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        Renewed Faith


        
The o­ri­gins of the Luti­an Church are mired in his­to­ry, but it is well-docu­me­nted that it o­ri­gi­nat­ed from the wor­ship of the Di­vine Cou­ple.
—The Bit­ter Di­vorce of the Holy Fa­ther

Broth­er Lu­ti­er man­aged to keep him­self awake by prop­ping his head up on his right wrist. His sag­ging cheek a­gainst his sticky palm preve­nted his jaw from slip­ping off and stri­king the table. He yawned, but man­aged to keep his pen smooth­ly writ­ing along the neat line that bi­sect­ed the page.

Above his fo­u­n­tain pen, there was a sol­id block of text co­pied from mem­o­ry; be­low, cream-col­ored space ready to fill in. Even though there were no let­ters on it, he knew ex­act­ly where the let­ters would go and where he ne­eded to leave space for the il­lus­tra­tions. He i­mag­ined the im­ages in great de­tail, draw­ing them with his men­tal pen even as he fin­ished the line with a small flo­ur­ish and moved to the next.

“Lut. Lu­ti­er.” It was Fa­ther Jar­tim, the head priest at the abbey. The old­er man’s voice was a low rum­ble that spoke of an­noy­ance. Lu­ti­er had heard the tone many times in the decades and it nev­er bode well for him.

Lu­ti­er lo­oked up with­out mov­ing his head from his hand.

Jar­tim was past his sev­en­ties with short, close-cropped hair. He wore the tra­di­ti­onal cas­sock. The deep red col­or was al­most black in the ba­se­ment room, but Lu­ti­er knew the shade by heart. “Pos­ture,” said the old­er man.

Bli­n­king slow­ly, Lu­ti­er glanced back down at the page. He was still writ­ing and the line of text re­ma­ined as straight as if he was watch­ing his work. He bli­nked a­gain and lo­oked back up.

Jar­tim sighed and pulled out a stool from an emp­ty desk and sat down heav­i­ly on it. The seat cre­aked from his move­ment. “Lut, please. I need to talk a­bout some things.”

Lu­ti­er gro­aned and lev­ered him­self up, his hand still writ­ing neat­ly as he did.

“Please stop writ­ing.”

Re­luc­tant­ly, Lu­ti­er, picked up the pen and held it over the small dish used to catch drip­pings. He wiped it twice a­gainst a spo­nge to clean the tip and then ca­re­ful­ly pulled it apart, ma­king sure every piece was in its place. The fo­u­n­tain pen was ex­pen­sive and Lu­ti­er’s only pos­ses­sion be­sides his clothes.

Jar­tim re­ma­ined qu­iet as Lu­ti­er fin­ished. As soon as Lu­ti­er stopped, he cle­ared his throat. “There have been prob­lems with your co­pies.”

Lu­ti­er tensed. “There is noth­ing wrong. My lette­ring is per­fect.”

“Yes, your lette­ring is with­out equal and most of your il­lus­tra­tions are flaw­less as well.”

Lu­ti­er sat up straighter. “Most? I made no mis­takes.”

Jar­tim le­aned over and picked up the top of a stack of leather-bound books.

Lu­ti­er hadn’t no­tice the pile be­fore, but he sus­pect­ed they were the co­pies he had been ma­king for the last few months. Af­ter he fin­ished his stack of pages, they would be bound by the oth­er broth­ers in the abbey.

The old­er man thumbed along the top where there were dozens of pieces of pa­per stick­ing out. Find­ing one, he cracked open the book, ro­tat­ed it, and set it a­gainst the edge of Lu­ti­er’s desk.

Lu­ti­er glanced at the page, his eyes lo­o­king for flaws in the text.

“The il­lus­tra­tion,” came the prompt.

There were many il­lus­tra­tions on the page. Like most of the holy books, it had draw­ings cove­ring every inch that didn’t have a let­ter: there were tiny fig­ures sit­ting in the line of text to in­di­cate para­graphs, larg­er ones in the mar­gins, and even a large spot in the bot­tom of the page for a more de­tailed scene.

Lu­ti­er didn’t re­mem­ber the draw­ings, he had co­pied tho­u­sands over the days, but he spot­ted noth­ing wrong with any of them. They were per­fect. He lo­oked up and said so.

Jar­tim ges­tured to the desk. “Where is the o­ri­gi­nal?”

It took Lu­ti­er a mo­ment to re­mem­ber where he put it. He had me­morized the en­tire book years ago and drew from mem­o­ry. It gave him more room to rest his el­bow while he worked. With a groan, he picked up the stack of loose pages he had been il­lus­trat­ing and set them aside. Then, he reached un­der his desk and pulled out the dusty o­ri­gi­nal. He had for­got­ten how heavy it was and al­most dropped it on the gro­und.

With a grunt, he start­ed to set it down, but then re­al­ized his pen was in the way.

Jar­tim moved the pen case out of the way so Lu­ti­er could set it down.

With a dra­mat­ic sigh, Lu­ti­er flipped through the book un­til the two were at the same page. He com­pared the two us­ing one fi­nger above each one as he in­spect­ed the tiny im­ages and mar­gin notes for diffe­rences.

“At the bot­tom. The big one.”

Lu­ti­er glared briefly at him and fo­cused his at­ten­tion on the large il­lus­tra­tion on the bot­tom. It took him a mo­ment to re­al­ize there was some­thing miss­ing.

Like most il­lus­tra­tions of the Di­vine Cou­ple, a man and a woman do­mi­nat­ed the pic­ture. The page fo­cused on events be­fore the mar­ri­age, so nei­ther of them wore a mar­ri­age bracelet. The cou­ple were ru­n­ning away from a pack of wolf-like crea­tures with too-large teeth and mas­sive paws.

On Lu­ti­er’s copy, he had drawn the man per­fect­ly but skipped the woman en­tire­ly. In her place was a cou­ple of birds and noth­ing else. He had even con­ti­nued the gro­und, ef­fec­tive­ly eras­ing the woman en­tire­ly. To his sur­prise, he had matched the style of the il­lus­tra­tion per­fect­ly.

“No­tice any­thing miss­ing, Lut?”

An icy cold ran through Lu­ti­er’s body. He stared at the two pages, i­den­ti­cal ex­cept for one omis­sion. He knew the man he had drawn on the page, the de­tails were per­fect in shape, form, and de­tail.

He knew the miss­ing woman didn’t be­long there. In the sto­ry, she was the one who dis­turbed the pack. If it wasn’t for her, then the Di­vine Fa­ther would have made fri­ends with the crea­tures. Lu­ti­er knew the sto­ries by heart af­ter writ­ing them for so many years, but he nev­er thought he would have missed any­thing as crit­i­cal in the il­lus­tra­tion.

With­out a word, he flipped to the next book­marked page. This one was of the Holy Hus­band in a pit. The o­ri­gi­nal had the Wife re­a­ching down for him; it was the Hus­band’s time to make the mis­take and the sto­ry showed how the Wife had turned a­ro­und to res­cue him. In Lu­ti­er’s im­age, there were roots and vines that snaked down, hand­holds for the Hus­band. At the top was one of the wolf crea­tures.

He flipped to the next book­marked page and then to the one af­ter that. Each il­lus­tra­tion con­ti­nued a diffe­rent sto­ry than the text, one where the Hus­band made fri­ends with the va­ri­ous crea­tures.

Lu­ti­er also no­ticed that he had been re­plac­ing the fe­male fig­ures be­tween the para­graphs and in the mar­gins. It was a sub­tle cha­nge, but there were many of them once it was po­int­ed out to him.

Slow­ly, Lu­ti­er lo­oked up. “How long?”

“A­bout a year, but we a­ren’t sure. We had a copy of one of your books from the be­gi­n­ning of last wi­nter. There were no mis­takes. But we spot­ted a cha­nge in the one you fin­ished a few weeks lat­er. You are fast and ca­pa­ble scribe, so we think a­bout forty books need to be re­trieved and revi­ewed.”

Lu­ti­er tensed but said noth­ing.

“The ear­li­er ones had only a few cha­nges, most­ly in the para­graph marks, but that one,” Jar­tim ges­tured to the one on the desk, “has the most al­ter­ations.”

Lu­ti­er sighed and closed both books. He didn’t look up, he could al­ready pic­ture the qu­iet fury in the old man’s face. Jar­tim didn’t turn pur­ple with rage but the mus­cles in his neck tight­ened and his lips pressed into a thin line.

“This is un­ac­cept­able, Lut. We can’t have a ces­nun­spe jdacku that doesn’t have the Holy Wife in it. Can we?”

Lu­ti­er shook his head. “No, sir.”

Jar­tim sighed. “This isn’t good, Lut. We have to re­call every book you’ve made to in­spect them. Do you know how that will make this abbey look? The strike a­gainst our re­pu­ta­tion could take decades to re­cov­er from.”

“Sor­ry, sir.” Lu­ti­er strug­gled to fig­ure out if he was re­al­ly sor­ry. The im­ages on the page felt right. He knew the sto­ries and tales. The Holy Hus­band would be far bet­ter with­out the Wife.

The door to the ba­se­ment slammed open and the so­und of stomp­ing feet filled the air. Both Lu­ti­er and Jar­tim rolled their eyes and gave each oth­er u­neasy smiles as the ap­pro­a­ching per­son burst into the room. It was the high priest­ess, Ma­ri­on. She was a short woman with a scowl etched into her wrin­kled face. Her bright yel­low cas­sock was frayed on the edge and the hem by her right hand was sta­ined from break­fast.

“Damn it, Lu­ti­er!” she start­ed be­fore she fin­ished e­n­te­ring the room. “What is wrong with you! There are two damn…”

Her voice trailed off as she glared at Jar­tim through a pair of thick-rimmed glass­es. “You said you’d wait.”

Jar­tim shrugged. “I wa­nted a qu­iet word first be­fore you start­ed scre­a­ming.”

“I’m scre­a­ming beca­use he blas­phemed!”

Lu­ti­er flinched.

“He made a mis­take, my wife.” Like all high priests and priest­esses, Ma­ri­on and Jar­tim were mar­ried. It was a tense re­lati­o­nship, picked by a co­un­cil in­stead of fo­u­nded with love, but they had ful­filled their du­ties to the church and abbey for many years.

“Don’t give me that crap, Jar­tim! He des­e­crat­ed the jdacku and you know it. Our re­pu­ta­tion as scribes will nev­er re­cov­er.” Ma­ri­on stepped for­ward, face red and hands balled into fists.

Jar­tim stood up. He was a foot taller than his wife. “It will re­cov­er. We’ll just get—”

“You are too damn tole­rant over his mis­takes. He should be kicked out! Now!”

“The Holy Hus­band made many mis­takes him­self.”

“Don’t you dare use that!”

“Why not?” Jar­tim ges­tured to the books. “We know that both the Hus­band and the Wife are flawed. They made mis­takes, they came back. For­give­ness is one of the five virtues, my dear.”

Ma­ri­on’s face dark­ened even more. She glared at Lu­ti­er who flinched at the fury in her ex­pres­sion.

Lu­ti­er knew he was wrong, though he didn’t re­mem­ber con­sci­ous­ly cha­n­ging the draw­ings. The qu­iet part in his head wasn’t ashamed for it ei­ther. The sto­ries were in his head, the im­ages that he drew came from his heart, not from mal­ice or ha­tred. He bowed his head and wait­ed.

She grum­bled in the back of her throat, a grunt­ing noise that Lu­ti­er al­ways hat­ed. “Will you ac­cept my pe­ti­tion to have Broth­er Lu­ti­er re­moved?”

“Not from this abbey and not from this reli­gi­on. Ba­ring this one mis­take—”

“A mis­take made re­pe­ated over a year!”

“—he has been one of this abbey’s great­est as­sets.”

Si­lence plu­nged into the room. Lu­ti­er didn’t dare look up as he wait­ed.

“Fine,” Ma­ri­on broke it with a snap, “will you ac­cept that he should be pun­ished.”

“Of course, my wife.”

“No more scri­bing for ten years.”

Lu­ti­er’s breath caught in his throat. He clutched his short table for bal­ance as tears swam in his eyes.

“Half a year af­ter all of the books are acco­u­nted for is more than suf­fi­ci­ent.” Jar­tim’s voice nev­er wa­vered.

“One year.”

“One year.”

Lu­ti­er held on the table and nod­ded. “Yes, fa­ther.”

Ma­ri­on growled.

He quick­ly amend­ed him­self. “… and moth­er.”
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While Lu­ti­er was the man who lead to the cre­ation of a reli­gi­on with­out the moth­er, there were oth­ers who qu­iet­ly en­abled him from the shad­ows.
—The Bit­ter Di­vorce of the Holy Fa­ther

Lu­ti­er slammed the door of his cell and threw him­self on his cot. The wo­oden frame cre­aked with his weight. He rolled over on his back and tried to calm his rapid­ly beat­ing heart and the fury that pulsed his thoughts.

It was the third fight in less than a week. This one had start­ed as a de­bate over one of the scrip­tures that Lu­ti­er didn’t care for. It de­tailed some of the events of the Holy Wife in her as­pect as the Guid­ing Moth­er. He avo­ided the Wife’s scrip­tures when­ev­er pos­si­ble, but it was ei­ther the over­ly hot sum­mer air or the hours haul­ing garbage that ca­used him to join in.

Tem­pers and voic­es had risen rapid­ly un­til Ma­ri­on and Jar­tim broke it up.

Lu­ti­er sighed and draped one arm over his face to block out the light stre­a­ming in from the wi­ndow, bri­n­ging with it the swelte­ring heat of sum­mer. He was al­ready hot from haul­ing and the in­cre­ased tem­per­a­ture only made each pass­ing sec­ond worse.

A knock at the door i­nter­rupt­ed his thoughts.

Sit­ting up, he pulled his sweaty tu­nic from his chest. “E­nter.”

The door cre­aked open and Jar­tim slipped in. He closed the door be­hind him. “Lut.”

“Fa­ther.”

“Hard day?”

Lu­ti­er nod­ded and then ges­tured for Jar­tim to take the stool by a nar­row table near the door.

Jar­tim sat down. “That’s been happe­ning a while now, you know.”

“I’m sor­ry, fa­ther. I just… I don’t know why. I try to avoid those.”

“How long has it been since you wrote?”

Lu­ti­er jerked at the ques­tion. He glanced at a wo­oden cale­ndar ha­n­ging on the wall but didn’t need to read it to know the an­swer. “Four months, sev­en days.”

A sad smile. “How long be­fore you get to start a­gain?”

Lu­ti­er’s thoughts dark­ened. “Still wait­ing for two more books to be re­trieved. Both are in pri­vate col­lec­tions, one by Ti­osuf dea Fo­rilid and the oth­er anony­mous­ly by so­me­one in Ge­paul.”

“I’m sor­ry, my son. There are times when our te­nant of wait­ing for res­o­lu­tion be­fore the pun­ish­ment can be frus­trat­ing, but this is but the Cou­ple’s will. I know this is hard but you must be pati­ent.”

Lu­ti­er clutched his bla­nkets. He wa­nted to write, ached to have the pen in his hand. He tried to pro­mise that he would copy every­thing ex­act­ly, but Ma­ri­on re­fused. It didn’t mat­ter if it was a jdacku, a scrip­ture, or even a verse, he wasn’t al­lowed to write any­thing.

“But, the great­est faith comes from strug­gles. You know that one, right?”

“Yes, fa­ther.”

“Oh, don’t give me that sullen tone, Lut.”

Lu­ti­er nod­ded. “I’m sor­ry. I’ve just been on edge late­ly. For most of my life, I’ve been here at the abbey, scri­bing books and writ­ing. It was my first job and had been for six­teen years. And then… I don’t know what hap­pened, but I made a mis­take. It doesn’t make it any eas­i­er to ac­cept my pun­ish­ment.”

“Like when the Hus­band came to the Wife and begged for for­give­ness?”

Lu­ti­er pulled a face. “I don’t like that one.”

“No, no, you wouldn’t.” Jar­tim chuck­led. “But, it is ap­plic­a­ble, isn’t it?”

“Moth­er Ma­ri­on wouldn’t ac­cept my for­give­ness.”

“Maybe she would ac­cept mine in­stead?”

Lu­ti­er lo­oked up, co­n­fused.

Jar­tim stood up and o­pened the door long e­nough to pick up a bag and drag it into the room. He heft­ed it and ha­nded it over to Lu­ti­er.

When Lu­ti­er took it, he knew ex­act­ly what it was: a tome. He o­pened the bag to find a red-leather bound book with a blessed pa­per stripped a­ro­und it. It was an emp­ty jdacku, blessed by the priests and ready to take the words of the Di­vine Cou­ple. Nor­mal­ly, the jdacku were o­range, to repre­sent the blend­ing of the red mas­cu­line and the yel­low fe­mi­nine, but this one matched the red of the Holy Hus­band.

He felt a surge of joy welling in­side him. With trem­bling hands, he ran his fi­ngers over the plain cov­er and along the pa­per that sealed it. It al­ready had pa­per loose­ly set in­side the cov­ers; when it was fin­ished, it would be bound to­geth­er and blessed once a­gain.

“Write, Lut. In here, in your room.”

Lu­ti­er lo­oked up, tears thre­a­te­ning his eyes. “What do I copy?”

Jar­tim shook his head and smiled. “You have sto­ries in your head. I see them in the im­ages you made, when your mind is wa­n­de­ring. Write those.”

“But, Ma­ri­on says they were blas­phe­my.”

“You hon­or the Di­vine Cou­ple with your skills re­gard­less of the top­ic. Write what is in your heart and get them on pa­per. We can look at it when the book is done and fig­ure out if your heart is still with us.” Jar­tim stood up. “Put every­thing on the page, my son, your heart and your faith. Your words will tell the sto­ry when you are done.”

Lu­ti­er clutched the book to his chest. “T-Thank you, fa­ther.”

Jar­tim stood up and came over to Lu­ti­er with his arms open.

Lu­ti­er stood up, not will­ing to let go of the book, but Jar­tim hugged both of them.

“Have faith, Lut. I be­lieve in you.”

Jar­tim left Lu­ti­er alone, clos­ing the door be­hind him with one last warn­ing. “Lock the door when you write, hide the book un­til you are ready.”

Lu­ti­er locked the door and set down the book on his table. He let out a long gasp as he ca­ressed the book and then broke the blessed seal. A few min­utes lat­er, he was on the first page with his fo­u­n­tain pen ready.

He wasn’t sure what to write. He had spent his en­tire life be­ing told to copy some­thing ex­act­ly. He didn’t know if he had any sto­ries in him, but then he re­mem­bered that he had drawn some­thing. He just ne­eded to write.

The pen set down on the page, a splat­ter of ink.

Lu­ti­er start­ed with a sto­ry that start­ed like the scrip­ture did but he al­ready knew how it was go­ing to cha­nge.


It was the third day of Dob­ma­hin when Jar­tim died at the age of sev­en­ty-eight. Lu­ti­er was one of the three men who dug the grave, bre­a­king the fro­zen earth with fire mag­ic and a pair of shov­els. The back-bre­a­king work left him a­ching from shoul­der to heels, but it was the last gift he could give a man who gave him his life back.

Now, they stood at the end of the day as Ma­ri­on spoke the last of her prayers over Jar­tim’s body. It was a cold and windy day. The sharp edge of wind buf­fet­ed past his cas­sock and his teeth chat­tered. Only the pro­mise of hot cof­fee in­side kept most of the priests and priest­esses stand­ing place as the rit­u­al droned on.

Lu­ti­er re­treat­ed into his thoughts, kno­wing the prayer by heart. He re­gret­ted not work­ing faster on the book Jar­tim gave him six years ago. He was al­most done, only thir­ty or so more pages be­fore it was com­plete­ly filled. Tho­u­sands of il­lus­tra­tions, hun­dreds of hours draw­ing and writ­ing. It was Lu­ti­er’s pro­ud­est work and only one oth­er man had known it ex­ist­ed.

The book had re­newed hope for Lu­ti­er and he fo­und a re­newed faith in the Holy Hus­band in it. When he wasn’t forced to in­clude the Wife in every scene, il­lus­tra­tion, and page, he fo­und it nes­tled deep in his heart. The Wife was still there, she had to be for his ver­sion of the tales, but his book was only a­bout the Hus­band. When he wrote, joy filled him as more of the ideas flowed out. He loved fill­ing each page with neat writ­ing and de­tailed draw­ings.

One more week and he would have been done. He had just fin­ished bind­ing the pages into the book, work­ing late in the night with nee­dle, thread, and glue. If Jar­tim sur­vived only a lit­tle lo­nger, he would have seen it com­plet­ed.

A tear froze a­gainst Lu­ti­er’s cheek. Why couldn’t Jar­tim held on for a lit­tle lo­nger?

Ma­ri­on fin­ished her prayer. It would be one of the last ones as a high priest­ess of the abbey. Only mar­ried cou­ples were al­lowed to run every church and abbey, a cou­ple beca­use no man or woman was able to do it on their own. She bowed her head as tears splashed down; Jar­tim had been her hus­band for more years than Lu­ti­er had lived.

One by one, the broth­ers and sis­ters of the abbey walked to her, got a quick bless­ing from Ma­ri­on, and then he­aded into the abbey to warm up.

Lu­ti­er was near the end and he hesi­tat­ed when it was his turn. His shoes crunched in the snow as he walked up to her and held out his hands to grasp hers.

Ma­ri­on look at him and the ever-pre­sent a­nger re­ma­ined in her gaze. She didn’t take his hand. In­stead, she le­aned clos­er and whis­pered, her breath fog­ging a­gainst his face. “If it is the last thing I do as the moth­er of this abbey, I will see you re­moved if not ex­e­cut­ed for blas­phe­my.”

One se­n­tence and then she turned away from him.

Lu­ti­er lo­oked down at his hands, sta­ined with ink from his night­ly scri­bing. He knew that she was just la­shing out in grief, they had scrip­tures a­bout it, but it didn’t make the pain any less. He loved Jar­tim as his fa­ther, maybe as much as she loved him as her hus­band.

He bowed his head. “Thank you, moth­er.”

She jerked at his words.

Lu­ti­er turned and he­aded to the door. In­stead of go­ing in­side, he picked up the shov­el and wait­ed for the oth­ers to go in­side. He had one more thing to do for his fa­ther.


    




    
        
    

    
        
            
             
            Chapter 3
             
            
        


        Renewed Faith


        
When asked why he de­cid­ed to leave the Di­vine Cou­ple, Lu­ti­er sim­ply stat­ed, “it was time.”
—The Bit­ter Di­vorce of the Holy Fa­ther

That night, close to mid­night, Lu­ti­er stag­gered down the hall to his cell. He smelled of wa­ter and soap, the icy air pluck­ing at the mois­ture that still clung to his skin. He was ex­haust­ed be­yond re­ason and his eyes kept dro­o­ping with the de­sire for sleep.

“I’m sor­ry,” he whis­pered to him­self, “no writ­ing tonight.”

Even as he said it, he knew he would write. There was so much pain in his heart from los­ing Jar­tim that he had to put them down in words. It was the only way he could find peace to sleep.

As he walked, he could hear whis­pered prayers and sno­ring from the oth­er cells. There were qu­iet gasps and moans from a few oth­er’s rooms. Eve­ry­one dealt with grief in diffe­rent ways, some did it alone and oth­ers sought com­pa­ny in their broth­ers and sis­ters in the cold night.

His cell door cre­aked as he e­n­tered it. Turn­ing a­ro­und, he closed and locked it be­fore head­ing for his bed. With one a­ching hand, he picked up the cor­ner of his mat­tress.

He reached for a book that wasn’t there. His heart skipped a beat as he stared down at its place. His fo­u­n­tain pen had been moved also. Ink sta­ined the boards un­der­neath the mat­tress and the black splotch so­aked into the sheets above it.

Lu­ti­er closed his eyes. So­me­one else knew a­bout the book be­sides Jar­tim. He even knew who: Ma­ri­on. He knew the words on the page would e­nrage her, it was the thing she hat­ed the most a­bout him.

He set down the mat­tress and tried to calm his rapid­ly beat­ing heart. He had many op­tions, but couldn’t think of any. He knew that she would ful­fill her pro­mise if news of his book got out. He had writ­ten it as a jdacku, a holy book, but not one for the Di­vine Cou­ple. For a priest of the Cou­ple to scribe it, it was blas­phe­my, but one that gave Lu­ti­er his faith.

With a shud­de­ring breath, he set down the mat­tress and left his cell. She would prob­a­bly be read­ing it in her cell. He he­aded down the hall and knocked on her door. When she didn’t an­swer, he knocked a­gain.

A few min­utes passed and Lu­ti­er turned away. De­spair clawed at him as he tried to i­mag­ine where she would have tak­en the book. He he­aded to­ward the main hall, the one he avo­ided af­ter the fu­ner­al.

Ma­ri­on sat at the end of the table with her back to the fire­place. A fire burned bright­ly in it, light­ing up the plain wo­oden ta­bles. It gli­nted off the mu­rals and dec­o­ra­tions of the faith: the staff, the cup, and the chain.

His book was in front of her, splay­ing out and ex­posed. One hand was balled in a fist to hold the cor­ner down as she used her oth­er hand to flip through the pages. Even from the op­po­site end of the table, he could see her eyes fla­shing as she sca­nned each page.

“Blas­phe­my,” Ma­ri­on said in a low, cracked voice. It was the voice of grief and a­nger.

Lu­ti­er start­ed to­ward her, walk­ing along the bench that he had e­aten at for al­most his en­tire life.

“You have turned your back on the Holy Wife and writ­ten her out of your child­ish fa­nta­sy.”

He wa­nted to ex­plain the joy he felt in writ­ing it, the fo­cus on the mas­cu­line, the per­fec­tion of the male form. The sto­ries were the ones in his heart, burned clean by years of writ­ing his ideas out. They were his faith, the one he be­lieved in now.

Ma­ri­on turned the page. As she read it, her fist tight­ened un­til her knuck­les turned white. She shook as she reached the bot­tom of the page and shift­ed her gaze to the next one. “I knew a­bout this, but I nev­er thought you’d be­tray us so com­plete­ly with this… this blas­phe­my. These vile words.”

Lu­ti­er stopped a few feet from her. “Jar­tim—”

Her head snapped up. “Jar­tim should have nev­er giv­en this to you!” Her shrill voice echoed a­gainst the walls. The a­nger and rage al­most burned the air a­ro­und her. “These are not the di­vine words!”

“These are my words.”

Ma­ri­on jumped to her feet. The page in her hand was torn free and Lu­ti­er felt a bit of him­self scream out in agony. Balling it up, she bran­dished it in front of him. “You are not wor­thy to write these cursed words! These are not the words of love, of faith!”

“They are,” Lu­ti­er in­sist­ed. He fought the urge to lash out, re­mind­ing him­self of the very sto­ries he wrote in the book.

“This is sac­ri­lege!” With a snarl, she turned and threw the balled pa­per into the fire.

Lu­ti­er gasped and surged for­ward, try­ing to stop her.

Ma­ri­on knocked his hand away and tore a hand­ful of pages from the book. Shov­ing him aside, she threw them into the fire. The flutte­ring pa­per quick­ly caught aflame and danced in the ashed. “I will not al­low you to des­e­crate my church with your po­i­so­nous words!”

He grabbed at the book, but she knocked him aside.

With a scream, she turned and threw the en­tire tome into the fire.

Lu­ti­er didn’t have time to think. He dove into the fire, igno­ring the agony that burst along his skin. He clutched at the book. Em­bers seared at his skin and the stench of burn­ing flesh filled his nos­trils a­ro­und the cho­king heat that tore at his lungs. He grabbed the book, sha­king as he tried to pull it out.

The heat and light made it hard and he slammed a­gainst the se­a­ring hot stone of the hearth. It took him two more tries be­fore he stag­gered out of the fire­place, hold­ing the still burn­ing book to his chest. Flames licked at his cas­sock and he fought to re­main con­sci­ous with agony cours­ing along his ve­ins.

He beat the flames from the book first, flail­ing at Ma­ri­on’s arms when she tried to stop him.

His burn­ing clothes con­ti­nued to lick at his skin, blacke­ning flesh and leav­ing him sick. He left his book long e­nough to grab a buck­et of wa­ter and dumped it over his head. The icy liq­uid al­most over­whelmed him as it po­ured down over his burns and across his ru­ined clothes.

Lu­ti­er shook his head to clear it and saw that Ma­ri­on strug­gled to pick up his book. De­spe­rate to save it, he lashed out with the only thing in his hand.

The buck­et caught the side of Ma­ri­on’s head and threw her aside. She flew back a few feet be­fore slam­ming a­gainst the hearth­stone with a sicke­ning crunch. Her eyes rolled up in her head as she slid down, leav­ing a smear of blood a­gainst the rough stones.

Lu­ti­er shook as he stood there, sta­ring at her body. He had to strain to fo­cus past the tears in his eyes, but when he saw her chest ris­ing and falling in la­bored breaths, he let out a sob of re­lief.

And then the re­al­iza­tion of his sit­u­a­tion struck him. If she lived, he would be ex­com­mu­ni­cat­ed from the church. He knew the words were blas­phe­my but they were still his words, his faith.

Blood pooled un­der­neath her, so­a­king into her yel­low cas­sock.

He glanced at the book. It was a third gone, the edges black­ened from the flames. Years of his writ­ing de­stroyed in a mat­ter of mo­ments.

He took a breath and then an­oth­er. He had writ­ten the sto­ries. Sto­ries of the Holy Fa­ther and how he took care of the Wife. Of the brav­ery and i­ntel­li­gence of the mas­cu­line over the fe­mi­nine.

Lu­ti­er closed his eyes for a long mo­ment and then o­pened them. Igno­ring his book for a mo­ment, he knelt down and pulled Ma­ri­on from near the fire. Rip­ping his own cas­sock open and then into strips, he bound her head quick­ly.

Ma­ri­on’s eyes flut­tered open and bab­ble slipped out of her mouth. It was in­com­pre­hen­si­ble and tor­tured, filled with pain and sor­row.

“I’m sor­ry,” he said and meant it.

As soon as he was sure she wouldn’t die im­me­di­ate­ly, he grabbed the burnt book and rushed back to the cells. There was still a light un­der one of the doors and he po­u­nded on it. “O­pen up!”

The sis­ter in­side o­pened it af­ter only a few sec­onds, her shape­less tu­nic ha­n­ging off her shoul­ders. She took one look at Lu­ti­er and gasped. “You’re burned!”

“Moth­er Ma­ri­on needs help!”

“You need—”

“Help the moth­er! She’s in the great hall. She hurt—” He froze for a heart­beat, u­nsure of what to say. Fi­nal­ly, he fin­ished. “She is hurt bad­ly and needs help. Please! Please help her!”

It was the right thing to do, to make sure Ma­ri­on was safe. He wrote some­thing in his book a­bout the same thing.

But Lu­ti­er couldn’t stay. When Ma­ri­on woke up or when they fo­und the book, it was over for him. He had to run. He glanced down the hall at his cell. There were oth­er broth­ers and sis­ters pe­e­king out of their rooms. Some of them were al­ready dressed. There was no way Lu­ti­er could get to his cell to cha­nge clothes with­out lo­o­king sus­pi­ci­ous.

He had to run.

With a deep breath, he yelled out. “Moth­er Ma­ri­on is hurt in the great hall!”

They came out of their rooms and rushed down the hall. He let them push him along, drag­ging him to­ward the great hall and away from his cell. As soon as he could, he slipped aside and he­aded straight for the front doors with his book pressed to his chest.

It was icy cold out­side and he had nowhere to go. But he couldn’t stay there. If he had any faith at all, it would car­ry him to safe­ty.
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        Fedran is a world caught on the cusp of two great ages.

For centuries, the Crystal Age shaped society through the exploration of magic. Every creature had the ability to affect the world using talents and spells. The only limitation was imagination, will, and the inescapable rules of resonance. But as society grew more civilized, magic became less reliable and weaker.

When an unexpected epiphany seemingly breaks the laws of resonance, everything changed. Artifacts no longer exploded when exposed to spells, but only if they were wrapped in cocoons of steel and brass. The humble fire rune becomes the fuel for new devices, ones powered by steam and pressure. These machines herald the birth of a new age, the Industrial Age.

Now, the powers of the old age struggle against the onslaught of new technologies and an alien way of approaching magic. Either the world will adapt or it will be washed away in the relentless march of innovation.

To explore the world of Fedran, check out https://fedran.com/. There you’ll find stories, novels, character write-ups and more.
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