran down her face but her jaw was clenched. “Go find the others, Kilek,” she snapped, turning back to the grave.

“I can help if–”

“Just go!”

He fell back. “I didn’t mean to...”

Mathila stopped and her voice had softened – slightly. “I have to finish this myself, do you understand?”

“Yes.”

But he didn’t – he didn’t understand any of it.

Kilek turned back to the inn. The front doors hung open, one broken, flattened in the street. Just two days ago, Ganoit had oiled the hinge, which had now been torn from the frame.

The others stood within, faces pale with shock as they spoke softly. Tyar had an arm around Alira and Paxoph was staring to the inn’s upper storey, where the rooms for travellers were now skeletal frames of charred wood.

“What happened?” Kilek asked.

Tyar opened his mouth but no words came forth.

“Everyone who could walk and swing a blade was taken by the Minjao,” Paxoph said.

“By the...” He shook his head – that made no sense! “Taken where? And why?”

“They’ve been conscripted, Kilek,” Alira said. Her voice was hoarse. “Father and Pax’s uncle too. Ganoit and the rest of the town. They left the very old and very young behind... and killed anyone who tried to resist. It’s all for some godsforsaken war in the west.”

“But we’re not part of the Minjao Empire.”

“Tell us something we don’t know, Kil,” Tyar said, his voice flat.

Kilek blinked, the lingering smoke strong enough to sting his eyes. “Is this what the Goddess was talking about?”

“That hardly matters now, does it?” Tyar said, raising his voice.

Pax frowned at Tyar. “Servant Bastiem said that not everyone went quietly, Oran and Mathi’s folks tried to stand up to them. The western officer told the village it was on the orders of some Minjao prince. Yan, perhaps.”

“And now he’s going to die by my blade.” Mathila entered the common room, shovel still in hand. “As soon as we can, we’re going after them.”

Silence.

Mathi’s eyes narrowed. “We can still save everyone else. Servant Bastiem said they turned south – they’re obviously going to swing around to raid Birnvile before turning back toward the west because I doubt they will dare enter Sassehim, right Pax?”

“I can’t imagine it, though they’ve come a long way for recruitment.”

“Then we can cut them off if we take the Crioise River.”

“I will go,” Tyar said.

“And I,” Alira added with a small sniff, her eyes were swollen with tears.

Mathi raised an eyebrow at Paxoph, who said only: “It will be dangerous – the most dangerous thing we’ve ever done.”

“I know.”

“There’s a real chance we’ll all die. Even after what the Goddess has done for us.”

Kilek looked away but added his own voice. “I want to see Servant Bastiem before we leave.”

“Fine,” Mathila said. “Everyone else, find supplies – anything that might be useful.”

“Servant Bastiem has the children in Jof’s storeroom,” Paxoph said.

Kilek nodded as he hurried through the darkening light to the tailor’s home where it stood beyond the market square. The sign of the needle and thread was untouched, the steel catching the dying light. Had Jof, too, been taken? Unlike the other buildings, the door was not broken here and when he opened it and called softly, the elderly Servant soon limped through the storeroom door to the counter; his bruised face a mask of sadness – though it brightened when he saw Kilek.

“Kilek, my boy.”

“You’re hurt.”

He rubbed a hand over his bald head. “They’ll heal enough for me to get by.”

Kilek produced the temple key. “I don’t know if we locked the doors, I’m sorry...” A useless thing to say.

Bastiem accepted the key with his papery hand. “Do not let it trouble you, lad.”

“How are the children?”

“Most are sleeping, blessedly. Though a difficult tomorrow waits for them, and many more after that.”

“Why did they come, Father?” Kilek asked.

He heaved a sigh. “They claimed it was to protect their people from war – I understand the urge if not the method.”

“But from who?

“Perhaps the northern empire has returned from across the sea? There have also been rumours of border disputes between Minjao and Jasoria for some months.”

“I see.” He looked to his feet. “Did the others mention the... warning we received from the Goddess? You saw how they had changed?”

He nodded, expression becoming grim. “A cruel burden, despite what seems like a gift.”

Kilek licked his lips before speaking. “Do you know why? I mean, do you think this invasion could be the suffering she mentioned?”

“It’s possible.” He paused. “But I fear we must brace ourselves for darker days still.”

Kilek couldn’t ask the next question – it was a selfish one, how could he ask when people had died, when people had been taken away? His friends – the pain on their faces. Blacksmith Oran...

“My boy?”

“I... I didn’t know who else... or even if I should.”

“Speak, you know you need not fear.”

He nodded. “I wanted to ask... do you know why she gave me no gift?”

“Hmmm. Are you sure of that?”

Kilek gave a bitter laugh now. “Each time I see my friends I’m sure of it.”

“What did she tell you? Her words, if you can recall them.”

He took a moment. “That she would change me and something about being chosen because of ‘vast potential’. There was more but I don’t know, it’s hard to remember.”

“I know this will hardly seem satisfactory, my boy but I believe that, in time, her words will become clearer and for now, you must continue to be who you have always been.”

Kilek met the Servant’s kind gaze. “And who is that?”

Now he smiled. “Better if you come to your own realisation, I think.”
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Chapter 5.
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Kilek trudged along the back lane that ran behind fields of waving grass. A warm wind whipped across the farmlands, many of them plots atop the hills themselves. Those same hills he and Tyar had run and laughed and hid amongst as children. But there was no-one left to chase them out of the stalks now, not even the ominous bark of Old Man Dorael’s dogs.

His friends were just as silent. All the joy at their transformation torn away by the scenes in the village.

Grey filled half the sky as a cloudbank crept closer but there was no scent of rain on the air yet. He carried his bow with an arrow set to the string, which made it hard to untangle his cloak whenever it caught on the hilt of his old, borrowed sword.

Mathila led them south toward the river, following the invaders’ trail – mostly a trampling of grass beside the road and the occasional discarded item; a broken blade forged in a mysterious pale blue and a set of snapped shoelaces. So far, they’d not seen any sign of the Minjao army but that didn’t mean scouts weren’t still in the area. Everyone kept watch on their surroundings, straining their ears for the sound of hooves, hands never far from weapons. Only Mathi seemed comfortable with a sword – the blade Kilek found in the slide. Tarvis had taught her every spare minute and before meeting the Goddess, it seemed Mathi would one day make the long journey to the royal city to train as a soldier.
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