Seal up the Stars
Book One of The Great Rescue
Chapter One
[bookmark: _GoBack]	I clenched the thick paper of the invitation between my fingers to keep them from trembling. I wanted to fling it from me, tear it in a hundred pieces. Instead I stared at the bold black ink across the front. 
Lord Vitrel cordially welcomes you to attend the Birthing Ceremony and the following celebration in the Red Room. Please wear your Birthing robe.
	And below, in smaller print:
Attendance is mandatory.
  	What if Brend got one of these?
	I spun to my door and shoved it open. No one in the hall. I darted across to the closed door of my little brother Brend’s room and turned the knob. Brend started up from his desk. 
	“Ravenna, what’s wrong?”
	I ignored him as I pulled aside his covers and examined his pillow, top and bottom. No envelope. Relief trickled into me, but I couldn’t believe it yet. 
	“You didn’t get an invitation?” I asked. I strode over to him, took his shoulders. “White paper.” 
	He shook his head. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
	I nodded slowly. “Okay.” 
	“What are you talking about?” 
	I let go and held up my hands. “Nothing. Never mind.” 
	He studied me. “Invitation. To the Birthing Ceremony?”
	I sighed. “Yes. But you didn’t get one, that’s what matters.” 
	“I know what happens at those ceremonies, Venna.”
	“That’s not the same as seeing it. And Vitrel seeing you.” 
	“He knows about me already.” 
	“I don’t want him reminded,” I said. “He hasn’t mentioned you being Birthed yet. Maybe he’ll let you go, like he did me.”
	He was quiet. “Maybe.” 
	I put my hand on his shoulder again, gently this time. “Don’t worry. I’ll be okay.” 
	“I’ll wait for you here,” he said. 
	I pulled him into my arms for a moment. “I’ll be back soon.” I stepped backward to the door, wanting to see him for as long as possible. When the door shut me into the dark hallway, I turned and sprinted into my room. I had only ten minutes to get down to the Red Room. I shoved my robe on while I ran to the steps. It fit even baggier than last year, the first time I’d worn it. That first Ceremony had filled me with fear for days.
	Nine minutes went by before I arrived, panting, at the edge of the Council crowd. The doors to the Red Hall were shut. I caught my breath as Vitrel made his way through the crowd. He walked right past me and I pressed against the wall. Two Temptor Elders swung wide the doors. We moved as one into the dark hall.
     	The lantern swinging from Vitrel’s hand guttered and the shadows of the hall pounced. I mashed my lips together, thinking I was going to be left in damp darkness, surrounded by red robed men with pale faces and gleaming teeth.
    	 At least they wouldn’t gleam in the dark. The flame caught another lick of oil and burned on. The Temptor Elders opened the doors at the end of the hall and let them settle against the wall with ponderous thuds. Vitrel’s pointed shoes clicked along the red brick pathway and up the stairs to the raised platform. We filed after him, a murky red stream of shapeless robes. I hung back and sat alone in the last bench.
     	The rest of the Temptor Elders sat in pairs, filling all twenty benches in front of me. Two of them were women, the rest men. All hungry for the words that Vitrel would speak, and thirsty for the power of the druwe water that lay thick in the stone basin he held. I touched the mask on my face, thankful for its protection against the smell. I was the only one here who had never touched the druwe, and Vitrel had never pressed me. He made me come to remind me of his power over me.
    	 “Temptors, welcome to the sanctuary of Hreth,” Vitrel said. The side of my face crawled, and I pinched my hands together to keep them from creeping up to cover it. Vitrel’s son, Shasta, sat across the aisle, staring at me. 
      	“Three young men will be taken by the power of Hreth today, and if they are willing, be born again as Temptors,” Vitrel said. His face was so bone-pale, I couldn’t imagine his skull beneath the skin being any different. “We, the Elders, will guide them through this Birthing. Bring them in!” he called, flicking his fingers against the edge of the basin. Three narrow red doors in the brick wall behind him grated open, each spilled out a boy. The doors slid closed, and the boy on the left spun and pushed against it, his fingernails scrabbling over the wood. His hands were trembling. His dark hair fell across his neck in a familiar way. 
	“Come,” Vitrel said, standing and lowering the basin onto a stone block beside his seat. The other two boys were older, perhaps my age. They approached him slowly, but I saw the expected excitement beneath their caution. The fear of the third seeped into me.
     	The other boys were already standing beside Vitrel, their faces set but their knees less than firm. The assistant stood with the youngest, straining against his wiry strength. The boy’s eyes flailed around the room as Vitrel held up three glasses, a crimson band around each. He dipped the first into the druwe water, and the black drops ran down the crystal sides. I shrank lower on the bench, sure that I knew the one who was struggling. 
`Who is he? I didn’t want to know, and wished the mask would cover my eyes as well as my mouth and nose.
    	 “Drink and take in the presence of Hreth, my sons,” Vitrel said. He handed the glass to the closest boy. The boy took it in two hands and dumped the druwe into his mouth. He missed with some of it, and his neck was flooded. He shuddered with the first taste, and swallowed hard, almost gagged. His eyelids wrinkled with terrible fear, and then it was as if his body shifted into something else. 
	Hreth is in him now. He bared his teeth and a roar blasted from his mouth as he licked his fingers. The second boy was already drinking, and the assistant had the third in a headlock while Vitrel poured the druwe into his mouth.
    	 “No!” the boy’s shriek pierced the heavy air of the sanctuary, and I stiffened. A rasping gurgle cut off his cry as he was forced to swallow or drown. When his face was finally still, I saw that it was Brend’s friend from Cander Ward, William. Vitrel used the lot to choose those who would be Birthed, and not even the rich could escape. I gagged and jerked the mask off my face and was sick off the end of the bench. The silence became heavy again, and I leaned down into my arms. 
 	Vitrel was speaking again. I made myself sit up. 
     “…two have been added to our family. This is a day for celebration! Two of these young men have taken the very spirit of Hreth into themselves. Welcome them, Temptors, and show them how to use their new power to fight against our enemies, the Solari and those that harbor them, the Abati.”
     The Temptors on the pews stood and bent their heads toward Vitrel. I kept my eyes carefully away from William. He was only a year older than Brend. It could have been my brother lying on the platform, doomed to die because he refused to accept the power of a demanding god. I will never let that happen. 
	The thick druwe bubbled, and all three of the Birthed shuddered as if a hand grasped their shirts and shook them, even William. I didn’t understand how Hreth controlled them through the druwe, but I’d seen it happen to Temptors every year.  Vitrel had protected me from it ever since he’d taken me in. I wasn’t going to risk changing his mind with questions. The druwe sharpened their senses and let them run and jump faster and higher, but anyone could see Hreth took over their humanity. 
Vitrel called it their birth into true humanity, but if he were right, then I wanted no part in true humanity. They made deadly soldiers, but I knew the people of Celidom needed more protection from the Temptors than anything else.
     Vitrel descended the steps and clicked down the aisle. Red robed men swarmed around William, and his arms and legs flopped over their hands. The procession began again, and we waited through the flood of red until it was our turn to rise. I let everyone else go first and kept my head down. The door of Vitrel’s sanctuary shut behind us, and I lifted my head and breathed again. If I managed to leave the celebration early enough, Shasta would have no chance to find me alone. 
     The lingas wives and husbands of the council members were waiting in the parlor, the non-Temptors wearing bright blue and pink and yellow dresses and sparkling paste around their eyes. I didn’t know if the makeup and fashions hid their regrets, or if they adored Vitrel as much as they appeared to do. Vitrel had forbidden any Temptor to take a spouse in simple marriage. The bond must be lingas, unbreakable. Temptors often married their own kind, but Cander Ward was full of young ladies eager to be won by a dashing man in black. After they had shared blood and spoken the unbreakable vows, it was too late. Their blood was no longer their own, and to be unfaithful to their own blood was to sicken and die.
      I will never take those vows. 
     I edged along the wall and into a corner near a plump redheaded woman. She was the wife of an Elder who died in a Vithren attack last warm season. The Vithren, huge, wolf-like creatures whose shoulders reached mine, had torn him to pieces with their sharp teeth. Though her husband was dead and she was not a Temptor, Vitrel ordered Lady Slovaka to attend the Birthings. 			
     “I’m working on a new method, Ravenna,” Lady Slovaka said, tucking her head further into the hood of her red robe. I constantly scanned for Shasta or Vitrel, in case they were headed our way. Shasta stayed near the center where the newly Birthed sat, taunting William. Vitrel walked from Elder to Elder, kissed the hands of their wives, smiled thinly at his subjects.  
     “Oh?” I asked. 
     “I have a contact in Cander Ward who owns a cart. He says he can smuggle us to the southern border.” Her voice was hardly a whisper. 
	I said nothing. Vitrel was moving our way. Lady Slovaka peered past her hood, her round face filling it. “I can get you his name.”
	“Later.” I cleared my throat and spoke quickly. “I’ve heard Ashleigh has a Vithren for a pet, anyway. They say it’s as tall as a man on its hind feet.” Slovaka glared at me but her face quickly flattened. Vitrel stood by my left elbow, a small smile on his face. We both turned and curtsied to Vitrel, kept our eyes down. 
	“Good evening, ladies,” he said. 
	“Good evening, Lord Vitrel,” I said.  
	Don’t sound so nervous. 
	“You must excuse me,” Lady Slovaka said. She sounded strangled. She bowed again and moved toward the hall. 
	“A fascinating ceremony,” Vitrel said. “So powerful, the presence of Hreth.”
	I nodded. 
	“Did you enjoy it?” 
	I opened my mouth, nothing came out. 
	“Perhaps you would enjoy it more if you were more personally involved.”
	“It—it might be too intense for me,” I finally said. 
	He nodded slowly. “Yes, yes, it might be. I thought perhaps you would like to watch your brother—”
	“He’s too young. He would never make a good Temptor, anyway. Too weak.” I pinched my lips together to make myself shut up. 
	Vitrel smiled. “He may prove you wrong. We shall see. Enjoy the party, my dear.” He took my cold hand and pressed his colder lips against it. “Oh.” He turned back. “Shasta was looking for you. He’s been wanting to spend some time with you. He misses your childhood days together. I told him tonight would be a good time.” 
	I stared at him, tried to keep my eyes from widening. I curtsied deeply to get my face out of sight. When I looked up, he was gone. 
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