State of Grace

Tale of the Leper Priest

Among the worst lessons of life are the ones whose choices are all the correct choice.  Giving your money to one poor man or another, for example.  There’s rarely a lesson to be learned from having selected one man over the other.  There are no such choices in this tale.  I feel strongly that in every aspect of my life there has only been one right choice, and with devotion to that belief I have followed the path that would seem to be blazed for me by my God.

I am Mayalt, sometimes called Mayalt the Infirm, and once by a peer called Mayalt the Second.

My first, hardest decision, was between my parents, and while in retrospect there was only one true choice, at the time a child can not be expected to be rational when it comes to the people whom he believes love him.
Sarania, my mother, was a priestess of Nerull, God of Death, who is painted as a bit of a trickster.  And thus I’ve come to believe that my conception was a prank.  Sarania, as I’m told and from what I can vaguely recall, was a legendary beauty.  At a young age, her mother sent her away to the nunnery in order to keep her brothers and lecherous father from ever entertaining nasty thoughts.  Nerull was widely worshiped in their corner of the world because the village was believed to exist on a thin spot between our world and that of the spirits.  Her time at the nunnery seemingly warped her.  I’m uncertain but I expect that what her mother feared happening of her at home is what happened to her at the nunnery.  She set out into this world with a full understanding of what her beauty does to men and many twisted ideas of how to use that to her advantage.
My father was Ergoss, a holy Paladin of Pelor.  Champion of many campaigns, he came across Sarania as his armored cavalry unit moved through the mountains.  He found her in a small roadside village that boasted little but the opportunity to rest.  By his account, though in his late twenties he was chaste, often told by the priests that purity was at the heart of the saints, and that this is what men should aspire to.  But he saw her dark hair and robust figure and fell in love.  He tried to charm her with gifts and wit and kindness, but she disregarded him with the other suitors until she heard tale from the other knights in a bar discussing Ergoss’ chastity.  That was something she very much wished to destroy.  After that he didn’t stand a chance.

After the deed, my father spent the next few months trying to get her to acknowledge his love for her, which pleased her vanity and her twisted desire to torture paladins of an opposing faith.  Eventually she began to “show”.  She moved back to the nunnery, at which point, the unit had to leave the area entirely.  From home he gathered the best of his friends and set up a small crusade to that distant base of their anti-religion.  He and his men fought all sorts of evil before at last reaching the place.  He captured her and brought her back to the lands of his kin, where he would keep her captive until my birth, often keeping her restrained so that she would not harm me inside her.
After my birth she became a different woman, by most accounts.  Full of love and devotion to her new child, they say she put aside her worship of evil.  This, of course, was not true.

And thus when I reached the age of seven I discovered them in the barn having an argument.  My mother stood nude, her hands wrapped in snakes, performing some sort of dark sacrifice of cattle to her God when my father discovered her.  The two were set to battle when they noticed me at the doorway.

“It’s his decision, is it not?”  She said.  Wickedly she shimmied her hips, alas I was too young to understand such seductions.  I suspected her plan was to abscond with me at puberty when I would be guiled by her mad inducements.  But with her retained worship discovered, her hand was forced.

“I’m his father.  In all cultures throughout the world it is not his choice, it is mine.”

“Hear that, my little man?  He still treats you like a child.  Aren’t you ready to take on the responsibilities of men?”

“Son, she is a deceiver and I beg apology… I did not realize that I could be so deceived twice.  I wanted to believe she could change but she could not.  Witch, It is only by my mercy, not that of the most bright and knowing Pelor, that I let you leave unharmed, and I will accept what punishment he deems necessary in the next life for this failing of the heart.”

“My sweet, strong Mayalt.  With your father you will know only the burning fire of the unrelenting sun for all eternity.  Come with me and live in the cool darkness, the shaded grove where Nerull waits with open arms and gifts so plentiful you could open one every day for the rest of eternity and not run out.”
Ergoss had instilled in me a strange work ethic, and unwittingly my mother had done her part.  Nothing was easy, and anyone telling you what you wanted to hear was likely lying.  It was a pragmatic viewpoint, but even at that age I’d seen it at work.

I walked to the side of my father.  They’d taught me to worship Pelor, and now one day, without warning I’m told by my mother that this is wrong and that I need to worship one of the gods I’d been taught was wicked?  It wasn’t possible that we’d been doing wrong, because I knew and felt it was right.

She scowled and for a moment I swear she was something else.  She changed from something of nearly divine beauty into something inexorably devoid of pleasantness.  Just as quickly she restored her smile then said, “You’ll learn your error some day.”  She walked away into the hills and never darkened our home again.  The others were warned and the village kept vigil for years against her return for fear of some recompense, but there was none.

Around the age of nine I pledged myself to the church in the strongest way I could.  I’d always been a small boy, without the intrinsic strength of my father, but I did carry my mother’s beauty, and this both bolstered my father and at first created some angst.  You see, he’d feared that perhaps too much of my mother was in me, but when I told him I wanted to be a priest of Pelor it was the proudest day of his life.  His son may not joust in tournaments, but he’d preach the word of the glowing God.

Days after that I was struck ill.  At first it appeared in the form of strange flecks on the skin, but within a week they turned to boils.  The priests tried to heal me to no avail.  It seemed I was undergoing some sort of wasting.  It would keep me from being at the side of battlefields and from going far from the church, and as a result I spent a lot of time saying mass and performing personal healings.  I knew despite the seeming impossibility of removal of the strange contagion, my god was with me, because his power came through me when I made others well.  I was allowed to continue this practice because I did not seem contagious.
Ten years in the cloister brought me to the brink of death.  A sad irony was that on days that I would walk outside to bask in Pelor’s blessing, that very sun would cause my skin to break and pustules to form and often bleed.  I would be healed by the other priests of these minor wounds, but it did seem that I was somehow cursed.  My father, now just starting on the down slope of his life, stayed near home and we were almost as colleagues sometimes.  His knowledge of doctrine was as my own, but he would still come to me for advice and that made me feel more like a priest than anything else that could possibly happen.

It would be a lie to say that I did not consider how my God would let this condition continue to weaken me, especially as by now as I crossed over my 21st year, I was often in great pain.  The strange thing about pain is that if you live with it everyday it becomes as familiar and unnoticed as hearing the same songbird every day or passing the same people in the streets.

I endured until midway into my 21st year when I fell while trying to bring a book from the tower down to my study.  It was a fall of only the last few steps, but my body knew this was serious.  Something in my physical form had decayed to where I could no longer continue on in this form.  In fact, by this time my father had become my only confessor, as I had become so physically twisted that It was believed I should no longer say mass or lay on hands except to those familiar already with my deformed appearance.

“You’ve changed much,” one of the younger priests now asked me, perhaps mistaking me for an elder in my gnarled state.  “I hear you were beauteous once.  Do you miss that?”

But truth was, I never had mirrors.  I never stole glances in the well, which was quite deep.  There was no reason to believe I was uglier, though I certainly was; only that I was different from others now physcially.

My father once stated that he believed my mother or her God were responsible for my disposition, and that may have been true.  Curses were not above the Nerull worshippers by any means.  But to pull one off that was not so immediately healed took a level of power no mere priest held here.  Perhaps a cardinal or pope.
On the morning of Pelor’s holiest day, with my injuries from the fall a few weeks prior still holding firm against healings, my breathing increasingly difficult, I fell at first unconscious and then drifted off.

I cannot say what happened next either to my body or my soul except to speculate.

It was a custom to take the bodies of the deceased to the basement where they would lie in state and be dressed in their finest so that they could be presented to their God at their best.  With no breathing or heartbeat, I lay in the basement below the chapel, shrouded in white linen.

I heard the bell toll for daily prayer and so I arose from my slab, the ache of my bones strangely missing.  It was as if there had been a loud noise in my head all my life and suddenly that noise had stopped, and there was only the clarity of the world left behind.  I was unsure I was alive until I felt the cold stone beneath my feet and knew I was no spirit.  I rose and walked the stairs to the chapel.  There, my brothers in Pelor had gathered, all kneeling and facing the golden idol.  Many were saying praise to him and mentioning my name.  I recall some mention of his mercy for taking me from my pains at last.

Kneeling beside them I began to say the mid-day sacrament to myself when things slowly began to get quiet.  One by one they stopped praying until only I spoke. I turned and looked at them and the looks on their face were… if it were possible… nearly every expression you could name, save perhaps anger.  There was shock, joy, and even a touch of fear.  They rose to their feet, and I moved to do the same.  One of the young priests instinctively moved to assist me and I waved him off.  I arose on my own from the kneeling posture and thanked the boy.
For weeks they debated what had happened.  Was pronouncement of my death a mere mistake or had Pelor seen fit to resurrect me for my unerring faith and devotion?  If so, why had the pain and the disease ebbed?  I was still uglier than the sins of man combined, but I was no longer ill.

By the time word came back from the cardinals that they could not come to a certainty of the validity of this event as a miracle, I had already decided it didn’t matter.  I was well, and while I’d been among people I loved, I needed to take my newly discovered mobility and go abroad.

The day I set out, my father came to the road.  He said that he always knew I was chosen somehow, from the day I was born, and his belief had been renewed by my rejection of evil and my decision to join the clergy.  Now fully gray, he was lacking some of the vitality of his younger years, but then I appeared to be vastly older than he, with only my voice to betray my age.

Ergoss had gone to the armorer and had him extract the symbol of Pelor from the chest of his now retired armor and link it to a chain.  With the symbol now draped around my neck, I walked up the road with a bit more vigor than I’d displayed heretofore.  I wanted them to think of me as capable, even if I knew little of what I would encounter.
I am not a miracle; I’ll settle that dispute right now.  Rather I should say that we are all miracles, and that I am none greater than the next.

