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The Doom of Alokai Temple

​Storm stirred
the sand with her cane, smearing the runes and sigils. She didn't
deny the future they foretold—she couldn't—but she didn't have the
strength to face it just then. Instead, she picked up the long
trails of seaweed and flung them into the encroaching waves. The
water would purify them, scour them with sand and salt before
casting them back onto the land to proclaim another future for
those who dared read it.

Painfully, Storm bent down to collect the
handful of bright serat shells, purple and luminescent in
the fading light, still warm against her palm, the bodies they
contained shocked by their death.

The serat lived for centuries: To kill
them when they were so young was cruel; however, the goddess Brikal
had demanded an extravagant sacrifice that night.

Storm now knew why.

Finally satisfied that she'd covered her
tracks and no one could divine her work or easily spot the trails
of blood, Storm allowed herself a few moments to stare across the
water. The moons had yet to rise and clouds blocked the rivers of
stars, ominously hiding the sea—if Storm believed in omens, which
she did not. Fortunes drawn out of the deaths of small beings,
bespelled chalk lines, and weeds coaxed from the depths? Yes. Mere
physical phenomenon, without the geas of augury? No.

Still, Storm pulled her shawl closer as the
night blanked out the ocean, until all she knew of it was the soft
splashing of the waves. Even when Ty rose, its red light barely
reflected off the water.

However, Storm didn't have all night to wait
for Gulik to rise as well, Instead, she turned and slowly made her
way past the logs and ocean debris scattered across the sand to the
small path between the scraggly thorns that encrusted the dunes.
She'd walked the path often enough that she could do it
blindfolded, counting her footsteps as she padded softly to the
point of land, then beyond the rough rocks into the open bay
protected by coral shoals so the waves mere lapped at the
sands.

Only a short distance along the circle of the
cove sat Storm's house, its logs encrusted with salt and sand.
Inside, the fire was banked, warm red coals that just needed a
sprinkling of firedust to spring back to life.

Storm stored her supplies in the nets above
her head, hiding the jars of colored chalk beside the long
buoy-like gourds and stringy lures. She ignored the way her back
ached from stooping too long, forcing her fingers to move nimbly as
if they hadn't been working in wet sand and cold all afternoon.
Only with the fire blazing, sea- and dew-misted clothing changed
for clean, and a pot of fish and other bounty reheating over the
flames did Storm allow herself to ponder the fortune laid out that
night.

She hadn't had a choice about doing the
divination, and had resisted the goddess' call as long as she
could. The price had shocked her—so many lives. Closing her eyes
she could still see the quick-silver light that had sprung up after
the last rune had been drawn, as Storm had closed the circle with
the living vines from the sea. The picture exploded in her mind as
it had across the bloodstained sand.

Alokai Temple, drowned.

It sat well inland, with wells but no river
nearby. However, Storm couldn't deny the towering wave of water
that crashed over the grounds. She couldn't tell the direction it
came from, if the day had been sunny or storm-filled. All she knew
was that the day was soon. She had to warn the people there,
without revealing her own foresight.

The pillars of burned witches still stretched
behind the temple, stark black smudges beside the pure white stone
walkways. Storm thought that the taint of burned flesh never left
the compound, no matter how the winter winds blew.

Storm considered ignoring the warning,
leaving them to their fate. The cost of disrespecting the goddess
Brikal, by not spreading her word, though, was high.

She'd never be able to cast another fortune.
What little luck she had would vanish. Brikal did not like to be
ignored.

Could Storm claim she'd had a dream when she
told the temple?

She could, but she'd either be ignored or put
under more scrutiny than she already was. The towns people didn't
trust her, living alone and so close to the sea. They were
suspicious of her goods, though she had pure salt to trade, as well
as fish, well seasoned and smoked.
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