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Lord Atura shining so bright and true.  All of Mu basks in your warm glory.  All nature 

thrives in your light.  May I always bask in your holy brilliance; few in your following are 

so blessed.  Today, your light came to me anew, shined into the very chamber in which 

I labored.   

There I sat with four other sages, pondering the mysteries of creation as 

collected in all of those great, moldering books.  From my miniature stool and meager 

desk I can reach several of these blessed volumes.  My studious cause surrounds me.  

Those tall, glass-fronted bookshelves have been my closest companions for many 

years.  Though candles and lanterns light my efforts, their glow is a pittance compared 

to you, Lord Atura, shining bright in the sky.  Oh, that this sunken cavity had even a 

small window that your beauty could cast through its holy radiance.  No, you have only 

been in my imaginings of late, here in the depths.  But the words on the page brighten 

my mind, a dim shadow against you, but far enough from the dreary darkness that my 

mind would otherwise seek.   

I’ve never doubted this, my lot in life.  I was satisfied that the knowledge I gained 

through these dusty books would aid me in blessing my betters, that the acolytes of the 

one true Holy Assembly would increase in wisdom through my efforts.  This was light to 

me, to share what I had learned with pupils young and old.  I have lived my life for that 

cause, to brighten others with the sacred truths of our God.  That a new, unimagined 

light would find me in this dank place was beyond thought. 
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The morning work started like on any other day.  I poured over a newer and 

particularly ordinary tome called “Agrarian Management and Religion Under the Eastern 

Orc Clans,” and I hoped to compare the means described therein to a book I studied 

last week.  Just another mundane, banal day, so it started.  Then I heard Ardis drop his 

pen and I blinked at the distraction. 

I looked to see the wide-eyed staring of my grizzled companions.  They appeared 

as tiny, bearded Kobolds wedged in behind ancient desks, but unmoving, fixed in the 

grime of our chamber.  Frozen solid as if by a Gorgon.  I followed their petrified gazes 

and saw her, the woman, the source of their astonishment.  Woman?  Hardly an 

appropriate term.  Goddess?  I don’t believe in the goddesses, no matter how popular 

they are.   Only the One True God, Mighty Atura, shines for me.  But...  I’m 

dumbfounded.  I’m lacking a word.  Perhaps many words are required? 

Golden is the first word that comes to me: the fine golden lace surrounding her 

crimson corset, the stripes of gold slicing down the sides of her long black skirt, the thick 

golden tassel hanging from her raven belt.  Clothing so striking compared to my dingy, 

worn robes and those of my companions.  But even her fine clothing paled against the 

gold sparkle of her long hair.  She wore it like a braided stole loose around the pillar of 

her neck.  It continued as a long spike down the center of her back.  The top of her 

precious head hid under a thin hat of folded red taffeta; this finery was tinged with 

esoteric, golden symbols.   

Her face seemed too pale, but this beige whiteness then contrasted with a mouth 

of shining garnet.  Slight dimples formed at the edges of her arresting smile.  The 
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whitest teeth I have ever glimpsed sat in even rows.  Candlelight proved enough to 

generate a gloss like fresh cherries upon her lips.  This startled me near as much as her 

eyes.  My heart nearly stopped with shock. 

Her eyes seemed dark at first, charcoal lashes and brows disguising biscuit 

colored rounds.  Soft but focused, glistening with the piercing light of an enchanted 

crystal, they bore down on a particular section of the shelf.  I thank the God that those 

dazzling orbs didn’t fix upon me.  A maiden of so few years should not show such 

purpose in her stare; should show timidity in a strange place like our foul grotto.  Still, 

she determined toward the corner where we all labored.  I continued staring, in the 

presence of the divine. 

Her nose did not depart greatly from the norm, the noble side of faultless, without 

mark or crook.  The skin of her cheeks between temple and chin did not stretch in tight 

angles over the bone.  Nor did it suggest roundness, so common for the muliebrity.  Her 

cast was a pleasant mix between both extremes.  She appeared equal to royalty, and 

as my knees were already weak, I thought to fall on my face, prostrate before the Lady.   

That a noblewoman, princess, queen or goddess would descend into our hole, of all 

places, would be impossible.  The choking odor of years-old sandals and filth-stained 

floors should have ensured that none but my own Brotherhood would ever sink into 

these lowest dens.   

Having not fallen before her, my gawking loitered on.  I beamed uncertain of the 

reality of the lass, surely some mystical or ganja-induced vision.  I couldn’t be sure.  In 
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any respect, my eyes refused to turn away, and my mind thought it heretical to do so.  

The room around me had dropped deep into the background.  There was only her. 

Not a moment of her corset, failed to intrigue as my eyes continued their descent.  

Her bodice was a vase, which held two lovely roses.  These were split at the top by an 

acute spade of skin.  The blooms were full and they strained for release from their ruby 

enclosure.  All the vibrancy of life, born of the youngest vines, yet possessing a pleasing 

maturity.  Her magical appearance overwhelmed me, drove me to reach out for her.  I 

yearned to confirm by touch that my eyes played no trick, that this majestic creature 

was real.   

The distance between her and I turned blurry, her light shining in a world of glare-

struck mist.  Maybe ten feet away?  She raised an ebony-sleeved arm and pointed at an 

empty desk, silently motioning to my companions, an entreatment, permission to be 

seated in our unworthy presence.  Unbelievable.  Someone mumbled something, a 

choked agreement.  In response, the woman produced a long, thin, silk bag of matching 

black.  She retrieved a scroll of heavily marked parchment, and set it on the desk.  She 

pulled out her chair with such informality, as if she had attended our sessions since 

inception.  Her eyes returned to that one section of shelf. 

Ancient tomes in that portion, all texts sacred to the lesser godling, Enmuni.  That 

she would come here for those somewhat heretical texts is beyond odd, rare as they 

are.  My perusal of those gained me little, mostly concerning the magiks from the days 

of the Second Empire.  Useless scraps to any except the mages of the first rank.  
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She stepped toward the shelf and tented her wispy fingers under her chin.  The 

dusty books there might fall apart if handled even lightly but she contented to 

contemplate their blank and chipped spines.  Her hand reached for the thickest tome, 

one that I knew had suffered from tenacious worms in decades past.  Such care she 

took in pulling the text.   

How long had I been agape?  Surely everyone saw my gawking.  Her eyes 

turned in my direction after she had retrieved her choice.  My heart fluttered.  I needed 

to look away, needed to appear to be doing some other task.  Yet I couldn’t turn from 

her.  Praise the Maker that her glorious eyes did not return the favor, and dwell upon 

me.  Staring as I was, dumfounded, my mouth lagging open, she might have found 

disfavor. 

But those passing as celestial divinities seldom decry adoration.  I don’t know 

why the Holy King of the Sky would test me so.  That such a striking, fascinating, young 

woman would come here in the dead of night, in spotless apparel, without a guide or 

tutor, to read from a book that she can’t possibly understand…  It must have been an 

examination from the God.  How should I have responded?  What was appropriate?  

Well, my first responsibility is to serve, so I had to offer. 

 My heart squirmed and pounded as I stood.  A strange contrast, my wanting to 

be near her, to connect with her radiance, but also a trepidatious fear of failure.  My legs 

did not want to move and for a moment, I felt unfit.  I slapped my disobedient haunch 

and stepped forward.  The paralysis solved, I gingerly approached this avatar of purity 
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who poured over that ancient book.  Her stare halted my advance, only a short distance 

away.   

Her face was less than quizzical; more like finishing that last bit of a staid 

concentration before acknowledging something new.  I wisely cleared my throat before 

speaking.   “Milady, how may I serve you?”  My soul faded when I sensed that she 

would frown, but she didn’t, merely a hesitation.   

“I am not sure that you can,” she said in a sweet voice.  No curtness.  No 

cynicism.  “That is, unless you can point me to more books like this.”  She tapped the 

rotten, open page with a crimson-nailed finger.    

Her smile made my bones tingle.  But such tragedy, for I knew the truth of it.  

“Apologies, milady, but grimoires and their accompanying materials have, for the most 

part, failed to penetrate this establishment.”  Now she did frown.  “That one text you 

have there, may it be of some use…  Perhaps?”  My palms turned slick.  She would 

storm out at any moment. 

She looked back to the brittle page and said, “Perhaps.”  Her finger traced a line 

of arcane text.  I was about to turn away from her, she was, after all, absorbed again by 

the book, when she said, “Might you have seen this symbol in any of your readings 

here?” 

Her bright eyes caught mine.  A pointed fingertip identified a squiggly icon on the 

page, dotted with three accent marks.  It was one of the few items on the page that 

wasn’t spoiled.  In fact, it was pristine, retaining all the vigor given by its centuries-dead 

author.  I pondered it closely, felt her hallowed eyes watching me.  I struggled to 
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maintain my concentration, but I did think I recognized the shape.  It seemed to squirm 

as I stared at it, and I remembered noticing the same odd illusion someplace else.  

“Yes,” I blurted, “on the cover of that red book.”  I clapped my hands, joyous at my 

remembering, and looked back at her. 

She smiled, and waited a moment.  “Which book?” 

Trouble.  My heart sank, not because I had been staring into her eyes for too 

long, but that red-leather-bound tome was in the possession, and ownership, of the 

High Priest.  “Apologies, milady,” I said.  “That particular book belongs to the High Priest 

of this founding, in his personal library.” 

She crooked her head to one side without breaking eye contact.  “Could he be 

persuaded to part with it for a few moments, do you think?” 

I swallowed hard with an arid tongue, “He might, milady, however I am but a 

lowly servant and scholar.  Approaching that man with any such requests is beyond my 

ability.” 

Closing the book, she added, “I fear this text is too rudimentary for my use.”  Her 

fingers tapped on the book’s cover.  “I would not trouble you further, but if you could 

point me in the direction of your High Priest, I would appreciate it.” 

None could say no to those eyes and the fire within them.  A brief interruption to 

my studies would do no harm, I thought.  Then I remembered that the High Priest was 

not in residence.  By rare chance, he was in Johad, bringing gifts to the new shrine 
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there.  Words failed me for a moment, and she looked away.  Was she disappointed in 

me?   

“Milady…  It occurs to me that the chief celebrant is not here, but in Johad for 

another week.  However, might I show you his residence that you could call upon him 

the next time you visit?” 

Joy returned to her face and my heart fluttered again.  “That would be fine,” she 

said extending her hand to me.  “My name is Marlaya.” 

I wiped my damp paw on my chest and took her cool hand, guiding her to her 

feet.  She was just shorter than I, approximate height the only thing we had in common.  

The air between us filled with freshness, surely natural to her.  I was grinning like a fool, 

but then finally said my name in response.  My hand did not want to part from hers.  

Thank the God my mind glimpsed my actual responsibility.  I picked up the tome from 

her desk and returned it to its spot on the shelf.  “Right this way,” I said signaling toward 

the doorway.  When she did not move, I said, “Just follow me.”  It shames me to say 

that I wished she had walked before me.  I would have enjoyed that.  Forgive me. 

She followed me down the hallway and up the tall stairs to the brighter, lantern-lit 

foyer.  I glanced back to see her before fetching a torch, lighting it before tugging open 

the front portal.  I blathered inanely, mentioning something about the fresh night-time 

air, as compared to the indoor dankness, but she remained silent.  We crossed the 

square under a moonless sky of grey clouds.  I looked back occasionally, as she walked 

with all the softness of cotton puffs.  We moved down the thin alley cut between the 

school and the temple proper.  The torch didn’t bear well in the wind that buffeted us; 
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the sudden darkness of the alley almost stopped our progress.  I hesitated and she took 

my hand in hers.   I thought her afraid of the oppressive shadows but then she began 

leading the way.   

“It is this way, no?” she asked. 

Perhaps the lady knew where the rectory was, at least in general, because she 

led me through complete blackness to the cobblestones of the far courtyard.  My eyes 

are probably failing from all the reading I do, for the woman bore me on with a keenness 

I have never had.  “It would be the second building on the left side,” I said, “There.  You 

can see the candles in the window.” 

“I see it,” she said walking with more determination. 

We stopped in front of the manor.  She seemed content to hold my hand, and I 

did not mind her touch: chilled but tender soft.  “Come by after morning prayers, in a 

week or two,” I said.  “The High Priest will be there and his acolytes will bring you to 

him.”  We stood there for a moment, as she looked over the frontage, committing it to 

memory no doubt.   I felt her other hand on my shoulder as she drew near. 

“Thank you so much for your kind help,” I heard her say before she kissed my 

cheek.  At least that’s what I think she said.  My whole body had turned rigid.  Lightning 

storms burst in my head and down the center of my back.  The feeling of her lips on my 

skin sent truly unknown energy through me.  ‘Twas but a brief moment, by my 

reckoning, however when I had regained my senses, shook my mind free from the deep 

stupor, the angelic creature called Marlaya had gone.  I stood alone in the dark 

courtyard, the only sound was the quickened beats of my own heart.   
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My heart still pounds at the writing of this, back in my room.  I wish she had told 

me when she would come again, or from whence she came.  I would wait for her, there 

in the courtyard or anywhere else.  I would travel to her residence and beg to serve her 

again.  Oh, sweet lady of Heaven, please return to me.   


