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Selentra watched her sisters hurry out through the rickety bamboo gate. Despite their worn-out slippers, their feet seemed to fly as they followed their brother who was striding ahead, chest puffed up self-importantly. Rahma turned to throw her a glance – half sympathetic and half apologetic. Selentra managed a smile, to show that she bore no grudges. She didn’t, really. Only an enormous feeling of hurt dragged at her heart. She felt left out and alone.


That afternoon, Dumor had come back from school to his sisters’ excited chatter vying with the steady rattle of their father’s loom.


‘Please, Dai,’ fifteen-year-old Laylee begged.


‘But I have to finish this length of cloth – it’s market day tomorrow,’ their father, Murok, had replied. ‘You can go with the neighbours…or…Dumor? Would you like to escort them, son?’


Dumor had barely opened his mouth to reply when Laylee butted in stridently. ‘You have to take us, Dumor!’ He was only a year younger than her, but Laylee could be overpowering. ‘To listen to the storyteller!’


‘Storyteller?’


‘Yes, haven’t you heard? A storyteller will be narrating tales to everyone today,’ Laylee continued.


Seventeen-year-old Rahma, the oldest, was silent as usual.


‘Who knows when something like that will happen again in the village?’ said Laylee. ‘We have to go!’


Dumor bit his lip, his face knotted with anxiety. ‘I have to do my homework,’ he muttered.


Laylee clicked her tongue impatiently. ‘Can’t you do it when you return?’


For a moment, Dumor seemed to swing between the allure of the storyteller and the need to complete his schoolwork. Then he sighed heavily as if he was granting them a great favour. ‘All right, I’ll take you. But she’s not coming.’ He glared at Selentra.


The familiar pain pierced her. If only her brother did not hate her so much. However, she hid her reaction as usual. Crouched in a corner of their small courtyard, she pretended she had not heard, even though it was obvious to everyone that she had. Her fingers automatically sought the uneven birthmark at the back of her neck. It always comforted her when she was troubled.


‘Dimwit!’ Dumor spat, instantly earning a stern look from his mother.


How wrong you are, Selentra thought, hugging her secret like a shield.
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At fourteen years of age, a boy could hardly be expected to display affection towards his sisters. But Selentra knew Dumor did not detest the others the way he did her. It frightened her at times – the intensity of his hatred. There was a reason for it, and she was to blame. The memory stabbed her, opening the old wound of guilt. But it was so long ago – almost five years. Couldn’t he have forgiven her by now?


She had often searched for ways to please him, to wipe out that memory. To show him that she was not his enemy, that she was not trying to bring him down. It had not worked so far.


The chance remark flashed in her head like a blessing. Dumor’s anxiety about his homework. The education their father had wrested out of the system, a huge ambition for a poor weaver, posed many problems for Dumor. How often had she watched him struggle with the words and numbers? And how astonished she was, when she made that stunning discovery.


On the rare occasion Dumor left his tablets unattended, or when her sisters begged him to let them see what he was doing and she peered in, Selentra found she could decipher the letters and the strange white shapes just by looking at them!


The first time it happened, her whole body had erupted in goosebumps. It had been hammered into her head that as a girl she was not supposed to have anything to do with the letters. Hadn’t her mother scolded her sisters for asking even to look at Dumor’s writing, for beseeching him to inscribe their names on their arms, or let them handle his sticks of chalk?


In the land of Kote, women were forbidden to read and write. It was considered inauspicious, even sinful.


But Selentra could, and she didn’t know how. It seemed similar to the way she had acquired speech just by listening.


How she loved those strange shapes! The sharp outline of the symbol for ‘loom’, the carefree swirl of the one that meant ‘wind’.


An inexplicable impulse seized her. Suppose she tried to do Dumor’s homework for him? To spare him the drudgery, after the joy of the outing?


It was easy to find the opportunity. She knew her father would continue to slog at the loom till the light faded. Her mother Arambah was busy dying the yarn that he would use later.


Selentra crept into the room unnoticed and took Dumor’s wooden tablet out of his shabby bag. As she glanced at the one sentence written on top, she paused to think. What did it mean? Was it overambitious to believe that she could do her brother’s homework without ever going to school? She squinted at the letters, almost tearful with disappointment. She started to put the tablet down when, suddenly, invisible wheels began to whirl in her head. She knew what she had to write. The letters, the words, flowed into her fingers like gentle rain, and filled the blank tablet. Selentra’s heart thumped in unbearable excitement. She could do it! How delighted Dumor would be! She completed the task and skipped out with a broad smile on her small face.


Then it struck her that she had done a very foolish thing.


She could not claim this kind deed. She was not supposed to know how to read and write. If anyone found out, her parents would be in serious trouble. Worst of all, in her eagerness to please Dumor, she had completely forgotten the priest’s warning. There was a hollow feeling in the pit of her stomach as she remembered what he had said, when overwhelmed with guilt, she had shared her secret, telling him that she could read without being taught. She had described the uncontrollable impulses that came over her – to scribble the words wherever she could.


‘You are indeed special, my child,’ the priest had said gravely. ‘But we have to wait for the appropriate time to disclose your gift. Till then, you need to be very cautious. Very. Don’t let anyone know!’


She was about to rush back and wipe it all out, when her mother called out. ‘There you are, dear. I was wondering where you were.’ She patted Selentra’s cheek and sighed. ‘They should have taken you…but I think they were worried about your getting lost in the crowd.’


I’m almost twelve, Selentra wanted to say. Too old to go astray. But she didn’t want to sadden her mother.


‘They should be back any time now,’ her mother continued absently.


The words threw Selentra into a panic. What a scene there would be when Dumor arrived to find writing on his blank tablet! It might remind him of that incident on his First Letter Day. What was she to do?


She yawned loudly. ‘Mai, I’m hungry,’ she said. ‘Sleepy too.’


Her mother examined Selentra’s face. ‘All right,’ she said, in a resigned tone. ‘I thought you would enjoy listening to the stories they heard. Maybe tomorrow, then?’


Arambah plodded to the kitchen and dished out her dinner. Selentra grabbed the plate and ate as quickly as she could, gulped down a glass of water and hurried to the outdoor toilet. She had eaten in such a rush that the food was already churning in her stomach. Her whole body was quaking with fear. Only when she was safely curled up in her corner of the mattress, her arm drawn over her face, did she relax.


Barely had she lain down than she heard the others arrive. Laylee’s high, excited voice, Rahma’s deeper, quieter tones and nothing at all from Dumor. No, there were some muttered words she could hardly catch, and after that… silence. Her heart kept up a steady patter, her breath came painfully quick. Any moment now, he would discover her crime. She waited for his cry of shock and outrage. The agonized minutes kept pace with her erratic heartbeat, but to her astonishment, the terrifying scene that she anticipated did not materialize.


Confusion overtook fear. What could have happened? Had her forbidden words erased themselves? Maybe the unseen, unknown higher being, who dictated right and wrong, had made them disappear magically.


The letter – that first letter flashed in her mind like a fiery beacon. The same impulse to write had overpowered her that day five years ago. The day she earned Dumor’s hatred.


Selentra would never forget that day. How could she? It was the day she had discovered her terrifying gift.
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Five years ago…


Neither the priest nor her brother would forget the day, Selentra realized later. She could not figure out why her sisters never talked about it. Their memories seemed to have expunged it, strangely enough. They would, however, whisper to each other occasionally: ‘Something happened that day.’


When she awoke that winter morning, Selentra had little reason to suspect what the day would bring. But something was different. And it had to do with the new woollen coat and cap her father had brought for Dumor the evening before. Peering from behind Rahma’s tall frame, she had watched as Dai, her father, unfolded them with a flourish.


‘Dumor will wear these tomorrow.’ Pride had infused an unusual radiance into Dai’s gaunt face.


The sight of the new clothes drew a collective gasp from all of them. After all, it was only on rare occasions that they got new clothes – at the Spring festival, when they fed birds and made special offerings to the Omniscient One, or the New Year in autumn… And even then, they were given just one new garment.


Selentra had felt the first tendril of excitement uncoiling in her belly.


Her suspicions were further confirmed when, at breakfast, she had barely finished the last morsel of pounded barley boiled with a splash of milk when her mother began handing out instructions, hustling the older girls to fetch buckets of water from the river, over and over again, till even the patient Rahma began to complain, receiving a cuff.


Selentra now knew that her precious brother had some connection with the hullabaloo that had thrown their routine out of the window.


‘Don’t you know what an important ceremony it is going to be?’ her mother cried. ‘Dumor’s First Letter Day! How many weavers’ sons get the privilege? We need a lot of water to scour the courtyard thoroughly, for the guests to drink, and to wash the dishes after the feast. You should be overjoyed, so proud of your brother that you rush to help, instead of complaining.’ Arambah paused to catch her breath and caught sight of Selentra gaping at her. ‘Oh, won’t anyone help to wash this child’s face and change her dirty clothes? Unhh…what did you say, Laylee?’


‘Nothing.’ Ten-year-old Laylee set her mouth sullenly.


‘I heard you.’ Arambah’s eyebrows drew together ominously. ‘Now say it aloud for everyone’s benefit.’


‘All right – I said we didn’t have a First Letter Day,’ Laylee’s sharp voice raked Selentra’s skin.


These words would return to haunt her often. The injustice of it all!


Her mother’s face turned purple. ‘Are you determined to drive me mad, Laylee? You know girls are forbidden to read and write.’


‘Come, Lee, let’s go and fetch more water,’ Rahma, the peacemaker, grabbed Laylee’s hand, pulling her away before their mother doled out one of her famous face-stingers.
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By afternoon, Selentra was beginning to feel excited, despite the scrappy midday meal that teased her appetite rather than satiated it. Dumor had been made to scrub his face till it looked like a freshly peeled potato. When he donned the new clothes, he turned into a magnificent stranger. The round white cap edged with a maroon border and the long black coat with its large wooden buttons were so unlike anything he had ever worn before.


Selentra could not resist creeping up to stroke the edge of his coat. ‘Out!’ her mother cried, pushing her away.


Selentra didn’t really mind. There was plenty of fascinating stuff going on outside. The sunshine, weak though it was, lit up the sheet of ivory-hued paper laid on a specially woven piece of cloth on the jagged grey stones that paved their small courtyard. Four oval, river-polished pebbles held it down against the swift breeze that winged this way and that.


The place had been washed clean by her overworked mother and decorated by her sisters. Barely had they caught their breaths from fetching water when Mai handed them a container filled with rust-coloured paste and nudged them to paint the auspicious winding patterns on the ground. They had scattered some hastily plucked wildflowers at the edges of the courtyard too.


Selentra watched her father, Murok, draw a long, quivering breath as he gazed with satisfaction at the arrangements. The precious paper, the copper platter of fruit, and beside it, the tiny cup filled with milk. Gingerly, with shaky hands, lest he upset something, he put down a new, flat, square terracotta tablet near the paper, along with a pen and a stick of chalk.


Soon, the neighbours began to pour in, exclaiming at the preparations, and her father’s smile grew broader.


Selentra’s sisters, who had rushed in to change out of their grubby clothes, were returning when her mother stuck her head out of the door and asked, ‘Did someone wash Selentra’s face?’ One of the girls mumbled something, but her father shouted out just then, ‘He’s coming!’


They all turned, awestruck at the sight of the tall priest, imposing in his navy-blue vestments, his shaved head gleaming, approaching their modest home. Rahma ran to fetch Dumor, and Mai followed, biting her lips anxiously.


Selentra watched entranced as the ritual began. There was the hypnotic drone of prayers in a language that was incomprehensible yet familiar. A ceremonial offering of milk, butter and seasonal fruits followed. A thick silence descended on the assembly when Tarash, the priest, picked up the stick of chalk and pressed it into Dumor’s hand. The fluttering in Selentra’s belly became unbearable as the priest traced a shape on the paper with the pen and said, ‘Copy this, boy, on the tablet.’


A peculiar roaring jammed Selentra’s ears. She barely heard her father urging her suddenly reluctant brother, ‘Come, Dumor! Just copy that here! It’s easy, you can do it, son.’


But Dumor seemed to have frozen in his place.


‘Come on, boy!’ The priest’s voice had an impatient edge. ‘The auspicious moment will pass.’


‘Get up, son!’ Arambah implored.


The neighbours’ voices buzzed around Selentra, urging her brother on. Her heartbeat quickened as she gazed at him. Why wasn’t he moving? His hesitation put her nerves on edge. So much so that her image of Dumor frowning at the alphabet – a simple oval shape – was becoming blurred. At exactly that moment, Selentra did something unimaginable.


She darted up to her brother, grabbed his stick of chalk, and before anyone could react, scrawled something on the tablet. It was not an oval or a line, but an intricate, irregular shape that her fingers traced, she didn’t know how, on the tablet.


The priest’s eyes strained out of their sockets, a waxen pallor dulled his wheat-coloured skin. All around, exclamations of surprise, anger and outrage burst forth.


Arambah was the first to swing into action. The force of Mai’s hand against her cheek made Selentra’s head spin so hard that she staggered and almost fell. Dumor began to howl, prompting Laylee to clamp a hand over his mouth. Selentra was too stunned to cry. Arambah raised her arm to administer another slap when the priest caught it.


‘Don’t touch her!’ he cried. For a few moments, he stared at the scrawled letter, breathing heavily. ‘Who-who taught her to write?’ Then he slapped his own cheek as if it were a foolish question. Even seven-year-old Selentra could hear the answer buzzing in the priest’s mind – who would, who could?


Her father, squatting on his haunches, clutching his ears, shaking his head in abject denial, began to wail. ‘Write? Your Reverence, can any of us write? Dumor would have been the first in our family. And even if we had the knowledge, would any of us dare to commit this sacrilege – teach a girl letters?’


‘She’s backward for her age,’ hissed Arambah. ‘What possessed her? She’s such a quiet one otherwise.’ She drew a sharp breath as if a sudden thought had entered her head. She swung around to glare at the curious neighbours gathering around her. A mocking glance here, jeering smirks there. Her finger stabbed the air as she accused them in a high, trembling voice: ‘You – which one of you – whose envy settled on this child? If– ’


‘Quiet,’ the priest placed his bony forefinger over his lips, as murmurs of protest arose. Arambah flushed. ‘Watch the girl carefully,’ he muttered. ‘I will be back after consulting the Elders. Watch her!’ he repeated sternly. ‘She must not come to any harm.’


‘The boy, what about the boy?’ Murok exploded as the priest began to hurry away.


‘Tchcch, here, take this tablet. Make him write on this.’ Tarash produced a spare tablet from his bag, handed it to Murok, then turned on his heel impatiently.


‘Come on, Dumor,’ Selentra’s father urged, but Dumor remained stubbornly rooted in his place. ‘Come on!’


Finally, Dai was forced to hold his hand and make him scrawl the oval shape on the tablet. As he wrote, Dumor glanced up at Selentra, his eyes glittering menacingly. Despite her sore cheek, she could not help smiling, but Dumor glowered back. A cold stone burrowed into her belly, chill as his hatred.


She had done something terribly wrong, she realized. Her hand crept to the back of her neck and she drew her fingers nervously over the irregular mark that spread on one side, seeking its inexplicable comfort.


The impatient priest was already at the makeshift gate by then.


‘Wait, wait!’ Murok called out. ‘The stamp. You’ve forgotten the stamp.’


The priest exclaimed in annoyance. ‘Here.’ He took out his silver stamp case and imprinted a tiny replica of the alphabet on Dumor’s right wrist. ‘Now he can join the school. Do it tomorrow. This stamp will vanish by the fifth day.’


Dai prostrated himself, pulling the bewildered Dumor down with him. Arambah followed suit. Selentra’s sisters rushed forward to exclaim over the imprint, followed by the curious neighbours.


Mission now accomplished, Arambah’s frown vanished as she spread out her arms in welcome. ‘Come, savour the delicacies,’ she called to the neighbours. ‘Dumor’s First Letter feast. Girls, bring out the food.’


‘Here, Dumor, you have the first taste.’ Murok crammed a rose-scented sugar ball into his son’s mouth. But Dumor did not smile, even though it was his favourite sweet.


‘You are a bold one, Murok,’ someone murmured. ‘None of us would have dared to attempt this.’


‘I have been saving for this day ever since Dumor was born,’ Murok replied with a sigh of satisfaction. ‘A son who can read and write. It took us a long time, so he’ll be older than the other boys in his school year, but he will learn things we have never known.’


‘Why can’t a poor village weaver dream of sending his son to school?’ someone remarked. ‘I hear the weavers in the city know the letters as well as any priest.’


‘Yes, that’s what I thought. Why not my son? Maybe he can become a trader and make more money than I can ever dream of doing at the loom.’ Murok’s eyes shone with hope.


The sound of a slap and a child’s outraged howl brought their conversation to a halt. ‘What’s that? Why is Dumor crying, Arambah?’ Murok asked.


‘He was pulling her hair. Don’t you remember what the priest said?’


An ominous silence gripped the gathering as their gaze swung towards Selentra, plump as a pouter pigeon in her brown ankle-length dress. Her large dark eyes were expressionless as she tugged at the stray wisps of black hair dangling on her forehead.
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Tarash’s steps could barely keep pace with his thoughts. His ballooning trousers flapped around his ankles as he strode towards the imposing building, a tall grey structure surrounded by a low stone wall. He had no problem getting in at the heavy iron gate – his priest’s vestments acted as a passport of smooth entry.


When he rapped the polished brass knocker against the dark mahogany of the main door, however, he got a different response.


‘The Holy One has retired.’ The bony Doorkeeper smirked, as if smugly delighted at the refusal he offered.


‘It’s a matter of great urgency,’ said Tarash.


The Doorkeeper tightened his mouth, prepared to refuse again, when a high-pitched voice said, ‘Let him in. I have not begun my prayers.’


The priest caught his breath as the door creaked open.


The man’s enormous frame was a blurry outline in the dim light. ‘What is it, Tarash? All well in the village?’


‘It-it is for your ears alone, Holy One,’ Tarash murmured, his hands clutched in supplication.


The Holy One’s sunken eyes probed him. Tarash tried to control his erratic breath. ‘Come into my Lonesome Room,’ the older man finally replied.


As gratitude exploded in his chest, Tarash fleetingly glanced at the dour Doorkeeper’s frown. He was seldom excluded from Tarash’s conversations with the Holy One, which were mostly conducted in the compact outer reception room that opened out into the wide passage where they now stood. The priest was too full of anticipation to attach importance to this.


Tarash had never had the privilege of entering this chamber. He had only heard about it in muted rumours. Why did it feel like a trap clamping over him? His stomach shrivelled as the smooth, silvery door of the Lonesome Room closed noiselessly behind him, now blending so seamlessly with the door frame that it seemed a part of the wall. Bas-reliefs of former Holy Ones and a medley of images of religious celebrations adorned the glossy walls.


The Holy One placed himself in the large armchair, and Tarash, as befitted one of his station, knelt before him on the smooth wooden floor.


‘What is it?’


‘This morning…I-I went to conduct a First Letter Ceremony, Holy One. For a poor man, a weaver. I know it’s unusual, but he was so insistent that I was moved by pity and his hunger. I finally agreed – even to the lower rate he whined and bargained for.’


‘Pity is a weakness unbefitting your calling, Tarash,’ the Holy One admonished.


‘I know…I know, Holy One.’ Tarash struck his cheek in self-chastisement. ‘I do not indulge in it usually. But the man was so persistent that I gave in. Anyway…as I began the ritual, an odd thing happened.’ He paused, ran a fluttery tongue over his dry lips. ‘Something unbelievable, Holy One! Before the boy could inscribe the letter on the tablet, a small girl, his…his younger sister, snatched the stick of chalk and wrote something on it.’ He paused again, his nostrils flaring agitatedly. His voice slipped to a whisper, ‘In-in the ancient tongue.’


The Holy One’s broad, jowly face displayed just the slightest flicker of surprise. His washed-out brown eyes narrowed as he asked sharply, ‘How did you know it was the forgotten tongue, Nor-dorok?’


Tarash swallowed. ‘As a seminarian…I-I…my teacher had once sent for me. When I got there, his room was empty and-and an old scroll lay open on his desk. I-I could not resist peeping into it. Just then he returned and scolded me, saying it was not meant for my eyes. I knew at once it had to be the forgotten tongue. And…the first letter inscribed on the birchbark had burned itself into my memory.’


The Holy One’s mouth curled. ‘Your teacher? Old Kobor? That was unforgivably careless on his part. He should not have been entrusted with the old tomes.’


‘Maybe-maybe, Holy One, it was part of the Omniscient One’s unfathomable design,’Tarash said eagerly. ‘If I hadn’t seen that scroll, those ancient letters, how would I have recognized what the girl wrote?’


‘You have a quick mind, Tarash. Too quick for a village priest. Why were you assigned to this place, I wonder...’ The old man narrowed his eyes.


Inadvertently, Tarash’s hand rose to finger a small triangular scar next to his ear. It was the mark of the Cursed Offspring.


The Holy One’s face was grim as he nodded. ‘Hmm…I understand…but you may be right. The Omniscient One rarely shuffles us around without a reason. But I am anxious about one thing. Do you understand what this means? Tell me again, exactly what happened. Each and every detail.’
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The priest’s eyes went blank with intense concentration as he tried to recall every little thing that had happened. His chest rose and fell as he began to narrate the incident in detail, in a tone so monotonous that the Holy One could not help suppressing a snide smile. Tarash was a deep one, taking such care not to emphasize anything. This village priest would be useful.


‘It is good that you ordered the parents to protect the girl,’ the Holy One said finally, with a slow nod. ‘Who knows what damage the ignorant might cause? They could even starve her or let her sicken and die out of fear that she might be a changeling, an Ag-yanee in disguise.’


‘Could she be?’ Tarash almost gasped.


‘Never!’ said the Holy One firmly. ‘The Ag-yanees have never been able to learn the ancient tongue,’ he explained. ‘Thankfully. They are aware of it, of course, and would give anything to acquire the knowledge. Little do they realize that their feeble brains will not support it.’ He smiled now, his wide mouth stretching like a cat’s.


‘But-but, what will happen to the girl? How does she have the knowledge? And…I wonder if she knows any more letters.’


‘You don’t know?’ The Holy One raised an eyebrow.


Tarash hurriedly cleared his throat, pressed his long fingers together and prostrated himself on the ground. ‘The-the prophecy? Holy One! I didn’t dare to say it. Didn’t dare to hope!’


The Holy One nodded brusquely. His hands clenched, a small movement, which he tried to hide inside the long loose sleeves of his brown tunic. ‘I will report this matter to the Most High,’ he said hoarsely. ‘Thank you, Tarash. You acted most wisely. I will put in a word for you.’


Tarash bowed low and took his leave. Following him into the passage, the Holy One could not help but notice how he avoided the Doorkeeper’s eye as he backed out of the main entrance. The Doorkeeper’s face was expressionless as he turned his back on the priest.


The Holy One crooked a beckoning finger. ‘There is a poor weaver in the village,’ he said, with a careless flick of his plump hand. ‘He had his son’s First Letter Ceremony today. I want you to find someone to watch the family. Inform me if anything unusual happens.’


The Doorkeeper’s eyes glinted for a moment, then went cautiously opaque. ‘As you say, Holy One,’ he said with a slight bow. ‘Do you need anything else?’


‘No…I will commune with the Most High now. You can put the Seal of Silence on the door and depart for the day.’


The Doorkeeper nodded and bowed again.
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The Doorkeeper stepped out, put a large octagonal silver clasp over the main door and made his way towards the gate. There he paused for a moment, lifting his nose and sniffing the air as if he were choosing the direction he would take. Then he swung to his right and hurried off, moving so swiftly that it seemed that his feet were skimming the ground.


Soon he glimpsed the priest walking rapidly down the hill towards the forest that lay to the west of the village. A satisfied smirk twisted the Doorkeeper’s face. Tarash lived on the other side of the village. Obviously, the priest had some other business to attend to. Had the Holy One sent him on an errand? Or was it some initiative Tarash was taking independently?


The Holy One had not told him why he needed to keep a watch on the weaver and the Doorkeeper resented this. His mouth curved into a smirk. Little did the Holy One know that his subordinates were not totally without brains and possessed the ability to ferret out what he didn’t share.


Darkness was swooping down the hillside, casting a powdery charcoal cloak over bush and rock. Visibility was fast vanishing. Within seconds the Doorkeeper transformed himself into a mole, almost imperceptible to any passerby. The moment he did, Tarash stumbled and looked around suspiciously as if some instinct had warned him of danger. He quickened his pace. The mole creeping behind him did its best to keep up.


Tarash headed into the forest, picking his way over rocks and fallen branches. To anyone passing, it would seem as though the priest was taking a casual walk, but the mole noticed the tension in Tarash’s shoulders. He watched as the priest’s gangling frame entered a copse, an odd, uneven arrangement of evergreens that stood out among the bare branches of the winter-stripped trees. The priest halted abruptly and let out a hoarse cry.


A few minutes later, a tall figure emerged from the shadows. Who was this man? The billowy mantle that flared around him made it hard for the Doorkeeper to gauge his girth, while his hood, along with the darkness, covered his face effectively. But by pressing his ears against the ground, the mole could listen to his voice, which came across as a subterranean rumble.


‘You did well today,’ the stranger said.


‘Master…the day I have waited and prayed for so many years has finally come.’ Tarash seemed so overcome with emotion that his words seemed to cling to his throat.
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