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To my dad,

Thanks for listening to all my stories—

Even the real ones.
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The town of Entin blazed like a beacon in the night.  Torches and lanterns burned at regular intervals along the street while those few who traveled within the city carried their own lights to banish the darkness from their path.  Yet despite the burning fires, the nightly travelers cast suspicious glances at the shadows huddled menacingly on the sides of buildings and in the mouths of poorly-lit alleyways.   

Within those gazes, one, if he looked closely enough, might see a range of emotions—fear not least among them.  But there were other feelings too, for even as they feared, the town’s citizens laughed inwardly at themselves for their worry, telling themselves they were foolish, that they were not children to be scared of the night.  But their self-assurances were largely empty, and their inner laughter never reached the surface, did not sound out into the darkness, for should they let it, that laughter might sound too much like madness, might become, without their meaning it, a scream.

The traveling merchant standing at his stall did not fault them for their fear, for he knew better than most the dangers the darkness held.  The shadows, after all, were not always innocent or empty.  Sometimes they had teeth and claws, and their caperings weren’t the product of the shifting light of torches, but were instead the subtle questing of the ever-hungry Dark, looking to sate that hunger within itself which was, in the end, insatiable.

Torrik knew these things to be true, for long ago he had been one of those entrusted to watch the darkness, one of those chosen to venture into the shadows and reveal the truths hidden there.  A dark past, one of blood and danger, and one he had believed behind him.  But a man can never leave his past behind, not truly.  This was another truth Torrik had recently come to learn.

A man’s past trailed after him always, waiting, in its own time, to make a lie of the new life he thought to fashion for himself.  It was such a past that had brought him here, to this place, that made him cast a suspicious glance at each person as they walked by, waiting for the words he had come to hear, the words he did not want to hear.    

His five-year-old son played on the ground behind the stall.  The boy must have felt Torrik’s eyes on him, for he glanced up from his play, smiling before turning back to the figurine he held in a small, pudgy hand, one depicting Chosen Olliman, the High Priest who had led Entarna against the nightwalkers during the Night War.  

It had been a terrible, bloody struggle, but one in which Olliman and all the country’s people had been victorious, defeating the night’s creatures.  But, perhaps that wasn’t true.  After all, the creatures had appeared again, hadn’t they?  The night, it seemed, had not stayed conquered for long.  In his darker moments, Torrik doubted it ever would.  

He studied his son, watched him playing contently with the figurine, in his face a child’s happiness, one unmarred by his father’s worries.  And why not?  He was young, young and innocent and trusting completely in his parents to keep him safe against the world’s dangers.

 I should not have brought him here, Torrik thought, not for the first time.  We should not have brought him here.    

At the other end of the stall, his wife, Elayna, spoke with a customer—the night’s second one.  The man was tall, with the broad shoulders, calloused hands, and thick muscles that spoke of a life spent in physical labor.  Yet for all his size, the stranger cast nervous looks at the shadows pooling along the edges of the town square, as if afraid one might rise up and attack at any moment.  In another place, another time, the man might have been mocked for fearing the darkness like a child, but not here, not now.  The children, after all, had been right to fear.

Torrik’s wife said something, too low for him to hear, and the big man’s attention was pulled back to her, an almost guilty expression on his face, one that slowly melted away as she spoke to him in the soft, reassuring way she had.  She reached up and removed a lantern—one of their finest, with an added spare reservoir to hold more oil than most—and placed it on the wooden stall in front of the man.

The big man hunched over it, eyeing it from every angle before finally picking it up reverently, checking the wicking and the reservoir for any fault or flaw.  He examined the lantern the way a soldier might see to a new sword before going into battle, one with which he was unfamiliar and that he did not yet trust.  And for this, too, Torrik did not blame him, for the simple pottery lantern was indeed a weapon and a shield both, one with which a man might do battle against the darkness or, more likely, only try to survive it.  

Soon, the man left, the light of his newly-purchased lantern shining in the darkness, carrying a basket of hemp and oil and some flint and steel.  Torrik watched him go, repressing a sigh.  The man had clearly been a laborer of little means, and the lantern had not been cheap, though Torrik and his wife had sold it at a loss.  The man and his family might not eat well for the next few days after the purchase, but then, a man could survive for days without food.  He could not pass a single night in the darkness.

“You are growing maudlin again.  I can see it in your face.”

Torrik turned to see his wife watching him.  He did not lie, for she would know, no matter how hard he might try to hide it.  She had always been the one person he could never fool.  “Yes.  He was a poor man.  Now, he is poorer.”

She gave him a small smile, the one that always seemed to tell him she understood and knew much more than he ever would—a truth he had long since resigned himself to.  “Yes, but his family will be safe, and a night spent with an empty belly is not the worst of the world’s evils.  Not now.”

Torrik grunted, surprised, as always, by her ability to know the direction of his thoughts.  “Safe,” he said, testing the word and finding it strange, alien to his tongue.  “But for how long?”

She considered the question then finally shrugged.  “It is a good lantern, a good light.  With proper care, it will give his family many years of good use.  But then, that’s not what you’re asking me.  Is it?”

His eyes drifted back to his son, and a memory, one he had long tried and failed to bury, burgeoned in him.  He is no normal boy, Torrik, surely you must—

He forced the thought down with a will, turning back to his wife.  “No.  I guess it isn’t.”

She did not miss the look—in truth, there were few things she ever missed—and she gave a small sigh of her own.  “They were just words, Torrik,” she said, again seeming to pull his thoughts out of his head with ease.  “Even Ulem can be wrong.  He was wrong.  He said we would see signs, didn’t he?  And there have been none…”  She paused, glancing at Alesh to make sure he was still consumed in his play and paying no attention to his parents’ conversation.  Then she turned back to Torrik, a worry and a fierce defensiveness on her face.  “Not since he was a baby, and those were all explainable.”

Torrik nodded slowly.  In truth, he wasn’t sure they were, but the ground which they covered had been covered many times before, and the impressions they’d left—and would leave, should he pursue it—were well-known and familiar.  So, instead, he forced a smile he did not feel.  “Of course, you’re right.  It’s only…I do not like this.”

She followed his gaze to their covered wagon on the side street, wherein lay a trunk.  And within the trunk, a letter.  Such a simple thing—a sheet of parchment, ink scribbled hastily on its surface, as if its author had been in distress or, at the least, in a hurry.  Words on a page.  Yet the words, the letter, had been enough to jerk Torrik and his wife and son from their life’s path, the one they had worked so hard to forge for themselves.  He wanted to tell himself they were only words, but he could not; they were life and death.  If they were true, it meant whoever had written them intended Torrik to become the man he had once been, the man he had thought he’d left behind years ago, when Elayna showed the first signs of the child growing within her belly.

“I’m sure it’s nothing, Torrik,” Elayna said, but he could hear the worry, mirror to his own, in her whisper.  “They know we don’t do that anymore.  Not since Amedan blessed us with Alesh.”

He thought she was trying to convince herself as much as him, but he couldn’t blame her, for she, too, had become someone else.  Once, they had been agents of the Light—she the mind, and he the hand it guided.  They had accomplished much during their service, but they had sacrificed much as well, and it was a life neither missed.  He did not want to become the man he had once been—was not sure he could, even if he wanted to.  But the words on the letter, while innocuous enough on the surface, had been a question, and they had given answer, coming to the town of Entin despite their reluctance.

“We still serve,” Elayna went on, bitterness in her voice, “if not as we once did.  Isn’t it enough for them?  Will it ever be enough?”

The question was not to Torrik, not really, but he decided he’d answer it anyway.  “If all lights go out—”

“Then darkness reigns,” she said, finishing the saying.  “I know, Torrik.  I know,” she repeated, meeting his eyes, and he could see tears gathering in her gaze.  “But surely there are others, ones better suited to…”  She trailed off, and he didn’t bother answering.  They both knew, after all.  If there had been others, ones better suited, then the letter would not have come to them.  But it had.  Amedan protect them, it had.

He took his wife’s hands then, giving her a smile, one he hoped was reassuring.  “It’s okay, El.  We’ll figure out who sent the letter, and we’ll just tell them we can’t help them.”  The two turned to study their son then.  “We’ve got other worries now,” Torrik went on.  “It isn’t just about us, not anymore.  There’s Alesh to look after.”

She nodded, running a finger along her eyes.  “Do you think they will listen?”

“We’ll make them listen.  We’re merchants now, El.  That’s all we are.  If they wish for us to continue to carry letters for them, fine, but we’ll do no more than that.”

She nodded again, slowly, her eyes scanning the town square.  Night was on in full—had been for two hours at least—yet the square was lit well enough for them to see that they were alone now, the other merchants and tradesmen having long since packed their goods and left.  There were none of the townspeople either, only the empty square and the three of them, as if they were part of their own separate world.  Torrik wished they were.  Such a thing, though perhaps intimidating to some, would have been a dream come true for him.  “How long will we give them?” she asked, studying the empty square.

Torrik considered that.  “Another hour, no more.  Perhaps we owe them that much, at least.  But if we hear nothing, that will be the end of it—we’ll leave in the morning.”

“Mama?”  Alesh was frowning at the figure of Olliman he held. 

“Yes, sweetheart?”

“His sword,” Alesh said.  “It broke.”

Torrik and his wife shared a look at that.  It was a day, it seemed, for dark omens.  “It’s okay, baby,” she said, turning back to their son.  “We’ll fix it.”  

Torrik watched her go, noted the way she hugged Alesh tightly before taking the figure.  We’ll fix it, she had said.  But could they?  Could anyone?  It seemed to him that he had spent his life trying to fix things, that Olliman and all the other Chosen of Amedan had dedicated their lives to the same course, yet the darkness still came.  The darkness still took.  

The sounds of footsteps in the deserted square pulled him from his thoughts, and he saw a figure wearing the gray robes of a priest making its way across the square toward them.  A man, judging by his build, but his hood was drawn, covering his face.  Torrik told himself he only imagined the air of menace that lay about the stranger as he drew closer, clearly heading in their direction.  

The man glanced in every direction, as if to assure himself that they were alone in the square, and Torrik frowned, his hand drifting to the dagger—long and well-used—hidden behind his stall.  If his experience as an agent had taught him anything, it was that a man could never be too careful; the truth of it was that he could never be careful enough.  It was a lesson most men learned too late, to their inevitable grief, but one Torrik never forgot.  

So he waited, watching the figure approach.  Torrik had lived his life largely in the shadows, fighting a silent battle against the darkness, uncovering truths the night tried to keep hidden, and exposing the dangers it held.  Most often, those dangers were men, much like himself.  For not all the night’s creatures had talons and fangs; many, far too many, were only people, men and women who had been seduced by the darkness, by the temptations—power and riches chief among them—that it offered.

Yet, for all his care, for all his wariness, he could not hide his gasp of surprise as the stranger came to stand in front of his stall, raising his hood and revealing his features.  “Ulem?” he asked, incredulous.

The priest smiled widely.  “Ah, Torrik, but it does an old man’s heart good to see you.”

Torrik grinned despite himself, all his worries and fears eclipsed by the sight of his old friend alive and well.  Or, at least, alive.  He didn’t miss the dark circles under the older man’s eyes, or the exhaustion and pain in his gaze.  Still, his hand shake was as firm, his laugh as hearty, as Torrik remembered.  “Amedan be praised, but I never thought I’d see you again,” he said, laughing.  “What are you doing here?”

The priest grinned.  “Oh, we’ll come to that soon enough, I imagine.  Tell me, how is Elayna?”

“She’s good,” Torrik said, and then sighed.  “At least, she’s as good as anybody can be, in such times.”  He turned to where his wife and son were playing on the ground.  “Elayna, look who it is.”

She looked up, pausing in her play with Alesh, and her eyes widened.  She rose, hurried forward, and pulled the older man into an embrace.  When she released him, his grin was, if anything, wider than it had been before.  “Ah, my lady, but you are as beautiful as ever.”

She rolled her eyes mockingly.  “And you are as much a flatterer as ever.  An odd talent, for a priest.”

Ulem brought a hand to his heart, still smiling.  “Ah, it seems that you have retained not just your beauty but your wit as well.  As for flattering, being a priest does not mean I am blind and I am, after all, compelled to tell the truth.”

“Mama, can we play some more?”  Alesh asked, coming to stand beside his mother.

Ulem laughed, crouching down before him despite the obvious pain it caused him.  “Ah, and this handsome lad here must surely be Alesh.  The last time I saw you, you were but a baby, barely bigger than my head.”  He winked.  “And I have been told, on more than one occasion, that I have a particularly big head—another strange thing for a priest, I suppose, and it is a wonder it will fit under the hood of my robe at all.”

Alesh laughed at that.  The priest leaned forward, studying him, and Torrik felt a twinge of unease as the old man took note of the two figures in his son’s hands.  One the same figurine of Olliman as he’d held before, the other a carving of King Argush, the man who had led the nightlings against the people of Entarna in the Night War.  Its maker had made of Argush a mockery, crafting his features to appear ridiculous, comical, but that did not stop the dread Torrik felt at seeing it.  

“Ah,” Ulem asked, “and who are these, then?”

Alesh frowned.  “But you’re a priest.  Shouldn’t…don’t you know?”

The old man laughed.  “Ah, but it seems you have inherited your mother’s keen mind, gods watch over me.  Yes, I suppose I should.  Still, might you educate an old man?”

Alesh smiled, almost shyly now, but there was an undeniable eagerness to him as he held up the figure of Olliman.  “This is Olliman.  He’s the Chosen, and really tough.  He’s a good guy.”

Ulem smiled pleasantly.  “Yes, yes he is.  The best of us, may Amedan and all his children watch over him.”  Slowly, his smile faded, and he regarded the other figure.  “And this?”

“Argush,” Alesh said, staring at it.  “He’s a bad man.  He did lots of bad things, but Olliman beat him.”

The priest nodded thoughtfully, and Torrik felt another twinge of unease as he watched the way the man studied his son.  “And tell me, Alesh, how are things with you?”

Alesh blinked.  “Um…things are good.  Thank you.”

The old man patted his head, “Good.  That is good.  May the light keep you ever in its embrace, young one.”

Alesh grinned.  “You too.”  Then he turned to Elayna.  “Mom?”

She smiled.  “You can go back to playing, Alesh.  I’ll be there in a moment—your father and I are just going to speak with an old friend for a few minutes.”

Then he was on the ground again, the two figures in his child’s hand reliving a battle that had cost tens of thousands of lives.  Torrik and his wife shared a troubled look, but he turned as he heard the old man grunting in obvious pain.  He hurried forward, helping him to his feet, and Ulem sighed in relief.  “Thank you, Torrik.  I fear my body is…”  He paused, wincing.  “Not as strong as it once was.”

Torrik shook his head, doing his best to hide his disbelief.  Only five years since he had last seen the man, yet it seemed as if the priest had aged twenty or more.  “None of us is the same as we were,” he said.

The priest met his eyes, and Torrik was surprised by the intensity in the man’s gaze.  “Of course,” the priest said, after a time, “but we are as the gods made us.  Perhaps there is still remnant of the men we once were.”

Torrik shrugged, suspecting there was a deeper meaning to the man’s words but not understanding.  “I’m a merchant now, Ulem.  A simple life, but a good one.  Still, you haven’t told me what’s brought you here to this town.  I would have thought you’d be relaxing with your feet up on a desk somewhere by now with dozens of acolytes scrambling to do your bidding.”

The old man laughed.  “Oh, if only it were so.  But, then, I am not made for sitting at a desk, Torrik, any more than, I think, you are made to sell lanterns and wicks to frightened townspeople.  If I sit too long, my body protests, you see, my muscles stiffening up on me until, when I finally try to move, I can barely do so.”

Torrik frowned.  “I move well enough.  Still, you didn’t answer my question.”

Ulem grinned.  “Oh, do not look so suspicious, old friend.  I was only assigned to this place—supposedly, because there is a new bishop here, and the Church thought my experience might be of some use.”  He sighed.  “In truth, I suspect it was an ill-concealed attempt to get rid of an old man who talks too much.”  He gave another wink.  “Not that I can blame them.  And how are you enjoying our town, I wonder?”

Torrik shrugged.  “We only arrived late yesterday.  We rented a house on the outskirts of town—a nice place.”

“Ah, yes, the home of the Clavertons, may Amedan and his children keep them safe on their journey.  They are good people.  Pious people.  Sadly, it seems that Aria’s mother—that’s Mrs. Claverton—has come down with the fever, and they have traveled to be with her.  I cannot blame them, but that will not stop me from praying for their safety.  Such journeys are dangerous…”—he frowned—“particularly now.”

He studied Torrik, as if waiting for something more, and the spy-turned-merchant shifted uncomfortably.  “As for why we’re here, well…I’d rather not—”

“You may as well tell him, Torrik,” Elayna interrupted, watching the priest carefully.  “I believe he knows well enough why we have come.”

Torrik frowned, glancing between his wife and his old friend, who were studying each other with unreadable expressions.  “Wait,” he said, turning to the priest as realization struck, “do you mean to say you’re the one—”

“We carry the Light,” Ulem said.  His voice was serious now, all traces of the jocular familiarity with which he’d greeted them gone as he stared at Torrik expectantly.

We carry the Light.  The same words that had been included in the anonymous letter, the one that had brought his family to this unfamiliar town.  The same words he had heard many times before, ones he had hoped never to hear again.  For in those words was a question, and should he give the expected answer, he would be well and truly wrapped up in whatever troubles the letter had referenced.  And not just him, not any longer, but his family too.  His wife.  His son.  He would no longer be able to tell himself he was a simple merchant, a man who might carry letters from time to time, but no more than that.  It was not an easy step to take, for that step would place him—and his family—onto a path, the destination of which there was no knowing.  

So he hesitated, thinking of everything he could lose.  He did not have to speak at all—he knew that.  Should he remain silent, that, too, would be an answer.  But Ulem was an old friend, an old comrade who had helped Torrik in the past, had saved his life on more than one occasion.  He was a man who had given freely of himself, who still did, and one who understood well the cost of the question he asked.  Torrik knew it was one he would not ask lightly.  No, silence was not an option—silence would be betrayal.  

Torrik took a slow, deep breath, glancing once at his son, and his wife who watched him with an unreadable expression, before turning back to the priest, and reciting the second part of the coded pairing.  “So others might see the truth.”  The words came out heavy, stubbornly, as if reluctant to be said.  For several seconds, there was only silence as the two men studied each other, the priest’s expression reflecting both relief and sadness.

“Why are we here, Ulem?”  Torrik finally said.

The priest glanced around the town square again, as if expecting people—or nightlings—to appear out of the alleyways.  But there was nothing, no one.  Yet, when he turned back to the priest, Torrik was surprised to see more than a little fear in his expression.  “I…there are things that I must tell you but…not here.  It…may not be safe.”

Torrik frowned at that, his eyes automatically going to his son playing on the ground behind the stall.  It was his wife who spoke.  “We were preparing to leave anyway,” she said.  “Tell me, priest, have you any plans for dinner?”
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The house they’d rented was larger than most the town of Entin had to offer.  Not that it was actually in town.  It lay a few miles outside the city limits on a hill a short distance off the road.  The Clavertons were obviously wealthy—evidenced not just by the house’s size or furnishings, but also by the many lights placed on the property to defend against the darkness.

Torrik may once have been a spy who only acted as a merchant from time to time, but he was all but a merchant in truth now, and one who knew well the cost of the lanterns burning along the path leading to the house, as well as surrounding its exterior.  Such upkeep would have cost, in a year’s time, more coin than most people of such a small hamlet would earn.  

Still, it was a nice place, a safe one, though his mind—growing less and less that of a spy and more and more that of a merchant every day—couldn’t help tallying the amount of dawns and dusks his family’s short stay would cost them.  A stay that, it was becoming more and more apparent, would not be a pleasant one.  And, the truth was, it wasn’t as if they’d been spoiled for choice on a place to stay.  True, they could have rented a room at one of the town’s inns, but considering the mysterious nature of the letter he’d received, Torrik had thought it better to find a place that afforded some privacy.  

It may not be safe.  The priest’s words from the town square echoed in his mind, growing louder by the second, and it was all Torrik could do to keep his trembling hands from dropping the plates of food—beef and cheese and bread—he was carrying.  

He was not afraid for himself—Torrik had long ago resigned himself to the dangers of his role in the battle against the darkness, for those things which waited in the dark did not like to have their secrets revealed, their truths uncovered.  More than one of Torrik’s old compatriots had disappeared into the night’s grasping maw, never to be seen again.  It was part of the job, often a consequence of it, and Torrik, for all his faults, had always tried to remain honest with himself.  

But then he had met Elayna, another agent in the war against the darkness.  They had fallen in love, had married and, for a time, had worked together in their fight until she had quickened with their child.  Then all those truths, those dangers Torrik and his wife had so easily accepted, suddenly became too great.  They had retired, telling themselves there was more than one way to fight the creeping darkness, and, mostly, believing it.

He set one of the plates down in front of Ulem, and the priest gave him a distracted smile as he studied Alesh playing in the floor by the table.  Something about the intensity of the man’s gaze troubled Torrik, but he only walked to the other end of the table and sat while they waited for Elayna.  The two men spoke little, the priest watching Alesh and Torrik watching him watch him, until his wife finally arrived, setting her own plate down, along with one for Alesh.

“Come on, honey, it’s time to eat.”  Her words seemed to break whatever spell had fallen on the men, and Alesh hurried over to sit beside his mother.  

They ate in silence until the boy was finished, and Elayna allowed him to go back to his play.  Torrik sighed, wanting to put off whatever revelations the priest had in store, but knowing it was pointless.  “Okay, Ulem,” he said, feeling very much like a man stepping into the darkness with no idea where his feet might take him, “tell us why you’ve brought us here.”

The priest nodded, a look of consideration on his face as if he were having difficulty deciding how to begin.  “I ask that you both forgive me for the letter.  For…what I’ve asked of you.”

Elayna raised an eyebrow.  “So far, you’ve asked nothing of us except for more butter.”

The old man gave a small smile at that, but it did not touch the troubled look in his eyes.  “Yes…well, it is strange, but, sitting here, I find it difficult to begin.  Perhaps you will listen to all I have said, and tell me I am seeing shadows where there are none.  You may, after listening, decide I am an old fool.  Perhaps I am, and I almost hope that it is so, though in truth, I do not believe it. Not, at least, in this.”

Torrik and his wife frowned, sharing a troubled look at that, before he turned back to his friend.  “Tell us.”

“Very well,” the priest said.  “You are both, I think, familiar with Bishop Deckard?”

Torrik grunted in surprise.  “I met him once, years ago.  But then he was only an acolyte, training to become a priest in the temple of Amedan in Valeria, and I was under the guise of a merchant.  Do you mean to say that he has already risen to the rank of bishop?”

“Indeed,” Ulem said.

Elayna nodded slowly.  “That is…somewhat quicker than normal, isn’t it?”

“Yes,” the priest answered simply.  “In fact, at least as far as I am aware, Bishop Deckard has risen through the ranks of the Church at an unprecedented rate.  One that, simply put, is quite amazing.”

Torrik frowned.  “I’m sure that’s interesting, and I suppose I’m happy for him—though, in truth, the man always struck me as a bit more arrogant than a priest or a man training to become one should be.  Still, I’m not sure what difference that makes for us.”

“Arrogant,” Ulem said thoughtfully, as if tasting the feel of the word.  “Yes, I do not believe it is wrong to say as much.  Certainly, Bishop Deckard is ambitious; no man with eyes could claim any less.  But it must be said he has seemed to serve the Church faithfully enough, and there is no one who proclaims his faith in Amedan and hatred for the darkness louder than Deckard himself.  Still, the Church did not originally intend to give him the rank of bishop.  He was to serve under another who I believe you know:  Bishop Aberdine.”

Torrik and his wife shared a smile.  “Yes, we know the bishop, though it has been some time since I’ve spoken with him.  He is a good man.”

Ulem winced.  “Was.”

Torrik grunted, opening his mouth to ask the obvious question, but Elayna beat him to it.  “Ulem, do you mean to tell us that something has happened to the bishop?”

The priest nodded slowly.  “Yes.  Bishop Aberdine—may Amedan and his children watch over him—is dead.”

“But that’s terrible,” Elayna said.  “Oh, Ulem, I’m so sorry to hear that.  He was…your teacher, wasn’t he?”

The priest cleared his throat, and Torrik could not miss the tears that gathered in the old man’s eyes.  “Yes, he was, and a greater teacher and guide into the Light than any man could ask for.  That was a long time ago—I was barely a man myself, with none of the aches and pains that my body has since acquired—yet Bishop Aberdine and I have remained close ever since.  Whenever I have difficult questions about the faith or when I begin to fear the darkness might never be defeated, it is to him I turn.  Or at least…it was.”

“I am sorry to hear about Aberdine’s passing, Ulem,” Torrik said.  “But…and I hope you don’t find me insensitive…the man was old.  Time does its work on all of us, faithful and unfaithful alike.”

The priest was slow in answering, clearly battling with his own emotion.  Finally, he did.  “Yes, as you say, time does its work on all, yet…”  He paused, meeting each of their gazes in turn.  “Yet, it rarely makes itself known by tearing out our hearts.  Such as that is usually the mark of another…agency.”

Torrik recoiled as if struck.  “You mean…the nightlings got him.”

Ulem frowned.  “So it would appear.”

“What happened?”  This from Elayna, which was just as well, as Torrik was finding it difficult to speak.  Men died to the nightlings, of course, but one such as Aberdine knew well the dangers the dark held—few better.  To hear he had fallen to them was more unsettling than hearing that a man known for his swimming ability had drowned.  If such a man, possessed of such wisdom, knowledge, and experience was not safe from the nightlings, then who was?

“They ate his heart,” Ulem repeated, and it seemed to Torrik that he wasn’t speaking to them at all, but to himself, his voice wretched and full of grief.  “For all our efforts, we still do not understand why they do that.”

Elayna leaned over, putting a hand on the old man’s, and he started, his gaze growing focused once more.  “Forgive me,” he said, running a hand across his eyes, “I do not mean to trouble you with my grief.  And that is not why you are here.”

“There is nothing to forgive,” Elayna said.  “Aberdine was a good man, Ulem.  Now, please, how did it happen?”

The priest took a moment, then finally seemed to master himself.  “No one knows for sure.  Only that his body was found a few miles outside of town, savaged in a way that left no doubt about the nightlings’ role in his death.”

Torrik frowned.  “But…that doesn’t make any sense.  What would Aberdine be doing miles from town at night?”

“The same question I have asked myself over the last weeks,” Ulem said.  “According to Bishop Deckard, Aberdine had been acting…unusual of late.  And, it must be said, it was not Deckard alone who said as much, but several of the priests within the local Church…”  He trailed off then, obviously deep in thought. 

“Acting unusual?”  Torrik prompted.

“Yes,” Ulem said, “small things, they said, at least at first.  Telling one of them something and then telling it to them again with no knowledge of having said it the first time.  Misplacing items, that sort of thing.  But according to Deckard and the other priests, he grew worse quickly, sometimes forgetting where he was, misremembering the names of men he had known for decades.”  He shrugged.  “I, myself, on those few occasions when I have spoken to him recently—not as much as I would have liked, I fear—saw nothing to indicate such, but I had my own duties to see to, and I did not spend enough time around him of late to swear that he was of his right mind.”

“You said he was training Deckard,” Torrik said.  “Preparing him to become the next Bishop.  So when he died…”

Ulem nodded.  “The Church had little choice but to make Deckard the bishop.  It is premature, to be sure, for normally he would have spent several years under Aberdine’s tutelage, but as you know, the Church is stretched thin with the reappearance of the nightlings since the Night War.”

“And you think what, exactly?”  Elayna said.  “That Deckard had something to do with Aberdine’s death?”

The priest shook his head slowly.  “I do not want to see shadows where there are none, and I will be the first to admit my grief may well cloud my judgment but…Aberdine’s death has not been the only unsettling thing to happen of late.”

“What else?”  Torrik asked.

“People have been going missing,” Ulem said.  “Not many, and most commonly the poorest of the town’s people.  The homeless, those of little means, without families.  I believe the count now is less than a dozen—but certainly more than normal.  Two were eventually found—their bodies in much the same state as Bishop Aberdine’s.”

“The nightlings,” Torrik said.

“Yes,” the priest agreed.  “I cannot say for certain that all of the missing have been killed…just as I cannot say that we know of all those who are missing.  After all, as I’ve said, these people are without deep connections in the town.   Drifters, the homeless and estranged.  The count might be as much as double what we believe.  Still,” he said, nodding slowly, “I believe the nightlings are responsible for their deaths.”

Torrik’s wife studied the priest, a thoughtful expression on her face.  “The poor and the destitute, drifters and homeless.  These are who have gone missing?”

“Yes.”

Torrik had been trained to observe every detail, every nuance.  Besides, he knew his wife, had lived with her long enough to understand her looks, her expressions, and so he knew, by the slight crinkling of her brows, the way her mouth was opened the tiniest fraction, that she was deep in thought.  “What is it?” he asked.

“Such men and women of whom Ulem speaks…they are the likeliest to fall prey to the nightlings, whether voluntarily or not.  After all, the homeless have no place to give them shelter, no walls between them and the night.  And those without ties, without connections, are also the most likely to give themselves to the Night, as some do.”

Torrik felt a cold dread, for he was familiar with that of which his wife spoke.  His time as a spy had educated him on it more than he would have liked.  At the end of the Night War, it had been believed that Olliman and the rest of Amedan’s Chosen had conquered the nightlings once and for all, that the threat they represented had been dealt with for good.  When the creatures began to show up once more, their presence unmistakable as more and more bodies were discovered ravaged in the woods, many men and women who had lived through the first war simply decided to end it, traveling into the darkness with no light to guide them, giving it, in their despair, that which they believed it would take by force, sooner or later.  It was the wrong choice—for when all the lights go out, darkness rules—but it was one that had been growing increasingly common among the citizens of Entarna since the creatures’ return.

“As you say,” Ulem said, inclining his head to Elayna, “the poor suffer most in times of trouble, and those without family or close friends are most often the ones who give themselves to the darkness.  Bishop Deckard has, on more than one occasion, pointed out as much to me, telling me that I am worrying over nothing.”

“It’s true,” Elayna said, studying the priest, “but you don’t believe that’s what’s happening here.”

He sighed heavily, hesitated, then finally shook his head.  “No.”

“Then what do you believe?”

Ulem shrugged.  “I’m afraid I don’t know what to believe.  But I will tell you one more thing—so you will know all of it.  Since he has become bishop, Deckard has increased the number of acolytes within the church sevenfold.  Now, he has nearly one hundred men and women serving him, and their faces are all unfamiliar to me.”

Torrik’s mind might not be as sharp as his wife’s, but he was no fool, and he saw the message hidden in his old friend’s words clearly enough.  “And you believe he’s up to something.”

Ulem winced.  “These new acolytes…there is something strange about them.”

“Strange?”

The old man made a frustrated sound.  “I am not sure how to describe it to you, and perhaps it is nothing but an old man’s fears stirring my heart.  They are doing nothing so obvious as drowning puppies or throwing rocks at children, and the truth is that none of them have uttered a single angry word, at least of which I am aware.  It’s only…”

“That they don’t act like acolytes training to become priests?”  Elayna asked.

“Yes,” Ulem said, relieved.  “Yes, that’s it exactly.  And the drastic increase in acolytes since Bishop Deckard has taken over…it seems odd to me.”

Elayna nodded.  “I understand.  Though, I suspect that, given the recent disappearances you’ve mentioned, the inflation in numbers of priests in the town might be no more than the Church’s reaction, sending more of its followers in the hopes of protecting the people.  Still…there’s something bothering me.”

“Oh?”

“If the Church is as short-handed as you say—and I do not doubt it—then such a dramatic increase in numbers seems odd, even without considering what you believe is unusual behavior by the new acolytes.  After all, for all its troubles, Entin is a small place.  It is strange that the Church would send so many to address such a problem when the problem itself—according to Bishop Deckard—is no more than the usual disappearances that might come to such a town and to such people.”

Torrik considered his wife’s words and sighed.  “What do you want us to do?” he asked, turning to the priest.

Ulem winced again, obviously embarrassed.  “I thought…perhaps…I know that what I ask is no small thing.  But I thought that you might do as you have in the past…infiltrate the Church under some guise or another and discover what is happening.  Deckard has little love for me, but I believe my influence is still great enough that I might have him take you on as an acolyte.  Given the increase of numbers in the priesthood, it does not seem to me he could easily deny you.  Amedan willing, you will discover that my concerns are nothing but the unfounded fears of an old man with too much time on his hands.  I would be okay with that, I think.  Better I am a fool than there is a conspiracy within the Church itself.”

Conspiracy.  It was the first time the word had been said, but Torrik did not like the sound of it, did not like the way it fell upon the room so heavily.  For a time, the three only studied each other in silence.  Torrik wanted to tell him that he could not help, that he was not the man he’d once been.  His role as merchant might have started off as only a guise, a ruse to aid him in his role as an agent of the Light and to protect his identity, but in the time since Alesh’s birth he had become a merchant in truth.  

Long years lay stretched out between him and the man who had once slunk through alleyways, taking on one identity or another, saying what was expected when it was expected and all the while searching for those who hid within the shadows, plotting against the Light.  He’d had a thousand false faces, a thousand false voices, each serving its own purpose.  A merchant today, a clerk tomorrow, and, perhaps, next week, a cut-throat for hire.  He had been them all, and he had been good, but he was not that man any longer.  He had only one face, only one voice, and just then it was telling him to flee, to take his family and run as far from this as he could.

“Is there not someone else you could call on?” he asked, his voice little more than a whisper in the near-silence.  “Surely, there must be others in the Church’s service who might help.  Others who might serve the same role.”

“There are,” Ulem said simply.  “But I do not know them.”

And there it was.  Ulem did not have to know the men to seek their aid—in fact, the identity of the Light’s agents was jealously guarded, revealed only under great necessity.  Should he wish it, the priest could communicate with the proper channels and someone would be sent—a person who he would most likely never be aware of would do the investigating.  “You mean you don’t trust them.”

“Yes.”

Torrik shared a look with his wife, then turned to watch his son at play.  Alesh was small now—five years only.  Too young to do anything but trust the Light, to believe that it would be there, always.  Young enough not to know the dangers the darkness held, not truly, just as he did not know that what security he had, what safety he had, had been bought at the cost of the lives of good men and women who had stood when others could—or would—not.  

We carry the Light.  So others might see the truth.

Simple words.  But words that had brought him and his family to this town, words with the power to change the course of their lives forever.  Conspiracy, too, was a simple word.  But some words, once uttered, became bigger than the letters that formed them, bigger even than those who spoke them into the air.  Sometimes, they took on a life of their own, setting in motion events affecting the lives of thousands.  “Do you know what you ask of us?”  Torrik said, his eyes never leaving his son.  

“Yes,” the priest answered, his voice low and pained.  “And may the gods, major and minor both, forgive me for it.  May you both forgive me for it, but…I did not know what else to do.  If my suspicions are correct and there truly is a conspiracy…well, we have already acknowledged that Bishop Deckard was promoted to his role very quickly following Aberdine’s death.  The fact that the Church is shorthanded and possessed of fewer resources than it once had is a good reason, but…”

“But that doesn’t mean it is the real one,” Elayna finished.  “Meaning that if this is a conspiracy, there is no telling how far it goes.”

“But what would be their goal?”  Torrik said.  “If what you think is true, what would they be after?”

Ulem shook his head slowly.  “I do not know.  But…there is no knowing what truths the darkness holds…”

“…Until the light is shone onto it,” Torrik said, finishing the saying, a common one among the Church and those who served it.  Once, such sayings had given him strength, had created within him a steady confidence, helping him believe no matter how bad things got, no matter what trials he faced, the Light would win out.  For even the darkest night must be followed by the morning.  Such words had been his shield and his sword once.  But now they only left him feeling desperate and afraid.  

Ulem inclined his head, and in that simple gesture was an understanding of the decision Torrik and Elayna faced, of what they stood to lose should they choose to get involved.  Torrik sighed.  “We need time,” he said, glancing at his wife, “to discuss it.  You know I would help you, we would help you, in any way we could, Ulem, if it were just us.  But…”

“But it is not,” the priest said, giving him a smile he clearly didn’t feel.  “I understand, Torrik.  I do.  And, whatever your decision, I will understand.  Your coming here has been a blessing to me either way, for it is good to see a familiar face, and I thank you for the dinner.  It is better fare than an old man like me is accustomed to.”  He rose then, and Torrik and Elayna rose with him.

“Where will you go?”  Elayna asked.

He considered that.  “I am not sure.  In the morning, I may try to speak with some of these new acolytes again, and see if I can discover anything to put my worries to rest.  After that, I suppose I will go home.”

“And where is home?”  

The priest gave her a humorless smile.  “A small house off the main thoroughfare, near the western gate.  And yes, that is about as far as one can be from the church—a gift, or so the bishop tells me.  He believes a man of my age should not be troubled with all of the day-to-day goings-on of the Church, and has decided—without my input, I might add—to give me a house far enough away that I might not be bothered unless, under the greatest extremity, he and the others of Entin’s priesthood might need my wisdom.”  He gave a small chuckle.  “So far, at least, they appear to have been managing well enough on their own, as I am at best forgotten, and at worst ignored.  Anyway,” he went on after a moment, “it is the third house on the left, down Dawn Street.  You can’t miss it—it’s the one smelling of age and worry.”

He winked at that, giving them each a bow in turn.  “I thank you again, for your kind hospitality.  And whatever you decide, I thank you for taking the time to listen.  You can find me there, in my home, tomorrow.  I should be back by early afternoon, no later.”

“It was a pleasure, having you, Ulem,” Elayna said, then she glanced at Torrik.  Though her expression was controlled, he knew her well enough to see the worry there, and he answered it with the smallest of nods.

“Come, Ulem,” he said, “I’ll walk you out.”

He put his hand on the priest’s shoulder, and they started for the door.  The older man stopped, glancing back at Torrik’s son.  “It was good to see you again, Alesh,” Ulem said.  “May the Light ever keep you in its embrace.”

“You too,” Alesh said.

The priest watched him for another moment, then another, before allowing himself to be led to the door.  Outside, standing on the house’s small wooden porch, the two men silently gazed over the yard.  Lanterns—seen to by a hired man each night—were hung from poles, spaced at regular intervals along the property, small housings built around them to shelter their flames from the elements.  

Yet for all the light, the shadows still lingered, and in that shifting illumination, they seemed, to Torrik, to dance and caper like demons, hungry and agitated.  “Are you sure you’re alright to travel back to town?” he asked.  “You could stay the night—there are far more rooms in this house than we can use.”

Ulem shook his head slowly, his eyes never leaving the yard.  “No, but that is kind of you.  I have troubled you and your family enough, old friend—I fear too much.  Besides, this close to the town, the roads will be well-lit, and I have my own light,” he finished, holding up the lantern in his hand.

Torrik nodded reluctantly, a dread he couldn’t quite identify building in him.  “Listen, Ulem…about you going to see the acolytes tomorrow…perhaps it would be better if you didn’t.”

The priest did turn then, raising a questioning eyebrow, and Torrik shrugged.  “It’s only…I hope that you’re right—that these…coincidences are only your imaginings.  But, if they’re not, if there is some sort of conspiracy going on…well.  You know as well as I that the night guards its secrets jealously.  It could be dangerous.”

Ulem smiled, and for the first time the expression touched his entire face, making him appear decades younger.  “Oh, Torrik.  ‘It could be dangerous.’  The same thing might be told to every child when he first opens his eyes and gazes out at this world he has been born into.  I have thrust my troubles on your family have, by my words, brought you to a place that might well be dangerous, and you worry about my welfare.”  He shook his head.  “You are a good man, Torrik.  A good friend.  And you have a wonderful family…I am sorry I involved you in this.”

“Ulem, you are my friend.  Amedan knows that the life I’ve led—that we’ve both led—hasn’t left many of us around, and I’m asking you, as my friend, be careful.  I don’t know whether your worries are unfounded or not, but I do know that, when a man ventures into the dark, there is no telling what dangers he might find.”

The priest studied him for several seconds, his expression unreadable.  Until, finally, he spoke.  “We carry the Light, Torrik.”

The spy turned merchant sighed heavily, nodding.  “So others might see the truth.”

“Still,” Ulem said, “I will be as careful as I can—I may be old, but I am not a complete fool.”

The two men lapsed into silence, each thinking his own troubled thoughts as they watched the shadows shift and sway in the lantern light.  Torrik noted the priest fingering an unadorned iron ring he wore.  The simple gesture, a nervous tic the man had possessed since he’d known him, flooded Torrik with memories of his past.  A thousand memories, and each painful to touch.  “You still have it,” he said quietly.

The priest realized he was toying with the ring, and grunted.  A flood of emotion crossed his face for a moment, but it was gone the next, and he let his hand drop.  “Of course,” he said, and in those two words was a world of pain, of grief.  

How is it, Torrik wondered, that so much of the path of our past lies in shadow, yet the Light chooses to always reveal those steps which were the most painful, those journeys which cost us the most?  

“She was the best of us,” he said, remembering the girl, Maline, barely a woman at all, who had insisted on joining the Church’s service, who had become, in so short a time, like a daughter to the priest.  

“Yes.”  The word full of pain and loss, proof of a wound that would not, or could not, ever fully heal.

“It was not your fault, Ulem,” Torrik said.  “She knew the dangers, what could happen.  You warned her of them a thousand times within my own hearing, yet still she chose to fight.”  He sighed, his own emotions welling up as he remembered the young girl, so eager to help, still like a child in so many ways, with a child’s innocence.  He felt an old, familiar anger rising in him, useless and impotent as all such anger must be. He took a slow, steadying breath.  “It was war, Ulem.  Never mind the fact that no armies marched and met on some great battlefield, that no generals commanded thousands into combat.  It was a war just the same and there are casualties in war.  It is the only guarantee war offers.”

“Casualties, yes,” Ulem answered, and when he turned to look at Torrik his eyes were full of pain and grief, overlaid with a shame so great it seemed the man could barely stand under the weight of it.  “I should have warned her better,” he hissed, “I should have made her understand the dangers.  She…she was little more than a child, Torrik.  She was my charge.  She trusted me to protect her.”

Torrik put a hand on his old friend’s shoulder, and the man seemed to cringe away from the offered comfort.  And because he could think of nothing else to say, “She loved you, Ulem.”

“Yes,” the priest rasped, “the poor fool.”  

Torrik winced at that, trying to think of something to say, words to soothe the naked grief on the other man’s face.  He was still trying when the priest seemed to gather himself, taking a deep, shuddering breath.  “Never mind,” Ulem said, “and forgive me.  Old wounds…sometimes they hurt the worst.  And now, I will go, for I have bothered your family enough.”

“Ulem,” Torrik said as the man began his way down the steps, “stay, we can—”

The priest turned back, and standing there, at the foot of the steps, he seemed to be bathed in shadow, despite the lights all around them.  “Watch after your son, Torrik.  He is a light in a world growing ever darker, one that shines brighter, I think, than even I know.  You remember the words I told you, long ago, when first he was born?”

Torrik gave a single nod.  “I remember.”

“And yet, you do not believe.”  Not a question, not really, only an observation.

“You are my friend, and he is my son, Ulem.  That is enough.”

The older man suddenly broke into a grin.  “It seems you are becoming as clever as your wife, though I notice you did not say whether or not you believe me.”  He held up a hand, stopping the merchant from speaking.  “I pray you are right, Torrik.  Truly, I wish your family nothing but peace.  But in the game of gods and mortals, it is not we who are left to decide what is ‘enough.’  Look after your son—keep him close.  I fear that, in the days to come, the world will need him.”

Torrik frowned.  The priest had made such cryptic comments about his son before, but never so blatant.  “Ulem, what do you mea—”

“Not tonight,” the priest said, smiling.  “I have overstayed my welcome and then some.  We will speak more tomorrow, at my house.”  He glanced around at the lights in the yard, past them, into the night that lay over the world like a death shroud.  “It has been good to see you again, Torrik.”  

And then he was gone, walking down the path and into the darkness.  Torrik wanted to call to him, to ask him what he’d meant about Alesh, to stop him, to tell him to stay.  For he had not liked the look—desperate and resigned—he’d seen on his old friend’s face.  But the words would not come, lay sleeping but restless in his throat, and so he only watched the priest travel into the night until the only part of him to be seen was the light he carried.  Then, even that was gone and there was nothing.  Nothing save the darkness itself.  A darkness to match the one growing in his heart as he turned away from his old friend and back to the door.  It had seemed so firm at first, a door built to protect, but it did not seem so now.  Now, it felt a flimsy, weak shield against the darkness and what hid within it, as did the lights scattered about the yard.
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In the early morning, the streets of Entin came alive.  Men and women bustled about their daily tasks, and most of those Torrik passed were smiling and laughing.  And if that laughter seemed a bit forced, well, the sun had risen only an hour ago, and though its light had scattered the darkness, it was not so effective at banishing the memory of it.  Still, perhaps their laughter, their smiles, were genuine.  After all, in the daylight, a man or a woman could almost believe everything was normal, and sooner or later, they would forget—never completely, but enough—the cold terror of the night before.

Torrik himself had gotten little sleep.  He and his wife had stayed up late into the night discussing the priest’s words, turning them over again and again, as if the truth might be found beneath them on one of the turnings like a coin hidden under the mattress or in the back of a drawer.  In the end, they had settled not on the truth they sought, but on the one they had always known.  What mattered most, now, was Alesh.  They could not become the people they had once been, not any more.  Even were they capable of it—Torrik himself was unsure, for his mind, once sharp and ready to reveal that which the shadows hid, had now become one of numbers, of goods bought and goods sold—there was their son to think of,  to worry over.

Thinking of Alesh brought back a memory of the way the priest had spoken, before he left, and Torrik promised himself he would ask the man what he’d meant once they’d finished discussing his proposal.  A proposal which, in the end, Torrik would refuse.  For his son, he would refuse his old friend, and he struggled within himself to make it feel like anything but betrayal as he remembered the grief and pain—and more than a little fear—he’d seen on the priest’s face in his unguarded moments.  

He had asked himself, once he and Elayna had settled on their course, if he was using Alesh as an excuse, for there was no denying that he did not miss the life he had once led, did not miss its inherent uncertainties, its attendant pains.  In the end, he had decided it didn’t matter—Alesh was their son, and he must be protected, no matter what else came.  Had not even Ulem told him to do just that?  And if doing so meant abandoning an old friend…well, perhaps it was not an easy choice, but the choices the world offered rarely were.

He’d roused earlier than he intended, his sleep troubled and restless, wanting, almost needing to be doing something.  So he had dressed and left his house to wander the streets of the small town, passing the time until he was able to meet with Ulem.  He made his way past those few merchants who had set up early, selling meat pies and sweets in the town square.  His merchant’s mind examined the square, calculating without conscious effort the best spot for his own stall, gauging the amount of foot traffic and how much profit he might make.  

Before he realized what he was doing, he had stopped at a candlemaker’s stall, studying the wicks on the offered products.  The stall owner, a thin, sallow-faced man, hurried over, eager to make a sale.  “Hello, stranger,” the man said, “what can I do for you?  A light to keep by the bed, perhaps?  Or one for a child’s room, to burn during the night, ensuring their safety?  My candles are safe enough that you could walk abroad at night without fear.”

Torrik frowned, glancing over the man’s offered wares.  “Why are the candles so many different colors?”

The merchant smiled, clearly pleased.  “Ah, yes, they are beautiful, are they not?  I myself make them, and I use pigmented dyes—I won’t bore you with the details—to give them these fine, colorful shades.”

Torrik nodded thoughtfully.  “And have you done so?  Have you used one of your own candles to walk in the darkness?”

The man laughed, but it did not touch his eyes, and a small crack appeared in the mask of obsequious servitude he wore.  “Well, sir, although I certainly could, I myself prefer to remain safely indoors when the night comes.”

“Just as well you do,” Torrik answered, “or we wouldn’t be having this conversation.  The dyes you use might be pretty enough, but they will also clog the wick, putting the flame out unexpectedly.  As for the wicks themselves…they are too short or too long.  A too short wick will be buried in wax and put out, a too thick one—such as this here—” he said, motioning to one of the candles, “will burn too hot.”

The shop owner glanced around the square, making sure there were no other potential customers nearby, then leaned forward, all traces of his smile gone.  “Think you know something of candle-making, is that it?”

Torrik shrugged.  “I know something of light, merchant, and these you offer are of poor quality.  A man must already fear the dark—he should not have to mistrust the light as well.”

The man sneered.  “Are you buying?  If not, then why don’t you move on?”

Before he did, Torrik asked the man where he could find the church.  The merchant was gruff and rude, but clearly eager to be rid of this bothersome customer, and soon Torrik was on his way.  He wasn’t sure why he’d asked, or what he’d thought to see, but the question had been out of his mouth before he realized it, and Torrik had learned long ago to trust his instincts.  So he followed the route the merchant had described and soon made it to the church.

There were several smaller places of worship within the town, these dedicated to the minor gods, sons and daughters of Amedan, the God of Fire and Light, and his wife, Shira, the Goddess of the Wilds.  But those Torrik passed were little more than homes in which those of particular professions worshipped.  The only evidence they were anything except places of residence was found in the brands carved on the doors, ones Torrik had seen on hundreds of other doors, in hundreds of other towns.  Scholars marked their churches, dedicating them to Pembrose, the God of Knowledge and Learning; brothels were inscribed with the mark of Seralina, the Goddess of Temptation and Lust; other buildings for Javen, the God of Chance, and Deitra, the Goddess of Art and Music.  Dozens of different gods, each with their own sect of followers, but each subservient to Amedan, the Bringer of the Flame.

The Father God’s church was a massive building, almost ludicrously so when compared to the shops and homes on either side of it.  Torrik studied it, and despite his own worries about no longer being the man he’d once been, his senses, trained over years where missing something could mean his death, noted several oddities.  First, there was no steady flow of parishioners into the church, as he would have expected early in the morning with the memory of the night past so fresh in people’s minds.  The grounds before the church had been landscaped into a garden that must have been beautiful once, but weeds sprouted up among the flowers, and the bushes were overgrown—not terribly so, but enough to show no one had seen to their care for a few weeks or more.

Yet these things were only small, obvious oddities, ones his mind picked up on in his first cursory glance of the grounds.  What he found stranger as he stood in the street, his back propped up against the wall of a tavern not yet opened for business, was the lack of activity.  Often, the priests of Amedan would hold their services in the morning light, blessing the God of Fire even as they basked in the sun’s warmth, but there were no such priests present, not now.  

Those few robed figures he witnessed going into the church walked with purposeful, almost grim steps, disappearing inside before the door shut behind them.

And that was a strange thing, for normally a church’s doors remained open in the daylight, a simple testament that all were welcome to the Light, to the protection the god offered.  Ulem, it seemed, had been right—the church and its priests were acting strangely.  

It doesn’t matter, Torrik told himself, you know that.  Even if Ulem is right, you cannot help him.  Not this time.  There are others who can, others he might reach out to.  

All true, and Torrik had plenty of reasons not to get involved, to leave the matter to those who still worked for the church.  Reasons such as his wife and son, reasons such as the life he wanted them to have, the one he wanted to give them.  So it was with some surprise that he found himself walking across the street toward the large gates of the church.  These, at least, were open, and Torrik stepped onto the cobblestone path, making his way to the doors of the church, noting the cracks in several of the stones and the twigs—more signs of disrepair and inattention—scattered in his path.

As he drew closer to the church, a feeling of being unwelcome, of being an intruder, came over him, growing with each step he took.  He wanted to tell himself that the feeling was no more than a reflection of his own worry at the priest’s words, but Torrik had stayed alive while so many of his counterparts died because he made it a point never to lie to himself, and so he did not now.  He did feel unwelcome, there was no denying it.  It was as if some malevolent, invisible entity sneered at his passage, growing angrier and angrier the further he dared enter into the church’s grounds.  And there was the feeling—irrational, perhaps, but undeniable—of being watched, that someone or something was marking his progress.  

He had been gifted—or cursed—with such feelings (premonitions, the priest who had recruited him had called them) before, in his younger years.  It was, after all, why he had been chosen to be an agent of the Light.  But since he had left his old life behind, becoming a merchant in truth, the feelings had left him, and the gift—if gift it had been, for despite the priest’s assurances, he had never been convinced of that—had seemed to vanish.  That it chose to come back now gave him little comfort.

By the time he reached the tall, oak doors of the church, the oppressive feeling had grown greater still, and he had begun to sweat despite the coolness of the morning air.  Years ago, Torrik’s counterparts, as well as his various handlers, had joked that he was magic in some way, able to feel the wrongness of something, to know, without knowing how he knew, when a man was lying or telling the truth, to see a pit gaping before him in the darkness when no light illuminated it.  Torrik had laughed along at such jokes, knowing, as their tellers did, they were not just jokes—not really—that the men who said them believed them, at least in part.  Torrik did not believe he was some diviner of the future, some man gifted with insight others did not share, but he had learned to trust his feelings just the same.

Feelings that, just now, were telling him to run away, to flee this place, this building which was meant to be a temple to the God of Fire and Light, yet felt somehow desecrated, somehow profane.  But he would refuse Ulem when they spoke, and this, at least, he could do for the man, could lend whatever weight his words carried to the priest’s own thoughts and, in that way, perhaps banish some of his own guilt.  

So instead of leaving, he raised his hand and knocked.  The door swung open with such speed that the man who opened it must have already been standing in front of it.  A troubling thought, for the door was solid oak and had no windows through which the man might have seen him approach.  Yet Torrik could not imagine what would have brought the man to stand before it, save for Torrik himself.  

The man’s face was largely hidden by the hood he wore, and Torrik could see little of his features, shadowed as they were by the cowl, but what he could see did not seem friendly.  “Good evening,” the robed man said, bowing his head in a greeting that never touched his dark eyes.  “How can I help you?”

Torrik had once been a man capable of donning a thousand different personas, depending on the need, but he had not done so in years, and he was surprised by how natural it felt.  “Hello,” he said, smiling affably as if there was nothing untoward about the man’s being there so suddenly, or his flat eyes that sparkled like dark gems in the hood of his robe, betraying no surprise that the man had said “evening” despite the fact that the sun had risen at least two hours ago now.  “I wish you a good morning, Priest.  I have only just arrived in town—I am a traveling merchant considering moving to Entin—and thought that I might make the proper offerings to Amedan, might pray to see if he will guide me to the wisest course.”

“I see,” the robed man said, and then there was only silence.

Torrik smiled, looking around.  “It is a lovely town you have here, and a lovely church.  I myself am a lightmaker—serving the Bringer of the Flame in my small way.  Nothing, of course, so incredible as your own service.”

“Well,” the man said, “you are…right.  It is a nice place, Entin.  A nice…town.”  The words were spoken strangely, haltingly, as if the man were carefully examining everything he said.   

Torrik nodded, his unsuspicious smile still in place.  “Then might I come in, Priest?  I would very much like to take my prayer here, at this fine church.”

The man considered then shook his head slowly.  “Unfortunately, the church is under repairs just now—some of the ceiling has broken through in the recent storms, and there is stone dust everywhere.  You would, doubtless, be unable even to draw enough breath to say your prayers.”

Torrik put on his best disappointed expression, adding in a bit of stupidity because, as far as he could tell, a man would have to be a complete idiot to believe the man’s story.  “Aw, but that’s too bad.  Gosh, but I’d really like to do it here, if I could, but I understand.  My wife tells me I’ve the world’s worst constitution anyway, so it probably wouldn’t be wise to be inhaling a bunch of dust.”  He nodded.  “Very well.  Thank you, sir.  May the Fire keep you warm and the Light safe.”

He waited, expectantly, for the man’s reply, but the priest only stared at him for a moment, bowing his head again before shutting the door in his face.  Torrik frowned inwardly, making sure not to let any of his thoughts touch his expression.  He was not a priest, but he had spent many years around them, had spent many late nights and early mornings speaking with Ulem and others about the priesthood, listening to their talks.  And one of the things that had stuck with him was how much the priests had to remember—not just the history of Amedan himself and his wife and children, but also of holy rites, in what order to perform this action or that.  And, among those things of which the priests had spoken—complained might have been closer to the truth—were the many phrases and answers to those phrases which they were forced to memorize.  Among them—among one of the earliest taught to the priests, at least as Torrik understood it—was the one he had uttered, may the Fire keep you warm and the Light safe.

The answer, if he recalled correctly, was something along the lines of Light gives life and Fire protects it.  Not word for word, perhaps, for it had been many years since he’d heard it, but he knew without a doubt that the proper answer was not a door slamming shut.  He turned and started back down the path, schooling his walk so it communicated who he wanted to be—a man who was disappointed, but determined, a merchant of middling wealth who spent his days making lights and worshipping Amedan.  A man, in fact, not so unlike himself, but one who did not share Torrik’s dark, sordid past.

It’s nothing, he told himself, as he ambled into the street.  The man was probably just a new acolyte, that’s all, one who has yet to reach the point in his education where he knows the words.  Feasible, if unlikely.  But rationalizations could not explain away the fact that he had just been denied entry into the church—a thing in itself unheard of.  Nor could they justify the state of the church grounds, or the feeling—still there, but fading along with the distance he put between him and the church—of malevolence which had seemed to surround him in a thick, suffocating cloud.

You will tell Ulem what you saw, what you felt, and that will be the end of your part in it, he promised himself.  Whatever was going on in the church—he realized, even as he thought of it, that in his mind the question was no longer if but what—there were others who could deal with it, others who hadn’t spent the better part of a decade being a merchant who sometimes carried messages.  Others without wives and sons to pay for their mistakes.  

He walked through the streets at a steady pace, refusing the sudden urge to break into a run—the guilty ran, everyone knew that—but it was some time before the feeling of being watched, of being measured, left him.  He considered going back to his home and telling Elayna what he’d seen but eventually dismissed the idea.  He would tell Ulem, and then it would be over for them, at least.  He glanced at the sun in the sky, decided enough time had passed, and started toward the priest’s home.  Slowly, unhurried, just an average, moderately successful merchant, pausing from time to time to gaze, interested, at the trinkets and wares on sale.  

In truth, he used those stops to check behind him in case the feeling of being followed was more than just his own building dread.  But there was nothing.  No one.  Though whether that was because they weren’t there, or because his senses, once trained to miss nothing, had grown weaker than he realized during his time as a merchant—you’re still a merchant damnit.  A merchant still—he could not have said for sure.

But he took his time doing the right things—the smart things—the way he had been taught so long ago by his own master and was surprised by how easily the knowledge and the mindset returned.  He stopped at the stall of a merchant peddling pottery in various shapes and sizes, to marvel at the craftsmanship of a particularly fine vase, one polished so brightly he could see his reflection in it.  Gazing into it, making appreciative sounds, he used the reflection to confirm that no one in the crowd watched him with undue attention.  Fumbling a bit of cotton at another stall, apologizing profusely to the owner, retrieving it from the ground, eyeing the crowd as he did so and still finding nothing.  

And yet…there was the feeling.  Of being watched.  Of being hunted.  He had experienced such before, and though more often than not he had been the cat to someone else’s mouse, he thought he knew all too well which he was now.

Suddenly, he was painfully aware that he had not thought to bring a weapon with him—he had one still, an old dagger from his time spent in the service of the Light.  He had even considered grabbing it on his way out of the door but, in the end, had decided against it, reasoning that a man who carried a weapon often found cause to use it.  Foolish sentimentality.  Something a man in his situation could ill afford.  A merchant, damnit.  That and nothing else.  Yes, a merchant in truth, for a man trained the way he’d once been would have never been so foolish as to have set about his errand unarmed.  He only prayed that, before the day was out, he wasn’t a dead merchant because of it.  

He breathed a sigh of relief when he finally arrived at the street Ulem had indicated and followed it to the priest’s home.  There was a small garden in the front, and though it was only a fraction the size of the church’s garden, possessed of none of the elaborate sculptures and fountains that had marked the other, it was much better tended, the blooming flowers free of weeds or debris, reflecting the regular attention the priest showed them.  

He paused on the short path to the priest’s home to admire the flowers, thinking it fine that, after a life spent in such dangerous pursuits as he had once undertaken, the priest had been able to find something to care for, some tangible object for his love.  

The street was deserted, and Torrik stood in silence regarding the flowers in their full bloom.  So there was nothing to mask the sound—subtle yet unmistakable—of stealthy footsteps as they turned off the main thoroughfare to the side street.  He told himself he only imagined the air of menace that seemed to accompany them, ringing out with each muted footfall, radiating out from it the way the water  of a pond might spread out in ripples from a stone tossed into its depths.  He told himself that—but he did not believe it.

The footsteps could have belonged to any of a thousand people.  They could have been the hurried, purposeful footfalls of a man going home to his wife and family, or the staggering, sliding steps of a man who had gotten an early start at one of the town’s taverns.  But they were neither of those, so when his instincts insisted he crouch behind the biggest bush—full of red roses—Torrik listened to them without a second thought. 

Peering through the blooms, he saw that the figure wore a robe not unlike the man he had met at the church, and there was no mistaking the way his head turned left and right, scanning the street in search of his target.  Come to tell me the repairs are complete, perhaps, and that I may pray in the church after all, Torrik thought sarcastically.

He waited, his mind racing, until the robed man finally disappeared down the street.  Then he slowly rose from his hiding spot and with one more glance behind him to make sure he was still alone, Torrik hurried to the door and knocked quietly.

There was no answer, and his feeling of unease grew.  Perhaps he hasn’t returned from town.  But then, that seemed unlikely.  After all, Torrik had been at the church himself.  If Ulem had returned, then he would have seen him.  Wouldn’t he?  Sleeping then, that’s all.  And that, at least, made some sense.  After all, the priest had clearly been troubled when he left their house the night before; it wasn’t unreasonable to think he had stayed up late and was now paying for it, sleeping into the early evening.  Believable.  Plausible.  The problem, of course, was Torrik didn’t believe it, for the feeling within him was growing stronger, an oppressive sensation he couldn’t shake.  

He knocked again, and was surprised when the door slid open under the pressure of his fist.  Still no answer.  Frowning, Torrik crept inside, easing the door shut behind him.  The house was small but well-kept, and by the sunlight filtering in through the windows on either side of the home, he could make out a simple table and single chair where the priest no doubt took his meals.  What drew the retired spy’s attention, though, was the clay bowl of soup—still sitting on the table’s surface—and the chair now lying on the floor.

“Ulem?” he asked, his voice low, little more than a whisper, yet seeming to echo.  Something near the table caught his eye and, frowning, Torrik edged further into the room, kneeling when he found that a large spot in the wooden floor was wet.  He ran his finger along the wood, then held it to his nose.  Soap.  The floors had been recently cleaned, then.  Perhaps he only spilled some soup.  But even as he had the thought, Torrik dismissed it.  The soup sat on the table, the spoon beside it clean and unused.  Whatever had become of the priest, it had happened before the man began his meal.

Crouching there, in the silence, Torrik became aware of another sound, a quiet, almost imperceptible hissing, and he realized it was coming from behind a closed door at the back of the room.  Frowning, he moved to the door and eased it open. 

The bedroom was small, the bed taking up most of the space, and Torrik noted that there were no blankets or sheets on the bed.  But of more immediate concern was the man in priest’s robes crouched on the floor, a soaping brush in hand, a bucket of water beside him.  The man’s face was hidden by the hood he wore, and Torrik hesitated in the doorway.  “Ulem?”

The man jerked his head up, and his hood fell back, revealing a face Torrik did not recognize.  The stranger’s eyes were wide with surprise, but his expression quickly changed to one of anger.  As he rose to his full height, the analytical part of Torrik’s mind noted that the man was big, four inches taller than him and at least forty pounds heavier.  “What’s going o—”

Torrik didn’t get a chance to finish the question.  The man let out a growl and rushed forward, barreling into him and slamming him against the wall, pinning him between it and a small bureau.  Torrik was no soldier, trained in swords and mounted combat.  In his role as an agent of the Light, he had relied on stealth, on misdirection, and concealment to accomplish his tasks.  Still, although he would have been useless in a line of other soldiers, his master had insisted on training him extensively in the only weapon he would always be guaranteed to have on his person—his body.  

Torrik was twenty pounds heavier than he had been before retiring, and in all the wrong places.  He was slower, too, but the memories remained, and so when the bigger man launched a fist at his face, Torrik turned his body on instinct, absorbing the blow with his shoulder instead.  But the man was shockingly strong, and the merchant’s shoulder went numb when the fist struck him.

Ignoring the pain as best as he could, Torrik forced himself around to fully face his attacker.  The man grabbed his shirt with both hands, slamming him against the wall again, and Torrik’s teeth snapped together at the impact.  But before his attacker could do anything more, Torrik stomped down hard on the man’s foot.  The priest—if the man was a priest at all—grunted in pain, his grip loosening enough for Torrik to bring his forearms up, breaking free of his attacker’s hold.  Then, before the bigger man could grab him again, the merchant slashed out with the ridge of his hand, striking his attacker in the throat.

The robed man gasped in pain, stumbling backward.  Torrik started forward but hesitated as the other reached into his robe and withdrew a knife with a six-inch blade.  “Look,” Torrik said, holding his hands up and struggling to catch his breath, “I don’t know what’s going on here but—”

The man wasn’t listening.  His face twisted with  rage, and he charged again, grabbing at Torrik with his free hand.  Among the many lessons he’d been taught, Torrik had learned well the dangers of allowing a man with a knife to control the range of the encounter, so he pivoted, twisting his body and striking the man in the wrist with his forearm, knocking the grasping hand away.

He followed through the pivot, stepping to the man’s flank and striking him twice in the ribs.  The man groaned, but did not go down, and Torrik kicked his opponent in the side of the knee.  There was a loud crack, and this time the big man screamed as his leg gave out beneath him, and he collapsed to his knees.  

Growling, the man’s hand shot out, grabbing for him.  Torrik tried to step back, but age and the added weight of years spent peddling goods cost him, and he wasn’t fast enough to avoid the big man’s hold.  In another moment, his attacker was pulling him down, intending to bury the blade in this stranger who had dared interrupt him in his work.  Torrik didn’t struggle against the man who was far stronger anyway.  Instead, he lunged forward, slamming his forehead into the man’s nose.  

There was another crack and blood fountained from the man’s broken nose.  He screamed again, this one a gargled, liquid cry of pain, and dropped the blade.  Torrik fought down a wave of dizziness, snatched the knife off the floor, and buried it in the other man’s heart.      

For a moment, the two knelt studying each other from inches away, the big man’s eyes wide, his expression confused.  Then, the breath left him, and he collapsed to the ground, his weight pulling the blade—still in Torrik’s grasp—free.  

The merchant stared at the corpse in disbelief, gasping for breath and wincing as his body, unused to such punishment, screamed in pain.  Amedan be good, what have I stumbled onto here?  And the even more pressing concern…where was Ulem?  

Something metallic caught his eye where it lay in the spreading pool of blood by the big man’s body, and he realized it must have slipped out of the man’s pocket.  Frowning, Torrik retrieved the item and wiped away the blood covering it.

His breath caught in his throat as he realized what he held.  Ulem’s ring.  The ring Maline had given to the priest so many years ago, the one that had not left his finger since.  The priest would have never taken the ring off.  Not while he was still alive, at any rate.  The thought brought a terrible, unwanted clarity.  

He looked to where the big man had knelt when he entered the room.  The bucket had been knocked over in the brief scuffle, spilling its sudsy contents on the floor, but he could make out well enough what the man had been cleaning.  Blood.  And he thought he knew all too well whose blood it must be.  Oh major and minor gods both, Ulem, I’m so sorry.  

Whatever had happened to Ulem, whatever had been done to him, it was clear that the robed man had intended to clean up the evidence.  Which meant being here, in this place, was putting Torrik—and by extension his family—in terrible danger.  How long before one of the dead man’s compatriots came to check on him?  Half an hour?  Less?  

His heart hammering in his chest, he rose and started for the door.  He’d barely taken a step when it was flung open and another robed figure stood in the doorway—the same man who had been following him.  The newcomer took in his counterpart lying dead on the floor, and with a curse, drew a knife identical to the blood-soaked blade Torrik still held.  

Torrik was tired, hurting, and in far worse shape than he once had been.  When the newcomer charged him, it was all he could do to stumble backward, narrowly avoiding the blade flashing inches from his throat.  The robed man waded forward, swinging the blade in wild, cruel arcs that, while unpracticed, would finish the thing quickly enough should one of them land.  

Torrik continued to back away from the onslaught until he struck the bed, grunting in surprise as he tripped and fell backward.  His attacker took advantage of his misfortune, lunging on top of him and bringing the knife down.  There was no time to move, and the man’s momentum virtually guaranteed he would be able to overpower Torrik, so instead of trying to grab his wrist, the once-spy did something he had been trained in but, up to that point, had been fortunate enough never to have to do.  He brought his forearm up to block the questing steel, crying out as the knife plunged deep into the meat of his arm.

His attacker tried to rip the blade free, but it was stuck fast, and Torrik hissed in pain as he brought his own knife up and buried it in the man’s neck.  Arterial blood fountained out, spraying onto the floor and walls, soaking Torrik and the bed beneath him in seconds.  He held the robed man off him until his struggles weakened and finally ceased altogether.  Then, grunting with the effort, he rolled, dumping the corpse unceremoniously onto the floor where it landed less than a foot away from the other body.  

Torrik’s breath was wheezing in and out of him now, and there was a stitch in his side, but neither of these were the most immediate concerns.  Instead, his attention was focused on the knife still jutting from his arm.  The blade had gone completely through, coming out the other side, and blood was steadily leaking from the wound.  Ideally, he would leave the knife there until he made it back to his home—assuming he could make it back—but that wasn’t really an option.  A man walking around town with a knife sticking out of his arm would raise more questions than he was prepared to answer.

The second priest had obviously been sent to follow him, to keep an eye on him and perhaps to check on his companion to see how he was progressing in erasing any proof of what had happened to Ulem.  That meant that Torrik should have bought himself a little time until whoever was behind the conspiracy grew concerned enough to send someone else.  A window, then, in which he might make his escape, might erase any sign of his presence.  

Two options then: one sure to end in pain and probably death, the other with death a certainty.  Using his good hand and his teeth, Torrik ripped a piece of his sleeve free then folded it up and bit down on it.  Then, before he could lose his nerve, he began pulling at the blade.  At first, it didn’t want to move, and he groaned in pain, redoubling his efforts until, finally, it came free in a spurt of blood.  He was overcome with a fresh wave of dizziness, but he bit on his tongue hard enough to draw blood, waiting several seconds until the worst passed.   

When he was sure he wasn’t going to fall unconscious—a death sentence as sure as if he dragged the blade across his own throat—he pressed the folded cloth against the wound, applying as much pressure as he could and wincing at the sharp pain in his arm.  Once the flow of blood had lessened, he removed his shirt, and tore off a long strip that he used as a makeshift bandage, wrapping around the wound.  

That done, he searched the priest’s closet and found all of his clothes—simple trousers, shirts, and robes—in a pile at the bottom.  The man he’d interrupted then, hadn’t just been intent on cleaning up the blood, but on removing any trace of the priest’s presence, making it appear as if the man had disappeared in the night.  His own anger rising within him, Torrik donned a long-sleeved, dark shirt from the pile.  Ulem was a smaller man, so the shirt was tighter than Torrik would have liked, but it was clean and hid the makeshift bandage—already stained crimson—well enough.    

Now for the hard part, he thought, frowning.  He would have to make his way through the city, wounded, hoping none of the robed men found any reason to grow suspicious of him or track him down before he made it home.  He wasn’t sure how much blood he’d lost, but it was enough to make each step feel uncertain, for his thoughts to swim in his head, and he knew well enough what the outcome would be, if another of their number come upon him.  

He wanted to leave then, to run back to his family as fast as his feet would carry him.  Instead, he took his time, sweeping his gaze around the room, searching for anything that might betray his presence to those who would come.    

He retrieved the bloody piece of his shirt he’d used to apply pressure to his wound, and stuffed it in his pocket.  Then checked to make sure he still had Ulem’s ring.  Then, with one final look around the room, he left.  He paused at the main door, cracking it enough that he could see out in the street.  No army of robed men waited for him.  In fact, the street seemed all but deserted, and Torrik took a slow, deep breath in an attempt to steady himself, to fight back the lightheadedness sweeping over him, before stepping out of the priest’s home.

The temperature couldn’t have changed much from when he’d gone into the house—in fact, it was nearing the warmest time of the day now—but that didn’t stop Torrik from being wracked by cold chills as he started away from the house.  He scanned the streets as he walked, careful to do it slowly, the way a man might who was only out for a stroll, not one who had finished murdering two fake priests and had a knife secreted in the waistband of his trousers.

Torrik forced himself to take his time.  He was weak and tired, not strong enough to beat another of the men, should they find him so, as his master had taught him so many years ago, he would have to be smart instead.  Stalls of merchants and farmers come to sell their wares became more prominent as he drew closer to the town square, and he took time to stop at a few, admiring the products and answering the merchants’ inquiries as best he could while focusing on not passing out.  Then, after a reasonable amount of time, he would excuse himself and move on, continuing the circuitous route which, barring falling unconscious or being set upon by robed men with matching blades, would lead him home.  
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It was nearly dark by the time he caught sight of the house in the distance.  The sun sat low in the sky, its weak light casting the world in shadow.  The trees on either side of the path, majestic sentinels in the day, were changed into twisted, cruel things by the near-darkness, an effect made all the worse by the confused fog that had settled over Torrik’s mind, growing worse by the minute.

He had no lantern—had grossly underestimated the time it would take him to make it back in his weakened state—but it was too late to turn back now, the succor of his family’s rented home far closer than the town itself.  So, he forged onward, concentrating on putting each foot in front of the other, the glow of the property lanterns in the distance shining with the promise of sanctuary, of safety.  Yet no matter how much time passed, by some trick of the light and his muddled thoughts, it seemed that he grew no closer to the torches, as if the house itself was pulling away from him even as he stumbled toward it.

There was no pain, not any more.  There was only the numbness spreading through his body and mind, so he began to wonder if he hadn’t died already, if he was no more than a ghost pulled forward uselessly by a life’s imperative that meant nothing to the dead.  

He was a creature of will and little else, shambling toward the lights that seemed to want no part of him.  But for all his will, for all his desire to make it home to his family, the dizziness had grown terrible now, and his vision was so blurred that the world had become little more than a black smear of uncertainty.  He could make out the vague golden splotches of what must be the lights in the distance.  He reached for those lights, yearned for them, but on the next step, his foot twisted underneath him, as if the ground itself betrayed him, and he fell.  His head struck something, but he barely felt it.  

He had called to the light but, in the end, it was the darkness that answered and, seconds later, he slumped into unconsciousness.
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He didn’t so much regain consciousness as find himself drifting in and out of it, as if unconsciousness were a great ocean in which he floated, pulled under by the currents one moment only to bob to the surface the next.  He felt a pull and there was pain, but in his dazed state it was a distant thing.  Manageable, if unwelcome.  

Slowly, he opened his eyes.  There was a form over him, blurred at first, and a sharp fear cut its way past his lethargy as he thought the robed men had found him after all, had taken him, and were now preparing to deal with him.  He would just vanish, as Ulem had, and it would be his clothes thrown into a pile, his blood staining the floor.  

He half-grunted, half-gasped as he tried to throw off the hand holding him down.  He tried to force his battered body to move, but he was weak, and his captor held firm.  “Easy,” a voice said, and it took Torrik’s tortured mind a moment to realize it was a woman’s voice, one he recognized.

“E…Elayna?”  

“It’s me, Torrik,” she said, “now, please stay still and be quiet while I finish sewing your wound.  Alesh, bring me another of your father’s shirts.”

Stay still.  Be quiet.  That, at least, he could do, and Torrik lay back, closing his eyes and letting the waters of unconsciousness pull him back down into their dark, comforting depths.  

She shook him awake what might have hours or seconds later, and Torrik blinked in the lantern light.  Elayna and Alesh stood over him, studying him with troubled expressions, and he forced himself to give them a smile.  “I’m…I’m okay,” he said.  And though that wasn’t exactly true, he felt better than he had.  His thoughts no longer seemed muddled, insubstantial things made of mist that came apart beneath his questing hands, and the wound in his arm, though still painful, was nowhere near as terrible as it had been.  He reached out a hand, and Elayna took it, both of them grunting with the effort of leveraging him to a sitting position.

“Thank you,” he managed, suddenly out of breath, and realizing for the first time that she had laid him on the table.

She smiled, but he could see the worry, the fear in her eyes.  “You’re welcome—it isn’t as if it’s the first time I’ve had to patch you up after you did something foolish.”

Torrik nodded.  “Speaking of that…Elayna there’s been trouble.”

“Oh?”  She asked, pointedly staring at the wound on his arm before frowning at him.  “I never would have guessed.”  

Torrik winced and was about to respond, but she spoke first.  “Alesh,” she said, her eyes never leaving her husband, “why don’t you go in your room and play for a while?  We’ll come get you in a few minutes.”

“But, Mom,” the boy answered, pleadingly, “I want to stay with you and Dad to make sure…I want to stay.”

“Your father is fine, Alesh,” she said, “now, please.  Do what I say—it won’t be long.”

“Okay,” he said, but his voice and the slump of his shoulders as he left, showed he wasn’t happy about it.  

The two watched him go, waiting until the door closed before turning back to each other.  Torrik started to speak but broke into a coughing fit, and Elayna motioned to his side.  “Drink some water—you’ll be parched and weak for a few days, but you’ll be okay.”

Torrik reached out with a trembling hand, retrieving the glass and forcing himself to drink slowly.    

“It’s Ulem, isn’t it?” his wife asked.

Torrik sat the glass down, nodding grimly.  “Yes.  I don’t know for sure—there was no body.  But I believe…”  He hesitated, meeting her eyes.  “I believe they killed him, El.”

She recoiled as if struck, and her face twisted with grief before she mastered it a moment later, doing as Torrik had seen her do before, focusing on the facts.  “They?”

He shook his head slowly.  “I’m not…I’m not sure.  Priests or men posing as priests, dressed in robes.  I went to the church before going to Ulem’s house and—”

“The church?” she asked.  “Why?”

He winced, shrugging.  “I thought I’d at least see what I could, and let him know if I noticed anything…I don’t know, suspicious.  I felt guilty about refusing him and I thought maybe it would help him, if I could give him confirmation one way or the other.”

Anger at him putting himself in such danger danced in her eyes, and though she went on with her questions, the look promised that he would hear more of her thoughts later.  “And?”

He grunted.  “And a priest met me at the door—or, at least, a man in a robe.  He was standing there as if he’d been waiting.  He told me the church was closed for repairs.”

She frowned at that.  “Closed?”

“Yes.  So I left.  I didn’t let them know who I was, of course, taking my time and going to Ulem’s house.  Anyway, a man followed me.  I hid in the bushes until he passed, then went inside.”

He realized now, with more than a little shame, that he had smelled the blood as soon as he’d entered the house.  Either his mind hadn’t made the connection, or it hadn’t wanted to.  Spy indeed, he thought sourly.  “Anyway,” he said, forcing the words out, “there was another robed man there.  He was cleaning blood off the floor.  He had a knife, and he attacked me before I could say anything.”

“He’s the one who stabbed you.”

“No,” Torrik said, sighing, “that was a second one.  He came in after…after the first was dead.”

Her eyes went wide at that.  “Two of them?  Amedan be thanked that you’re still alive!”  She wrapped him in a tight embrace then, and Torrik barely managed to suppress a wince of pain as she did.  

After a moment, she released him and studied him with eyes full of unshed tears.  “Then what?  Did the second man follow you?”

“Not unless his spirit did,” Torrik said.  “He’s dead, along with the first.”

“And Ulem?”

He shook his head.  “I never saw him.  Wherever he is, he wasn’t at home but—”

“Then he could be okay,” she said, a desperate fierceness in her voice.  “He might not be dead, after all.  Perhaps, he escaped or—”  She went silent as he withdrew the ring from his pocket and set it on the table.

Elayna stared at the small iron circle as if it were a snake rearing back to bite, and for some time she said nothing.  Then, finally, in a voice barely loud enough for him to hear, “Is that…?”

“Ulem’s ring,” he confirmed.  “The one Maline gave him.”

“But…”  She was shaking her head then, as if her denial might somehow negate the truth of the thing, as if it might somehow make the ring vanish.  “But Ulem wouldn’t trade that ring for anything in the world.  He would never take it off.  Never.”

“No,” Torrik said, unable to keep his grief from his voice.  “Not if he were alive.”

Elayna let out a choked sob, and it was he who pulled her into an embrace this time.  “I know, El.  I know.”  They stayed like that for some time, then she pulled back, her eyes wide.

“When would you say you made it to the church?”

Torrik frowned, thrown off-guard by the unusual question.  But he knew well his wife, her intelligence, and if she was asking, there was a reason for it.  He considered for a moment.  “I…I can’t be sure, but I guess I’d say around two hours after dawn or so.”

She nodded once, a look of intense concentration on her face.  “And the men at Ulem’s house, when did they attack you?”

“I…maybe an hour and a half later. Or two.  Look, El, I can’t be sure—”

“And then, after that was done, you came back here.”  This last wasn’t really a question, but Torrik nodded anyway.  

“I took a bit of time in town, checking out the wares to avoid any suspicion, but yeah.  I came back here after.”

She rubbed at her eyes then, as if exhausted, and when she took her hand away the tears were coming freely, a look of fear on her face that Torrik had only seen once before.  It had been when Alesh was a baby, taking a nap, and he had not wanted to rouse from sleep.  Had not woken, in fact, until, panicked himself, Torrik slapped him on the back, gentle at first, then not so gently at all until Alesh had finally woken from his deep sleep.  He had not been happy, but he had been alive, and Torrik and Elayna who—by that time—had been half-convinced their child would never wake from his sleep as they’d heard tale of in some of the towns they visited, had spent the next hours thanking Amedan and the other gods, big and small, for keeping their child safe.  It was a terrifying time—the most terrifying he had ever experienced.

Seeing that same look on her face now made his heart begin to hammer in his chest, and suddenly he broke out in a cool sweat.  “What is it, El?  What is it?”

“About two hours after dawn,” Elayna said, her voice carefully controlled, so it sounded emotionless, but Torrik knew that her control was a dam that might break at any moment, serving, for now, only to hold back some powerful emotion, “Alesh was still sleeping.  I heard something and went into his room.  He was talking in his sleep, his face…Torrik, he looked so scared I nearly woke him up.  I had only decided to do just that when he stopped.”

Torrik thought that he probably didn’t want to know, but he asked anyway.  “What was he saying?”

She shook her head, frustrated.  “I couldn’t hear it all only…he was saying ‘Daddy’ over and over.  And then…it might have been ‘danger’ but I can’t be sure.”

Torrik swallowed hard, and was still trying to digest that information, when she went on.  “A couple of hours after that, he was playing outside.  I was sitting on the porch, watching him.  Abruptly, he just stopped playing and ran up to me.  And out of nowhere, he asked me…he said,  ‘Mom, can Daddy die?’”

Torrik’s mouth was suddenly unaccountably dry.  He did not want to hear anymore, but he could see she was not done, and he watched as her mouth worked, as she thought through what she would say.  “And the last…” she said.  “I was obviously worried, when you didn’t get home by dark, when I hadn’t heard from you.  I’d thought something happened.  I was just getting some stuff together, ready to make the trip to town to look for you, when Alesh stopped me, putting a hand on mine.  He was so serious, Torrik,” she said, meeting his eyes, “so…adult.  He said, ‘We don’t have to go to town, Mama.  Daddy’s here.  But I think he’s in trouble.’”  

She shook her head, giving a hitching sigh.  “He led me to you.  Without Alesh…”  She finally did break down then, the emotions she had only just been managing to hold in check finally tearing through the weak wall she had placed in front of them.  She began to weep, burying her head in her hands.  

Torrik held her then, hoping his touch might offer the comfort his words could not.  And the truth was, he didn’t need her to finish what she’d been about to say—he thought he knew well enough.  Without Alesh, without whatever feeling he’d had—if feeling it was—Torrik would be dead.  

“Mama?  Daddy?  It’s okay.”

They both turned to see Alesh standing in the doorway of his room, studying them with wide, childlike eyes.  Despite whatever gifts he had, he was still just a boy, and Torrik’s heart ached at the sight of him there, obviously afraid and trying to comfort them.  He had left his role as an agent of the Light for the express purpose of protecting Alesh, refusing to bring him into the shadowy, dangerous world of which he had been a part.  He had wanted the boy to live a normal life, a happy one, but it seemed Amedan, in his wisdom, had other plans.  

Torrik gave his son the best smile he could and beckoned him over.  Alesh ran to them, and soon the three were wrapped in a tight embrace.  Outside, the lanterns gave off their wavery light, the shadows capered and danced, and darkness came in truth.
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“I still don’t like it.”

Torrik turned back at the threshold to their home.  The early morning sun shone on his back, giving a warmth that did nothing to dispel the chill he felt, the same chill he’d had since first seeing the church of Amedan the day before.  “I don’t either, Elayna,” he said, “but…but I think I owe Ulem this much, at least.  And even more than that, if there really is something going on in the church, then the authorities need to know about it.”

“Authorities that, for all we know, are involved,” Elayna said.

Torrik resisted the urge to sigh.  They’d been over and over this the night before, and he knew his wife agreed with him.  Right now, she spoke not just for her fear, but for his as well, acknowledging the truth of the dangers they faced.  “I know,” he said, cupping her face in his hand, “but I’ll be careful.  I mean to have a word with Bishop Deckard, that’s all.  I think Ulem is beyond our help, but I don’t know it, and I have to be sure.  We have to be sure.”

She nodded, her gaze troubled.  “I know.  You’re right, I know, it’s only…I’m worried, Torrik.  I had…I had a bad dream last night.”

Torrik swallowed hard.  The Church chose its agents for reasons, searching out men and women who showed some small signs of carrying a blessing from one of the gods.  An incredible talent in certain skills—music, art, a thousand others—or something like the feelings he sometimes got, warning him of danger.  Feelings that, just then, were running riot, urging him to flee as fast as possible, to walk until even the dust of the town was no longer on his feet.  He had his feelings, and Elayna, well, she had her dreams.  “Do you want to tell me about it?”

She studied him for a moment, worrying at her lip, a nervous habit of hers.  “Would it change anything?”

Torrik considered that, gazing around at the property, at the forest stretched out beyond it, and the path that lay before the forest, the one that would take him back to the town.  “I don’t think so…” he said.  “I don’t think it can.  If we left, and it turned out Ulem was still alive…”

“I know,” Elayna said.  “Then no; I will not tell you.  Besides, the dreams aren’t always accurate, you know that.  Sometimes…”  She shrugged weakly.  “Sometimes, nightmares are only nightmares and nothing more.  Still, hurry back to us.”

Torrik gave her the best smile he could—a poor, weak thing.  “Of course.  And our belongings?”

“Will be packed and ready by the time you get here,” she said.  

He nodded.  “Good.  No matter what happens, we leave tomorrow morning.  I’ll send a letter to an old friend I know in the Church, one I know I can trust, then it’s their problem to deal with.”

“Tomorrow morning,” Elayna repeated.  “You promise?”

“Of course,” he said, taking her hands.  “El, I just want our life back.  Our normal life.”

“Normal,” she said, glancing at Alesh where he played in the yard.  “May Amedan make it so.”

Torrik followed her gaze, and forced down the emotions threatening to well up as he looked at his son.  “I’ll see you soon, El.”  

He started down the path, refusing the urge to turn, knowing that if he did, he would never leave.  I’m coming, Ulem, he thought.  If you’re still alive, I’m coming.  But, no matter the thought, he couldn’t shake the feeling that it was too late for Ulem.  And your family?  Is it too late for them?  

Amedan give me strength.
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The church looked the same as it had the day before—deserted, ominous—and it was a struggle to put each foot in front of the other as he made his way to the door.  

A robed man answered his knock.  The man smiled, pleasantly enough.  “Hello.  I’m sorry, but I’m afraid the church is closed.”

“Oh, that’s quite alright,” Torrik said, giving a smile he did not feel.  “I came by yesterday and was told as much by a different priest.  I don’t mean to bother you, only, this is my first time in Entin.  I thought, while I was here, I’d look up an old friend of mine—his name’s Ulem.  Have you heard of him?”

The robed man’s smile gave a noticeable twitch, but he mastered himself a moment later.  “Of course,” he said, “we all know Brother Ulem.  He is a great man, and his wisdom a boon to us all.”

“Right, that sounds like him,” Torrik agreed.  And then, because he heard the sarcasm in the man’s voice, even if he hadn’t intended it, “At least, the only thing wiser than Ulem is how wise he thinks he is.”

The robed man started to laugh but stopped himself.  “Ah, Brother Ulem has his own obstacles and struggles, of course.  But, then, so do we all.  Still, I’m afraid I have not seen him today.”

Torrik sighed.  “I understand.  Still, any help you could give me would be greatly appreciated.”  He glanced around the street, leaning in close before he spoke.  “The truth is, the man owes me a bit of coin.  I hate to bring it up like this—Amedan knows, I don’t want to get him in trouble as he seems a good enough sort.  But my wife and I have a child on the way—our second—and I could use every Dawn or Dusk I could get my hands on.  I’m sure you understand.”

The priest seemed to consider that.  “If you’ll wait one moment, sir.”

“Of course.”

The man closed the door, and Torrik waited anxiously, forcing himself not to fidget.  Was the man gathering more of his brothers, even now, to come and kill this stranger?  Had Torrik left something to betray his presence in Ulem’s house, after all?  

By the time the door finally opened, his hands were sweating, but it was only the robed man again, his fake smile well in place.  “Sir, if you will come with me, Bishop Deckard will see you.”

“The bishop?”  Torrik asked, surprised, though in truth, such a meeting was what he had intended all along.  “Surely, I don’t want to bother one so important as—”

“It’s no bother at all, sir.  Truly.  The bishop believes we are all servants of Amedan, no matter title or station.”

Torrik gave the man a fake smile of his own but, behind the expression, his heart was racing.  A visit with Deckard had been what he wanted, of course, but the thought of entering that church just then was a terrifying one.  “Of course, and I am grateful for the bishop’s attention.”

The robed man inclined his head.  “This way.”  He stepped aside, making room, and Torrik followed after.  As soon as he was inside, the man closed the door behind him, and Torrik did not like the sound of finality he heard in its closing.  But if the robed man had some dark fate planned for him, it was not here.  Without a word, he turned and began leading Torrik down the hallway.  They passed the room housing the altar to Amedan, but it was dark, without light, and he could only see the vague outlines of the chapel where worshippers of the God of Fire and Light would kneel, beseeching his blessings.

That, too, was strange, and despite the man’s words from the day before, Torrik detected no signs of ongoing repairs.  He wasn’t particularly surprised by this, but it did little to quell the fear in his heart.  Still, he schooled his features to appear friendly enough, a lowly merchant in awe of being granted admittance to see the bishop himself.  

They passed other robed men as they moved through the corridor, but none acknowledged Torrik or his escort.  Finally, they arrived at a door, and the robed man glanced at Torrik, as if to make sure the merchant was still there before knocking.

“Come,” a voice responded from somewhere inside, and the priest pushed the door open, waving Torrik inside.

The retired spy glanced at his escort’s face, searching for some sign of what awaited him within—a simple chat, or men with blades intent on finishing what the others had started?—but the man’s features were an expressionless mask, and Torrik could divine nothing from it.  A choice then, and one that had to be made with haste, for a simple merchant would not hesitate on the threshold of such an honor.  He could leave, could turn and run, but things that ran were chased, and if the man was harboring any suspicions about Torrik, his flight would only confirm them, bringing what, for all he knew, could be an army down on him and his family.

Torrik had been forced to make many such decisions in his past—always wondering if his cover had been discovered, if this time would be the time when all of his posturing, all his training, failed him, and the knife that had been seeking him for so long finally found its target.  But it was not just himself he had to think about this time—there was Alesh and Elayna as well.  Still smiling, Torrik stepped through the door, managing—barely—to keep from cringing as it closed behind him.

While the outside of the church might be in a state of disrepair, the bishop’s office was certainly not.  The walls were adorned with various paintings, though Torrik’s analytical mind noted that not a single one depicted Amedan, the God of Fire and Light.  An oddity, certainly, but one explained easily enough, and not enough proof that the man himself, currently sitting behind a fine oak desk, had anything to do with whatever had befallen Ulem.  

Torrik had met Deckard before, years ago, then under the guise of being only a merchant, and though the man was easily recognizable, the passing of the years showed in his appearance.  There were fine lines at the corners of his eyes, and his hair, once a severe black, was now streaked with gray.  Yet despite these outward signs, Deckard had clearly taken pains with his appearance—his hair was meticulously brushed and oiled, his salt and pepper beard equally cared for, and Torrik thought he detected signs of powder on the man’s face, the kind noblewomen used to cover the blemishes and flaws of their skin.

The man was vain then, particularly for a priest of Amedan.  Such a fact might have mattered little to most people, if they noticed it at all, but Torrik had been taught to notice just such things, knew them to be of incalculable value.  After all, such tidbits each served as small pieces that, when put together, might create a key with which a man could unlock the truth of another’s character, understand his motivations and his fears and, thereby, determine how he would act in any situation.  Such information had saved Torrik’s life on more than one occasion.  After all, as his master had told him so long ago, if you knew where a man was coming from, it was often easy enough to know where he was going.

The bishop seemed engrossed in a parchment he was reading, and he waved a ring-bedecked hand at the chair in front of his desk without looking up.  “Thank you, Bishop,” Torrik said, taking the offered seat.

Deckard continued to study whatever report he held for another few minutes, enough that Torrik supposed he could have read it five or six times by now, at least, but he wasn’t particularly surprised.  A man like Deckard craved power and all of its trappings, and no doubt enjoyed having others wait on him.  So Torrik did, fidgeting nervously as a lowly merchant might be expected to do in the presence of someone such as the bishop, or, at least, in the way Deckard no doubt expected.

Finally, the man set the paper aside, raising his head to Torrik and offering him a smile that never touched his eyes.  “Greetings, son.  And how does the Light find you today?”  And that was enough to make it apparent the man did not recognize him.  No surprise, really, as men like Deckard cared only for their own goals, their own status, and spent little thought on others.

“I’m well enough, sir Bishop,” Torrik stammered, bobbing his head, “thank you for asking.”

The man’s smile widened, and his eyes danced with amusement.  “Oh, I think Bishop will do well enough.  Now, my priest told me that you had a question about one of our own, is that right?”

“Yes, si—Bishop.  It has been years gone now, but I once was acquainted with a priest by the name of Ulem…forgive me, but I don’t remember his surname.”

“Friends, were you?”  The question was asked simply enough, but Torrik didn’t miss the gleam of interest in the man’s eyes.

Be careful now, Torrik, he told himself.  Be so very careful.  If the bishop was behind whatever had happened to Ulem, he would now know of the two dead men at the priest’s residence and would, no doubt, be searching for the identity of the man who had interrupted them at their work.  Torrik hesitated, wincing.  “Well, I told the man I spoke with—one of your priests—as much.  But the truth is, Bishop, well…the man wasn’t exactly a friend.  I only met him the one time, you see.  I…I hope you’ll forgive me the falsehood.  The gods know it’s a fool who lies to a priest, but…well, it’s a bit of an awkward situation, if you want to know the truth.”

“Oh?” the other man asked.  “Well, go on, my son.  Please, tell me what troubles you.”

An invitation, so casually put, as a spider might say to a fly, were it able to speak.  “Well,” Torrik said, rubbing at his jaw, “the thing is, I met Ulem years ago…sir, I really don’t want to get anyone into trouble.”

Deckard leaned forward, and though his expression was open, comforting, Torrik could see the eagerness in his eyes.  After all, whatever else he was, the man was ambitious, and the easiest way to the top was by stomping on others to get there.  The knowledge he might gain here could, even were he not behind Ulem’s disappearance, serve at least as a means of blackmailing the priest.  And if he were behind it, well, what better way to avoid people asking after a priest than to discredit him in the eyes of the public and the church?  “I am Amedan’s servant, nothing more, son.  And it is not within my power to condemn or to save.  Whatever news you have, I will do my best to help you—as well as Ulem.”

Torrik feigned a sigh of relief at that.  “Thank you, Bishop.  It’s only…priests are supposed to avoid…well, indulgences.  Aren’t they?”

The man was practically shaking with excitement now.  “Yes, it is true that, in serving the Bringer of Light and Carrier of the Flame, my brothers and I must sacrifice some of our more…worldly desires.”

Torrik nodded.  “I thought as much.  Well, see, the thing is...years ago, I found myself at a brothel…I’m not proud of it, and I swear, Bishop, I ain’t been to one since.  Only…it had been a trying few weeks, then, and…”  He sighed, shaking his head.  “Anyway, I was surprised when I went in to find a man in priests’ robes there as well.  The brothel had bouncers, of course, men paid to make sure folks didn’t get it in their mind to take out their frustrations on the women or, you know…”  He hesitated, studying his feet.  “Or to sneak out without paying.  That sort of thing.”

“Yes?”  Deckard prompted.

“Right, well, the priest, he was of the second sort.  One of the bouncers had a hold of him, you know, roughin’ him up like, demandin’ money.  Well, I didn’t know the priest from anybody, but my ma always taught me that you don’t treat priests such a way but with respect.  Funny thing, maybe, thinkin’ of my ma in a place like that, but I couldn’t shake it, so as much as I wanted to get on about my own shameful business, instead I walked up and asked if I could help.  This priest, he introduced himself as Ulem, said that there had been a misunderstanding about payment, and if I could cover his expenses, he’d pay me back and then some, the next day.”  

Torrik shrugged.  “I ain’t a rich man, Bishop.  Not now and not then, but like I said, my ma always told me a man ought to treat holy men with respect, and that our blessings on another’d come back to us tenfold which, I’ll admit, sounded mighty fine just then.  So I paid his tab, and off he went.  He never showed up where he told me to meet him the next day, and I never heard another word about him, not, leastways, until I came here to Entin, and heard mention of a Brother Ulem here.”

The bishop nodded thoughtfully, but Torrik could see his mind working, turning over the story, looking for ways he might use it.  “I see.  Yes, it is, I fear, a great tragedy to learn so revered a priest as Brother Ulem has succumbed to some of the more base temptations.  I thank you for sharing it with me.  Now,” he said, withdrawing his purse and placing it on the desk, “tell me, how much exactly were you owed?”

“Oh, please, Bishop,” Torrik said, as if scandalized, “I wouldn’t dare take money from you.  Why, I wouldn’t even have considered taking it from Ulem himself, if’n I didn’t need it.  My family and I, you see, we’re thinkin’ about buying a home here in your fine town, and, as I said, I am not a rich man.  If you’ll just tell me where Ulem is, I’m sure I can work something out with him myself.”

Deckard sighed, smiling sadly.  “I wish that I could help you, Mister…I’m sorry, I fear I never got your name.”

“It’s Torrik, if it pleases you, Bishop.”

“Yes, well, Torrik, I’m afraid Brother Ulem has only just been reassigned to a different church in another city.”

“Really?”  Torrik asked in surprise.  “You’re sure?”

Annoyance flickered across the man’s features, that a simple merchant should dare question him, but in another moment his fake smile was back in its place.  “Yes, quite sure.  In fact, I saw him onto the caravan myself.  I fear you will not be able to seek repayment of your debt from Brother Ulem.  Still, I myself would be more than happy to cover the cost of it.”

And, just like that, two things were confirmed.  One, Ulem, his old friend, was certainly dead and, two, the man sitting before him was responsible for it, which in turn meant the conspiracy Ulem had feared was true and this man was either the leader of it or, at the least, directly involved.

Anger roiled through Torrik, and he fought back the urge to jump across the desk, to kill the man where he sat smiling smugly.  Such a thing might have been satisfying, but it wouldn’t bring his friend back.  Instead, it would only put Torrik and his family in terrible danger.

“Is everything quite all right, Torrik?” the bishop asked, and he looked up to see Deckard studying him carefully, his expression guarded, his eyes piercing as if he might somehow see into Torrik’s mind, uncovering whatever secrets lay hidden within.

“Everything is fine, Bishop,” he answered.  He rose from his chair, bowing his head.  “I thank you for your time.  I really must be going now.”

“Oh?”  Deckard asked.  “And are you sure you would not like your coin?”

“It’s quite alright,” Torrik said, forcing himself to smile at the man when what he really wanted to do was to beat him until his arrogant expression was covered in a mask of blood.  Forgive me, Ulem, for not believing you.  I am so sorry.  “Thank you again, sir.  For seeing me.”  

He started for the door then, eager to be away and back to his family, but the priest spoke.  “Torrik,” he said, musing.  “That name almost sounds familiar to me.”

“Oh?” he said, turning back.  “Well, I might not be rich, Bishop, but I travel a lot, for my work.  Maybe you heard of me in that capacity.”

“Yes,” the man said thoughtfully.  “And what work did you say that was again?”

Watching him with that dark, studying gaze, waiting for him to make a mistake.  “I’m a merchant, Bishop, a light merchant.  Lanterns, torches, materials for making either, that sort of thing.  Though,” he said, shrugging, “I have on occasion dabbled in other goods.”

“I see.  And you’re quite certain that we have not met before?”

“I think I would have remembered.”  With that, he turned and left, closing the door behind him.  The priest was waiting for him outside and escorted him to the church’s entrance.  

In the street, Torrik took a slow, deep breath in an effort to still his racing heart.  The bishop would look into his name, would do some inquiries, of that much he was certain, but that, at least, did not concern him.  After all, the identities of the Light’s agents were kept secret, known only to the Chosen themselves and to each agent’s individual handler.  For Torrik and Elayna, that had been Ulem, and the knowledge of Torrik’s and his wife’s identities would have followed the priest to the grave.  

Thoughts of the priest sent a fresh wave of anger and grief through Torrik.  He had suspected, upon seeing the mess in the priest’s house, that Ulem was dead, but now, after his conversation with Deckard, he was sure of it.  Gods, but I’m sorry, old friend.  Still, Ulem would not have died in vain—of that much, at least, Torrik would make certain.  Tomorrow, as soon as the sun had risen into the sky, he would take his family away from this place.  Once Entin was safely behind them, he would stop at the closest place—of which there were many spread across the country—where men and women serving the Light waited, ready for any information that one of their agents or, in this case, one of their retired agents, should wish to pass on.  

Information such as that the small town of Entin was, undoubtedly, home to a conspiracy, though what its goals were, Torrik did not know.  He knew only that to agree with part of Ulem’s theory meant to agree with all of it.  Including the fact that Deckard, and those working with him, were not servants of the Light at all.  And, following that logic, it meant that the disappearances and killings Ulem had spoken of hadn’t been random.  Deckard, and whoever else was in league with him, was sacrificing people to the nightlings intentionally.    

The thought sent a chill up Torrik’s spine.  Of course, he’d known people sometimes chose to align themselves with the nightlings—finding these people, tracking them down in whatever holes they hid had been a large part of his and Elayna’s role as agents of the Light.   But to know that a bishop of the Church, as well as the gods only knew how many “priests” were working in league with the darkness was terrifying.  

The Night War had been a close thing—just how close was a truth the Church desperately guarded.  After all, it was not so easy to preach that the Light would, in the end, always defeat the darkness, while in the same breath telling people just how close the nightlings had come to destroying everyone and everything.  

When tales first cropped up of creatures appearing in the darkness, killing with abandon, the people of Entarna had discounted them, claiming they were no more than drunken rumors.  And who could blame them?  After all, the night was an inconvenience sometimes, sure, and children had always shown a fear of it, but tales of bogeymen were not so easily swallowed by men and women who had long since outgrown such stories.  The Church, too, had laughed at the idea, and more than one sermon in those days had referenced, with more than a little scorn and pity, those who believed in the creatures.

Even when corpses began to show up mangled, when people traveled into the darkness never to be seen or heard from again, still people refused to see the truth, choosing instead to believe there was a killer in their midst.  A danger, true, something to fear, but something they could understand.

By the time the people of Entarna finally realized they were in a war, they were already losing it.  The nightlings, nightmare creatures of fangs and teeth, seemed to be everywhere, spread across the breadth of the country, waiting with fangs poised and teeth bared for any foolish enough to travel into their domain without a lantern or torch to protect them.  But lanterns ran out, torches failed, and Entarna was brought to its knees.  Merchants who had once traveled all over the country stopped braving any but the nearest towns and cities, trips that could be made in a day.  Fortunes and lives were lost as shortages of oil, food, and other necessary commodities began to take hold.

Then, when all seemed lost, the Chosen appeared, six men and women, priests of Amedan and chosen by him to bear his gifts, each endowed with abilities beyond those of normal men. Led by Olliman, the Six began to marshal the armies of Entarna, forcing the nightlings into decisive battles and bringing light to the darkness.  Until, finally, Chosen Olliman had met the king of the nightwalkers, King Argush—a man himself—in decisive battle, beating him and scattering what remained of his forces.  

And then there had been peace and, within that peace, people did what they always did: they became complacent.  Growing more and more sure, with each day, of their security, their safety, believing the Church when it told them that the light had finally won, as it must, as it always would.  Until, that was, the nightlings had come again.  The Chosen were old now, men and women past their prime, but gifted with longevity from the god they served, and the armies they once possessed were largely nonexistent.  After all, in leading Entarna, the Chosen had brought the people together as one, and gone were the bitter border disputes and small clashes of arms that had categorized Entarna’s history up to that point.  What need, then, of an army, of soldiers, when there was no one to fight?

Still, Torrik told himself things were not as bad as they were the first time—the people of Entarna might have grown complacent, but not all the old secrets had been lost.  Yet what good was any of it, if those who were meant to carry the Light turned to the darkness instead?  The world, he knew, was poised on a cliff’s edge, one not so different from the one they had found themselves on years ago, during the Night War, despite the fact that it was not as obvious.  People believed their world, their existence, to be like a mountain, continuing despite the snow and rain and the elements that pressed against it.  But even mountains fell, Torrik knew, and sooner or later even the largest stone would crack under pressure.

There was no knowing how far the conspiracy Ulem had stumbled upon reached, how much pressure it might bring, but Torrik also knew that the average person would be shocked by how little it would take to send their world crashing down around them.    

He realized he’d allowed himself to become distracted, and had arrived back in the town square almost without realizing it.  The crowds were out once again, browsing the goods of the merchants, and suddenly Torrik felt very much like a man with a target painted on his back.  How many of those who gave him cursory glances when he passed were in league with the darkness?  Were the curious looks of the merchants no more than those of men hoping to make a sale, or were they something more sinister?  Were they, instead, marking his movements, tracking him?  In the wild, a deer might not be aware of the danger it was in until it was too late, but that lack of knowledge didn’t keep it from being eaten.

A man stepped in front of him, barring his path, and Torrik’s hand went for the dagger tucked in his waist.  “Excuse me, sir,” the man said, “might I bother you for a coin?  I haven’t eaten in days and…really, even something so small as a Dusk will do, if you’ve got it to spare.”

Torrik relaxed, but not all the way.  If a man relaxed enough, that man died: another lesson he’d learned.  He reached into his pocket and fetched out a few coins, giving them to the man who favored him with a toothless grin before hurrying away into the crowd.

A feeling of the type for which he had been chosen to serve the Light overcame Torrik as he watched the man go.   It was a feeling of inevitability, a feeling of a danger seen too late, of being one step away from falling into a pit and with far too much momentum to stop now.  No, he told himself, it’s nothing.  You’re just worried, that’s all, and rightfully so.  The sun was still shining, night was several hours away yet, and he was seeing omens where there were none.  That was all.  Yet as he made his way through the crowded street, the feeling did not leave him, and the looks of those he passed began to take on their own weight, making the premonition of doom grow, a heavy burden upon his back so that it felt as if each step he took led him, inevitably, to a grim future.

He had meant only to help an old friend, only to offer what counsel he could.  But as so often happens in life, in doing such a small thing he had set his feet—and the feet of his family—on a path with only one destination.  A destination which some part of him—not the gift please, not the gift, if gift it is—was afraid might only end in blood and darkness and the grief that follows.

The feeling of imminent doom only grew with each minute that passed, so despite all of his training, he began to run once he was on the forest path outside of town, and by the time he arrived at the home in which his family waited, he was covered in sweat and gasping for air.  A reminder, too late, perhaps, that he was not the man he’d once been.  

She was bent over a box, loading it with plates and eating utensils when he stepped inside.  Alesh stood with her, ostensibly helping but, in truth, the boy was gazing into the box the way one might examine a hidden treasure chest found buried deep underground.  As Torrik watched, the boy withdrew what appeared to be a stack of plates wrapped in fabric to prevent breaking.  He was struggling with the weight of the ceramics, and Elayna reached over and took them from his hands.  Then, she set the stack of plates on the ground, all the while her eyes locked on Torrik.

For the first time that he could remember, it was not easy for him to meet that gaze, and under it, he felt somehow ashamed.  She opened her mouth, as if she would say something, perhaps ask something, but she must have found her answer in his troubled eyes, for she only gave one sharp nod and turned back to her work.  “We have only a few boxes left, and then we will be ready,” she said, her voice brisk, business-like.  “The horses have been fed and watered, their saddlebags packed.  I will need your help loading the wagon for…”  She broke off then, her shoulders seeming to slump, and she took a slow, deep breath, obviously struggling to master herself.  “I cannot lift all the boxes alone,” she finished.

Hearing the fear in his wife’s voice, fear he had put there, Torrik’s own emotions rose up in response.  He felt fear, of course, a fear for his family, a fear that, in the end, he would not be able to protect them.  But can anyone, really?  Or is the ability to protect those we love only a lie we tell ourselves, so when we rest our heads for the night, we might find the sleep for which we search?  How much of our world is built on the lies of comfort and constancy that we whisper to each other, that we whisper to ourselves?  He stepped forward, meaning to go to her.  “Elayna, I’m so sor—”

“We will have dinner,” she interrupted.  “Yes, that’s right.”  She smiled at Alesh, another attempt at comfort, the smile another lie, one that threatened to break Torrik’s heart.  “Yes, my sweet.  We will have a fine dinner tonight, before we leave this place, and how would you like some berries?  I picked them this morning—I thought they would be a nice meal on the road, but I think now that we will eat them tonight, how does that sound?”

Alesh was grinning, his face exultant as only a child’s can be at the mention of sweets.  “That sounds great, Mama.”

“Yes,” Elayna said, nodding, and Torrik didn’t miss the unshed tears in her eyes.  “Yes, it does.  We will have a feast, that’s what we will have.  And then,” she added, turning to her husband with an unmistakable defiance in her gaze, as if he would argue, “when tomorrow morning comes, we will leave.”

“Elayna,” he said, wincing, “the Church—”

“Will still be the Church tomorrow,” she interrupted.  “Tonight, we will feast, and then tomorrow we will go in search of another place to stay.  It will be an adventure,” she said, giving Alesh a smile.  “Then,” she went on, eyeing her husband once more, “we will find a place for us, a home.  I don’t believe I would like to travel anymore, and it is a big world, after all; surely there is room in it for the three of us.”

The last was said with more than a little desperation.  “Of course, El,” Torrik said.  “But, you need to know what—”

“I had better go and see to the food,” she blurted.  “Come and help me, Alesh.”  She bent, grabbing the stack of plates—ten or so, it appeared to Torrik, the ones they kept for guests—and was about to put them back into the box when Alesh put his small, child’s hand on her arm, and she froze, her body tensing as if she’d been struck.

“Don’t, Mama,” Alesh said.  “We’ll need them.”

Her face twitched, whatever fragile façade of calm she’d managed threatening to crack at that, and her mouth worked silently.  Torrik stepped forward and knelt beside his wife and son.  “What your mother is trying to say, Alesh, is that we don’t need so many plates, not just for us.  There are only three of us, after all, and there are at least te—”

“I know that, Daddy,” he said, meeting Torrik’s gaze with the earnestness that seemed the exclusive right of the terribly young or terribly old.  “But we’ll need them.”

Torrik frowned, and when he glanced up, his wife was looking at him, her eyes reflecting his own worry.  “Alesh,” he began, “what do you—”

“That’s fine, honey, we’ll leave them out,” Elayna said, grabbing his hand.  “Now, come and help your mother.”  

Torrik watched her practically flee the room, their son in tow.  Then, when they were gone, he gave a heavy sigh, and let his shoulders—that felt as if some great, terrible weight rested upon them—slump in something that felt very much like defeat.  Crouched there, alone, he found that his eyes were drawn to the stack of plates Alesh had insisted his wife leave out.  Only a child with a child’s fancy?  Or something else?  

You know well enough, some part of his mind said, there  have been other signs, after all, and—

No, Torrik answered, cutting off the thought.  He’s just a boy, that’s all.  Children say things, sometimes, do things.  And even if some vague predictions they make in their antics turn out to be right, it doesn’t mean there’s anything sinister at work.  It means only that, should even an amateur archer shoot enough arrows at a target, sooner or later he will hit the bullseye.  And when he does, it is not because of magic, but simply the nature of reality.  

All logical, all true.  Yet, Torrik found his gaze resting on the stack of plates, and for all his rationalizations, what he felt in his heart as he listened to his wife begin preparations for the meal they would have, was not relief, but a slow, creeping despair.  

A gift, the priest had called Torrik’s “feelings,” when taking him into the service of the Church, so long ago.  But whether or not the man was sincere, Torrik decided then that he had certainly been a fool.  A gift.  What gift, in a man feeling the slow, methodical approach of his doom?  What gift in hearing the swish of the headsman’s axe and knowing it for what it was?
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They prepared the meal in near silence, save for Alesh’s insistence, from time to time, that his mother make more meat, more bread.  Each time, Torrik and Elayna shared a glance in which was communicated their own dire thoughts, and she would do as the boy asked, almost, it felt to Torrik, as if they were no longer making their decisions themselves.  Instead, it seemed to him, that the momentum of the moment was carrying them along, as if some great chain had been tied around their small family and was, even now, pulling them toward some inevitable fate.  They could struggle, if they liked, but, in the end, it would make no difference, for the chain was strong and tied fast, and the future would come as it always did—hard and true and without consent.

He was standing by the kitchen window, gazing out at the yard now shrouded in night, at the lights burning on the home’s property, as he used a rag to wipe a pot clean.  So it was that he saw when the first of those lights, meant to ward and protect against the encroaching darkness, flickered.  Flickered, and then went out.  Torrik thought at first that he must have imagined it, for the groundskeeper came by each day to check the oil, had explained as much to him when they’d first arrived, and even had the man missed a day, each lantern was built with an extra reservoir that should have kept it burning.  Still, there was surely a reasonable explanation—a tree limb falling, perhaps, or an unnaturally strong gust of wind that managed to get past the casing of the lantern.  They were meant to have been built in a way that such a thing was impossible, but the works of men were not infallible. 

He had gone a long way toward believing it something as simple as that, had become fairly well convinced, when the second light went out, casting a small section of the yard in darkness.  His wife must have seen something in his posture, for she walked up to stand beside him.  “What is it?” she said, her voice low in an attempt to avoid disturbing Alesh where he was picking at some of the bread she’d made, sneaking bites of it, his child’s mind believing they did not see him.  They did, but they left it, as they always did, for the world had greater crimes for a man and a woman to concern themselves with than a child sneaking food.

“I…don’t know,” Torrik said, frowning, and answering in a whisper to match his wife’s.  “Two of the lights have gone out.  I’m not sure—”  He cut off as a third flame sputtered and failed.  He turned, looking beyond the ring of lights to the side of the property where sat the small shed that housed all his merchants’ supplies.  Lanterns and torches.  Tools and materials for the maintenance and creation of each.  

“I’ll be back.”

“Torrik?” his wife asked, and there was no masking the unease in her voice, not now.

But he was gripped by a sense of urgency, and did not answer, rushing toward the door, intent on retrieving the materials—materials bought for profit but that could, given the right circumstances, save a man’s life—and bringing them back to the house.  

“Torrik?”  There was a shrill, frightened quality to his wife’s shout from the kitchen, one that he did not like, but there was no time.  He flung the door open and froze, stunned, as he gazed out at the property.  All the light was gone.  Not a single lantern burned in the darkness.  Torrik’s mind raced, as he thought of what lights they had in the house.  Plenty of candles, of course—those, at least, they had in abundance, as well as the means—flint and steel—by which to light them.  And, he realized with more than a little fear, only the one lantern, the same that was even now sitting on their dining room table, its light illuminating the room.  

Gazing out at the night, Torrik thought he saw movement in the darkness, shiftings and swayings that were sporadic but purposeful for all that, and he slammed the door closed, jerking the lantern from where it sat and hurrying back into the kitchen.  He was thankful upon arriving to see that his wife had lit several candles, spreading them out along the wooden counter and cutting board. 

“Daddy, what’s happening?”

Torrik forced a smile and walked to his son before kneeling in front of him.  “We’re okay,” he said, “everything’s fine, Alesh.  Just some issues with the lights is all.”

“But we have more, don’t we, Daddy?”

“Of course,” he answered with far more confidence than he felt.  “Of course we do.  Your daddy’s a light merchant, after all, isn’t he?”

The boy grinned at that.  “Yeah.”

Torrik looked over to his wife.  “I’m going to take the lantern and go to the shed.”

She was shaking her head before he was finished.  “No.  No, Torrik, something is going on and—”

“We don’t have a choice, El,” he said.  “I’ll carry the lantern, and I’ll be safe, but we can’t rely on, on candles,” he finished.  “You know that.”

She opened her mouth to speak, most likely to tell him that he was being a fool, that there was another way, a better one, and most likely she would be right.  But whatever words she’d been preparing to utter never came as there was a knock on the door, one that sounded impossibly loud to Torrik, as if the entire house would fall apart from the force of it.  

Don’t be foolish, it’s just a knock, that’s all, he told himself.  And another of his master’s sayings came into his mind.  Don’t let your fear blind you, for fear will make a fool of even the wisest of men.  

Just a knock, nothing more.  But from whom?  “Stay here,” Torrik said, starting for the door.

“Torrik, don’t answer it; just leave it.”

He hesitated then, meeting her eyes.  “And if it’s someone needing our help?  If it’s a traveler lost in the woods and looking for succor?”

“Then let them find it somewhere else,” she snapped, her fear and the anger birthed from that fear clear in her words.  “Not us, Torrik.  Amedan be good, we’re not in a position to help anybody.”

“There is no one else, El,” he said, “you know that.  No one any closer than town, at the least, and that’s nearly two miles away.  If someone is out there, and they do need our help, they’ll never make it that far.”

Still, he saw her hesitating, turning the problem over in her mind.  And, feeling like a traitor, Torrik leaned close, taking her hands.  “As soon as we stop helping each other, the darkness wins.”  And then, “We carry the light, Elayna.”

She winced, as if he’d pricked her with a blade.  Which, in a way, he had.  But finally she met his eyes, her own full of unshed tears.  “So others might see the truth.”

“It’ll be okay, El,” he said, giving her hands a squeeze.  “Everything will be okay.”  Torrik had never lied to his wife before, and he did not like the feel of it then, the callousness of the thing, and though she nodded and took the words at face value, there was an understanding in her eyes, a realization they both shared of the wall that had suddenly sprouted between them.  A wall meant to protect, true, but a wall just the same.  “I’ll be back,” he finished lamely, then, lantern in hand, he walked out of the kitchen.

The knocking had started again.  He opened the door and, at first, had a terrified moment in which his distressed mind told him a group of nightwalkers stood at the threshold.  He started to reach for the dagger still tucked inside his tunic, but paused as the shadowy figures began to take shape.  “B-Bishop Deckard?” he said, surprised.

The older man smiled pleasantly enough, but the expression, Torrik noted, was not shared by the six robed men standing behind him.  “Hello, Torrik.  It is good to see you again.  I thought about our conversation, and decided it was only right to pay you back the money Ulem owed you.  After all,” he said, winking, “the Church has debts enough to the people of Entarna already—we need not gather more.”

Torrik’s thoughts were jumbled by the unexpected visit, by the menacing gazes of the men standing with the bishop and the knowledge that his wife and child were only a room away.  “I…that is, Bishop, perhaps it isn’t the best time.  There’s something wrong with the lanterns you see and…”  He trailed off as he realized, for the first time, that the bishop and those men standing with him carried no lights of their own, no lanterns or torches to keep back the darkness and the things which called it home.

Something of his thoughts must have shown on his face, for the priest nodded.  “Ah, yes.  That is quite okay, my child.  You see, the God of Fire protects his most trusted servants against the darkness and, even without light, we might travel it safely enough—though of course, we must always remain vigilant.  For the enemies of the Light,” he said, meeting Torrik’s gaze in a way the retired spy didn’t like, “are many, and subtle and mysterious are their ways.”

Torrik was troubled by that.  He had not fought in the Night War, had been little more than a child when it had taken place, but he had heard the stories often enough.  Stories of magic and battles and the darkness given form and function.  He had heard tales of Chosen Olliman and the other High Priests, of the blessing of their god that they wielded in his name, but never had he heard of anyone—even the Chosen—being able to walk in the darkness without a light to protect them.  

“Still,” the bishop went on, and if he noticed any of Torrik’s concern, he did not show it, “you would do well to get the lanterns seen to as quickly as you can.  It is not wise for a man—particularly a man with a wife and young son—to make such an easy target of himself.”

“Young son?”  Torrik asked, his mind still trying to catch up as he struggled to remember if he had ever mentioned his son to Deckard.  He didn’t think so, but the last few days had been the most stressful he’d had in many years, and he couldn’t be certain.

The man’s smile twitched at that, but it may have been no more than a sign of annoyance from a man who did not like to be questioned.  “That’s right.  And if I may ask, where were you heading?”

“The shed there, in that direction,” Torrik said, gesturing.  “As I believe I told you, Bishop, I am a light merchant, and since the yard lanterns went out, I thought it would be wise to retrieve some, just in case.”

“Oh, you need not bother yourself,” Deckard said.  “One of my priests will, of course, be happy to retrieve the items you need.”

“Bishop,” Torrik said, “forgive me, but I couldn’t ask that of you.  Truly, if you’ll give me but a moment—”

“But I insist,” the man said.  His smile was still in place, but there was something dangerous, something ominous about it now, and Torrik realized he had no choice.  “After all, Torrik,” the bishop went on, “the Church owes you a debt, has apparently owed it to you for some time.  The least we can do is to retrieve the materials you will need to keep your family safe for the night.”  He gestured to one of the men with him, and the robed figure turned, disappearing into the darkness a moment later in the direction of the shed.

“There now,” Deckard said once he was gone, “we will see that your family is well taken care of, Torrik.  That, you can trust in completely.  Anyway…”  He paused, glancing around at the darkness pervading the yard before turning back to Torrik.  “Might we come in?  I do not wish to intrude, of course, but though we have some defense that others do not possess against the darkness, still, there is no reason to tempt fate.”  He leaned in then, a slight shifting of the body that made his eyes come only inches from Torrik’s own.  “Is there?”

Torrik wanted to deny the man entry.  After all, there was no question in his mind that the bishop was somehow tied up in the conspiracy, and even if he had been uncertain before, all doubt would have been banished at the sight of the seven men traveling in the darkness as if they were unafraid.  As if they belonged to it.  His thoughts raced as he sought to find some reason, some excuse, but nothing came, and the truth was it probably wouldn’t have mattered in any case.  Six men, not including the bishop himself.  All men who looked dangerous, who had about them an air of menace.  If they wanted in the house, they were coming in either way, and there was nothing he could do to stop them.

So he smiled with as much sincerity as he could, bowing his head.  “Forgive me, Bishop, of course, please come in.  You do my house and my family much honor.”

The man’s face seemed to indicate that such words were only his due, and he walked into the house, followed by his men.  Torrik hesitated at the door, frowning out into the night.

“Is there something amiss, Torrik?” the bishop asked, his concern obviously feigned.

“Your man,” the retired spy said.  “I thought to leave the door open so that he might see the light and—”

“There is really no need,” Deckard said, smiling as if he was comforting a small child who had experienced a nightmare.  The child, though, might awaken from the nightmare in which he found himself, while Torrik felt certain that he would not so easily banish whatever trouble he and his family were in.  “As I think I’ve mentioned already, Amedan protects us, his loyal servants, his faithful, and there are few more faithful, more dedicated than Brother Orren.”

“As you say, Bishop,” Torrik said, easing the door shut.  

“Curious,” Deckard said, glancing around the room, his gaze drifting across the boxes which Elayna had spent the day packing.  “If you don’t mind me saying so, Torrik, I am surprised to find that you’ve been packing.  After all, I had been under the impression that you intended to stay in our lovely town for some time—were, in fact, looking to take up residence here permanently.  Was I mistaken?”

Careful again, Torrik.  He might be vain and arrogant, but beneath that exterior is something malicious and cruel and plotting.  He could have said that something had come up with a cousin, perhaps, some family trouble that required him to pack up and leave unexpectedly, but he quickly dismissed the idea.  After all, such an abrupt flight would be more than a little suspicious, certainly enough to confirm any suspicions—gods let them be suspicions only and not certainties—that the bishop had about Torrik’s identity.  He laughed.  “To be honest, Bishop, we haven’t fully unpacked yet from our arrival, and I don’t imagine we will.  You see, we have only rented this house out for a time; the family who owns it will be back in a few days, I imagine, and we’ll be looking for another place to stay in Entin.  If you have any suggestions, I’d love to hear them.”

“I see,” the older man said, still studying Torrik, searching for any sign of deceit.  He would find none.  Of that much, at least, Torrik was sure, for he had been well trained in dissembling, an unpleasant but necessary part of the job he’d once held, and he met the other man’s eyes confidently. 

“Well,” the bishop said after a moment, and Torrik didn’t think he imagined the disappointment in the man’s tone, “I do wish you luck in your search.  Unfortunately, we priests have little time for such mundane things, for there are other concerns which demand our attention, and we must trust our god to provide shelter for us.”

Torrik bowed his head.  “You and your priests are, of course, a most holy example to those of us who wish to serve the God of Fire and Light but are inadequate to such a sanctified calling.”

“Indeed,” the older man answered, watching Torrik as if trying to decide whether or not he was being mocked.  No worry of that, the retired spy thought.  You are in my home.  My wife and child are in the other room, and I have no time for games.  

There were several seconds of silence then as the bishop studied him, and Torrik kept his eyes on the man, schooling his expression, while out of the corner of his gaze, he watched for any sudden movements from the other robed men.  “Now then,” Deckard said abruptly, withdrawing a coin purse from his belt, “I suppose it is best that we pay you back what you are owed.  I really do apologize for the tardiness of this payment, just as I apologize for the lateness of the hour.  The last thing I wish to do is disturb your family on such a night.  Speaking of,” he said, glancing around, as if he’d only just had the thought, “where are this wife and son of yours, I wonder?”  He raised an eyebrow, “Not out traveling in the darkness, I hope.  There are few errands worth venturing into the night.”

Torrik was just about to tell the man that his wife and son had gone to bed early in preparation of searching for a house the next day—the words were on the tip of his tongue—when suddenly the two appeared in the doorway of the kitchen, Elayna noticeably trying to hold Alesh back.  But his son let out a cry of, “Daddy!”  and came running to him, embracing Torrik tightly.

Damnit, Torrik thought, and he met his wife’s eyes briefly, but long enough to see she had meant to keep their son away, but the normally well-behaved boy had apparently decided not to listen.  Amedan be good, Torrik thought, why would you choose this moment, Alesh, of all moments, to defy your mother?  “Forgive me, Bishop, Priests,” he said.  “This is my son, Alesh.  Alesh, this is Bishop Deckard.  He and his priests do Amedan’s will, helping other people to come to the Light.”

The bishop knelt, smiling, and extended his hand to Alesh, but the boy recoiled as if the man held a dagger.  “No,” Alesh said in a sound that was somewhere between a growl and a whimper.

Torrik’s heart began to race in his chest as the older man cocked his head, studying the boy curiously.  “Y-you must forgive him, Bishop,” he said, not having to feign his worry, “my son is a good boy, but he is young and sometimes—”

“Oh, it is quite alright,” the older man said, but judging by the way his eyes were narrowed, it didn’t appear to be alright, not at all.  “Hello, Alesh.  It is a pleasure to meet you.  My name, as your father told you, is Deckard.”

“D-E-C-K-A-R-D,” Alesh said, spelling each letter out individually.

“That’s right,” the man said, smiling, “and my, aren’t you a clever boy?  You see, my companions and I,”—he paused, gesturing to the other robed men—“are servants of the Light and of His Holiness, Amedan, the Bringer of the Flame.”

“No,” Alesh said again, hugging his father tighter, and cringing away from the bishop and the other priests.

“Alesh,” Torrik scolded, “don’t be disrespectful to the bishop. Sorry, sir,” he said, “I—”

“A pleasure to meet you, Bishop,” Torrik’s wife said, hurrying forward and curtseying before the man, pulling his attention away from Alesh.  “My name is Elayna.”

“And a beautiful name it is,” the older man said, studying Torrik’s wife with a lust that did not belong on a priest’s face.  He offered his ring-be-decked hand to her, and she hesitated for only a fraction of a second before taking it and giving the knuckles the barest of kisses.

The bishop leaned back, sniffing the air.  “Ah, but something smells quite…delicious.”

“Bread, sir Bishop,” Elayna said, stepping back to stand with her husband and child.  “And some meat and a berry pie.”

The older man raised an eyebrow. “Well, now, if this is a regular feast in your household, Torrik, then it seems you have been a bit…modest about your own fortunes.”

“Not a regular meal at all, Bishop,” Torrik said.  “Only, my family has had a trying few weeks—traveling, as you no doubt are aware, takes its toll—and we thought we might celebrate finding a lovely town that we could stay in.”

“Ah, yes,” Deckard said, his eyes still on Elayna, “a fine town indeed.”

Silence then, the two groups—the bishop and his men and Torrik and his family—watching each other.  “Well,” the bishop said, sighing heavily, “I suppose that we have bothered you and your family long enough.  How much did you say the debt was again?”

Torrik told him and watched as the bishop counted out a dawn and several dusks, placing each carefully on the table.  He flashed a benign smile that never touched his eyes.  “Now then, I hope that settles our debt, such as it was.  And,” he said, drawing out another golden coin and laying the Dawn with the rest of the pile, adding half again the total amount, “a bit more.  For your troubles.”

“Bishop,” Torrik said, “thank you, but there’s really no nee—”

“Nonsense,” the older man said.  “We servants of the Light must watch out for each other when we can.  A coin we can spare…”  He paused, glancing in the direction of the kitchen, a slow smile on his face.  “…A meal which we might use to feed others.  All, of course, serve Amedan.”

The last thing Torrik wanted was to ask the bishop to stay for dinner.  More than anything, he wanted the man and his priests—or whatever they were—gone and away from his family as quickly as possible.  But the older man was looking at him expectantly, almost challengingly, that small smile still on his face.  And why not?  If Torrik really were just a merchant of modest wealth, he would be overjoyed at the prospect of so important a personage sharing a meal with him and his family.  The trap had been neatly laid, and the bishop knew it.  “Bishop Deckard,” Torrik said, “I wonder, if it isn’t too forward of me, would you and your priests like to stay for dinner?”

The older man’s grin widened.  “Oh, that is very kind of you.  But there are seven of us, after all, and I would not wish to put your dear, pretty wife through any more trouble on our account.”  He turned to look at Elayna expectantly, and she gave him a tight smile.

“That is quite alright, Bishop,” she said, glancing at Alesh, and Torrik knew she was remembering, as he was himself, the way their son had continually insisted she make more food while preparing the night’s meal.  “I’m certain we will have enough for all of us.”

“Well,” Deckard said, nodding, “I suppose that settles it, then.  It would be ill done, should I and my compatriots refuse such a kind invitation.”

“And it’s our pleasure,” Torrik said.  “Now, if you’ll excuse me for just a moment, I think I’d best go check on the man you sent to the shed.”

“Oh, you need not trouble yourself,” the other man said.  “Brother Orren is a true follower of the Light, and he will return with the materials you need soon enough.”

“I’m sure you’re right, Bishop, but he has been gone for some time now.  Perhaps, just a quick look—”

“There is no need.”  The older man’s voice was forceful, almost angry, and when Torrik turned away from the door he saw the man’s smile was nowhere in evidence.

As if he realized it, Deckard’s stern expression changed in an instant, and he gave Torrik a wink.  “We would not want to offend Brother Orren by making him believe we did not trust him to accomplish so simple a task, would we?”

“Of course not,” Torrik said, and while on the outside he appeared calm enough, his mind was full of questions, the obvious answers of which he did not like. 

A few minutes later they were all seated at the large table.  They each began to eat in near silence and Torrik, trained to be observant, and now in his anxiety even more so than normal, noticed how none of the priests—including the bishop himself—partook of the vegetables or the berry pie his wife had made, choosing instead to eat exclusively of the meat.  A coincidence, or a sign of something more?  

He was still thinking on it when the bishop, who had barely touched his food, leaned back, setting his utensils down carefully on his plate.  “So, Elayna,” he said, nodding his head to her, “how is it being married to a merchant, I wonder?”

She smiled.  “It is good, Bishop, thank you for asking.  Torrik is a good man, a kind one, and I cannot ask for more than that.”

“Indeed,” Deckard said in a bored drawl.  “And, from what I understand, your family travels regularly, is that right?”

The last was addressed to Torrik, who nodded.  “Yes, Bishop Deckard.  We sell lights, as I believe I’ve mentioned, and in our travels we sometimes acquire curiosities that while common place and of little value in some regions, will fetch a high price in others, as people are willing to pay to avoid having to make the trip themselves.”

“A nice way to supplement your income then,” the older man said thoughtfully.  “Tell me, Torrik,” he said, “are there any other methods you use to make a little extra coin?”

Alarm bells rang in Torrik’s mind.  The question had been asked simply enough, but he knew it for what it was—a trap, carefully prepared and carefully laid, one which he would fall into should he say the wrong thing, so he resisted the urge to say no and shrugged instead.  “Small things, Bishop.  We sometimes carry letters for people, correspondences from one family member to another who has moved away, that sort of thing.”

A look of annoyance flashed across the older man’s features, and Torrik knew, in that moment, he had managed to avoid the man’s trap.  A second later, the bishop had his façade of joviality in place once more.  “Yes, I suppose that makes sense.  Letters from a family member to a family member, from a friend to a friend, checking in to see how they are getting on.  That sort of thing.”

“Exactly so, Bishop Deckard.”

“Letters,” the old man went on as if Torrik hadn’t spoken, “like the one Brother Ulem sent you.”  He turned at the last, meeting the retired spy’s gaze, his own eyes dancing with undeniable triumph.

Torrik froze, his eyes taking in the six robed men who had all stopped eating at the bishop’s words and were now watching him with dull, blank expressions.  Seven men in all, seven who, if the two he had killed in Ulem’s house were any indication, were not averse to fighting and had some skill in it.  Seven men.  Too many.  Even had Torrik been in his prime—which he was far from—still it would have been too many.

He hesitated, resisting the urge to pull the blade he had secreted at his waist, as his thoughts raced furiously, going over the contents of the letter that Ulem had sent him.  In his mind, he pulled up an image of the letter from where he’d read it little more than two weeks ago, making use of a memory trained to forget little.

Friend,

The town of Entin has seen some troubles of late.

Your assistance, should you be able, is needed,

For in small places, sometimes great darkness can grow.

Come, if you can.

And after that, scrawled across the bottom of the letter like a signature were the words that had drawn Torrik and his family to this place.  Words that, in their writing, asked him to become a man he had thought to leave behind.  We carry the Light.  

“Torrik?” the Bishop said, and there was no missing the satisfaction in his voice.  “You look as if something is bothering you.”

Be the man you once were, now if ever, Torrik thought.  Be that man, or your family will suffer for it.  “Forgive me, Bishop,” he said, “but I…I am only surprised, that’s all.”

“That I know of the letter and its contents?” the old man asked, the smug expression still on his face.  “Oh, but Torrik, in this town, I represent the Church and its interests.  Unfortunately, that sometimes means doing things which I would rather not—things such as checking outgoing and incoming letters for any signs of those who follow the darkness.”

And there, Torrik saw his chance, his opportunity.  “Oh, not that, Bishop,” he said.  “I completely understand—after all, privacy is important but so, too, is safety.  I am only surprised to learn that Brother Ulem is the one who sent the letter I received.”

“Oh?”  Deckard asked, his eyes narrowing.  “You mean to say that you did not know?

“I had no idea,” Torrik answered honestly.  “From the letter’s contents, it seemed the author—whoever he or she was—was saying that the town needed a light merchant.  My family and I were about to leave the town we were visiting anyway, so we thought we would come by and have a look.”  He leaned forward.  “I don’t mind telling you, Bishop, that I was somewhat excited at the prospect of doing some business—the last few places we’ve visited haven’t done as well as I would have hoped, and my family and I could use the coin.”

“I see,” the bishop said.  “And the last, the part about carrying the light? What do you suppose that meant?”

Torrik shrugged.  “I can’t really say, Bishop.  Though, I suppose it’s true enough.  After all, as a light merchant, my family and I do carry lights—lots of them.  I had wondered if, perhaps, the letter’s author wasn’t a light seller as well…but if what you’re telling me is true, apparently that wasn’t the case.”

“And the ‘troubles’ Ulem referenced?  Are you aware of what he meant?”

Torrik shook his head slowly.  “I can’t say as I am, sir.  The only trouble I’ve had is that business hasn’t been as good as I had hoped.  But, then,” he said, glancing at his wife and son where they sat quietly beside him, “it rarely is.”

“Now, that is surprising,” the older man said.  

“Surprising, Bishop?”

“Yes.  You see, there have been some disappearances of late in town.  Nothing particularly unusual, mind you, but enough to get people talking—not that it takes much, of course.  One or two of the town’s citizens have given themselves to the dark.  In fact, my predecessor did as well…”  He sighed, as if distraught.  “A most grievous affair, I assure you.  Bishop Aberdine was a good man, and we will all suffer for the loss of his wisdom.  As for the other disappearances,”—he shrugged—“nothing more than one might expect of the poor and the destitute, the homeless who go and seek their fortunes in other towns and other places.  Yet, the commoners have latched on to the idea that there is something, dare I say, nefarious going on.  Why, I can’t imagine you could go to any pub or tavern in the town without hearing farmers and tradesmen whispering about nightlings and the gods alone know what else.  Odd, don’t you think, that you wouldn’t know?”

Torrik shrugged again.  “Not so very odd, Bishop.  As I believe I’ve mentioned, my family and I only arrived in town a couple of days ago.  Since then, I’ve been busy trying to track down Brother Ulem and sell as many lights as I c—”  He went silent at a loud crash from outside.  

Torrik jumped up, hurrying to the door and throwing it open, and saw in the distance that the shed in which he had stored all of his materials—lanterns and torches, wicks and cotton and oil—was ablaze, engulfed in flames that popped and grew as the flammable items within fed the fire.  His hands clenched into fists at his sides as his wife came to stand beside him.

“Amedan be good, what’s happened?”

“I don’t know,” Torrik said, his voice low.  And then he saw movement, a shadow stepping away from the burning shed and stalking toward them.  After a few minutes, the figure resolved itself into Brother Orren, the man whom the bishop had ostensibly sent to retrieve lanterns for Torrik and his family.  

“Oh my, but that is unfortunate.”  Torrik glanced back to see the bishop standing behind him, and despite the man’s words, he thought he could see something like amusement or dark satisfaction in the man’s eyes.  “Brother Orren, what has happened?”  Deckard asked, but Torrik thought the man knew well enough and that whatever had happened had been the plan all along.

“Some of the lamp oil was spilled when I entered,” the robed man answered, staring at Torrik.  “I lit a lantern, to better see, and the spilled oil caught.  I barely escaped.”

“My, my,” Deckard said, “but Torrik, you should really be more careful.  Thank Amedan that Brother Orren discovered the danger before your wife or, Amedan forbid, your son did.”

Torrik was barely listening.  Instead, he was staring at the burning building, knowing it for what it truly was; a sign they were in terrible danger.  He had not spilled any oil—there was no question of that.  After all, careless light merchants did not stay in business long.  The bishop, of course, knew he had not.  It was the reason, no doubt, why he had sent the man out to the shed instead of letting Torrik go himself.  Which also left no doubt that the Bishop and those men with him were responsible for the lights on the property going out as well.  By removing all of their light sources—save for the single lantern now sitting on the dining room table—the bishop and his men had effectively trapped Torrik and his family here.  At least, that was, until daybreak.  Which meant that whatever the man had planned, he intended for it to happen before the morning came.

Torrik watched the shed burn and, with it, the hope that he and his family might make it out of the night without violence.  They were trapped, the darkness pressing in all around them now, and while Bishop Deckard and his followers might somehow travel in the night unopposed, Torrik and his family could not.  “I suppose we should be thankful, Brother Orren,” Deckard went on, “that you made it out of such danger alive.  Come,” he said, putting a hand on the robed man’s shoulder, “come inside out of the dark and have something to eat.  I’m sure you are quite hungry.”

Playing the kind host, as if my family and I are no longer here, Torrik thought.  And, perhaps to his mind at least, we’re not.  And if he did think that, was he so wrong, really?  After all, they had only the one lantern left now, and to travel in the darkness with only a single light to hold its creatures at bay was not just foolish—it was practically suicide.  Torrik shared a troubled glance with his wife, then followed the priests inside, closing the door behind him.

He watched the men sit once more, Brother Orren grabbing a piece of meat and beginning to eat without a word of thanks.  Then, Torrik glanced at his son where he still sat at the end of the table, eyeing the priests with unmistakable fear on his face.  He knows something, Torrik thought, has some inkling of the trouble we’re in.  But how much?  Amedan be good and keep the worst of it from him. He is just a boy.  

Torrik took his wife’s hand, and they went back to sit at the other end of the table with their son.  Deckard did not speak for some time while Orren ate, apparently content to take his time now that the matter of the lanterns had been dealt with, and Torrik and his family were left with no options.  

“Tell me, Torrik,” the bishop finally asked, “do you enjoy being a merchant?”  Rubbing it in, eager to twist the blade now that it had found its mark and watch his victim squirm.

“I enjoy it well enough, Bishop.”  Torrik said in a lifeless voice.

“I see,” the older man said, nodding affably.  “But, then, you haven’t always been a merchant, have you?”

Torrik turned, meeting the man’s eyes.  “Sir?”

“Forgive me, but, as we discussed, it is my job to see to the welfare of those souls within the town of Entin.  As such, I could do nothing else but check on the man to whom the letter Ulem wrote was addressed.  It took some time, but I was surprised—and more than a little impressed—to discover that you were once an agent for the Church.”

The words were said casually, matter-of-factly, but they fell on the room with the power of a lightning strike, and Torrik’s eyes went wide.  No one, no one save for Ulem, the priest who had recruited him, and the Chosen themselves knew of Torrik’s true identity.  Ulem would not have spoken of it to a man he believed to be in league with the forces of the Night, Torrik’s recruiter had died years ago, and that meant that there was only one other option.  How far did the conspiracy reach?  He’d wondered at that, as Ulem had admitted himself, but he did not have to wonder now.  How far?  To the very top, to the Chosen themselves.  

“That was…a long time ago, Bishop.”  Torrik answered.  “Before my wife…and my son.  I am just a merchant now, nothing more.”

“Indeed?” the old man asked, smiling.  “And nothing else?  Do you mean to say you do not miss it?  It must have been exciting, I suppose, and more than a little rewarding too, yes?  Defeating the enemies of Amedan, sniffing them out in the darkness wherever they hid.”

“It was…difficult.  Sir.”

“Ah, I imagine.  And dangerous too, no doubt.  After all,” he said, raising his hands to his sides, palms up, as he glanced around, grinning at the other gathered priests, as if he had just shared some joke, “I doubt those men and women you sought, that you hunted, could have been very appreciative of the attention.”  He gave a small chuckle.  “For I know that if I were a servant of the darkness, why, I imagine I would do just about anything to keep that knowledge secret, to silence even so much as a whisper of it.  Wouldn’t you?”

Torrik met the man’s eyes, but as he did he watched the others, waiting for the slightest movement, ready to draw his blade at a moment’s notice.  “I’ve never thought about it, Bishop,” he said.  “After all, I don’t serve the darkness.”

“Yes, of course,” the bishop said, grinning, enjoying the moment.  “But if you did?”

“I have a family, Bishop Deckard,” Torrik said.  “My first and only thought is keeping them safe, protecting them.”

“Quite,” the older man said, sounding bored, displeased with Torrik’s lack of reaction.  “Well,” he continued, glancing around at his companions, “I suppose we have bothered these fine people long enough, gentlemen, and we have much to be about.”  

He stood from his chair, and Torrik and his family rose too.  Deckard walked to them and bowed his head.  “Thank you, my lady,” he said to Elayna, “for the meal.”

“Of course.”

He studied her for a moment, then sighed, glancing back at Torrik.  “You have a nice family.  I would look after them.”

“I intend to.”

“Yes, of course you do.  Well, you all be careful tonight.”  He glanced at the lantern sitting on the table, “One lantern is little protection against the horrors the dark holds.”  With one final gloating look at the three of them, the bishop turned and started for the door, his priests following after.  Torrik watched them, torn with indecision.  How many of those who had disappeared, he wondered, had Deckard met with before hand?  For whatever else he was, it was clear that the older man enjoyed toying with his victims first.  Had Ulem listened to just such talk, before what had befallen him?  Had Aberdine?  Had Deckard, perhaps, sat and talked in veiled words, all the while rejoicing at the fate he knew awaited them?  Torrik thought that he probably had.  

And if Torrik let them leave, if he let them disappear into the darkness, then there was no telling from where they might come, no telling what shape the attack might take.  He was thinking this as he watched the priests start for the door, was thinking that he must act.  There was a small chance of success with so many, but small was better than none.  

He was still weighing his options when Alesh stepped forward.  “You’ll be back,” he said, locking Deckard with his gaze.  “You and the other bad men.”

A flicker of doubt crossed the bishop’s face, but it was gone in a second as he schooled his features with the skill and efficiency of a man who’d had much practice at it.  Deckard glanced at his comrades, all of whom were studying Alesh with open hostility now, then he knelt, giving Torrik’s son a smile.  “Yes, I think I would like that.  Though, I’m afraid it might be a while.  Perhaps once my brothers and I have dealt with a few small issues that have arisen.  A week, maybe two—”

“Tonight,” Alesh interrupted, his words filled with cold certainty.  “You’ll be back tonight.”

The smile remained fixed on the bishop’s face, but anger danced in his eyes, anger and some small bit of the truth of the man, the truth he tried so hard to hide.  There was a pregnant silence, and one of the priests went so far as to take a step toward Alesh before Deckard held up a hand, stopping him.  “As I said, a clever lad, and an imaginative one too,” the bishop said, giving the boy a cold smile.  

He reached out to pat Alesh’s head, and when his hand touched Torrik’s son, several things happened at once.  Alesh seemed to glow with a bright, golden light as if he were lit with some internal fire, and Deckard screamed, jerking his hand away and stumbling backward.  The retired spy had time to register that the skin of the bishop’s palm and fingers was cracked and red, as if badly burned.  He shared a quick glance with his wife, then turned back to see the bishop staring at the boy in shock.

“I-it can’t be,” he said, cradling his hand against him.  “Y-you…”  He trailed off, and his lip began to curl into a snarl, and Torrik saw the older man reach a decision, saw him opening his mouth to speak.  

Torrik’s dagger took the first priest in the throat, digging a bloody furrow across it, and the man fell away.  But the retired spy was already moving past, his blade questing for the heart of the next priest in line.  Before it could find its mark, the man reached out, his hand clamping around Torrik’s wrist with a shocking strength greater than any normal man should possess, and the once-spy cried out as he felt the bones of his wrist grinding together.  Stronger than any man, but these were not just men, not any longer, that much he knew, and he didn’t believe he imagined the way their eyes—the bishop’s included—had turned completely black.

The priest punched him in the face, and sparks of light danced in Torrik’s eyes.  He would have fallen, but the priest had not let go of his wrist, and he was trapped.  The man was preparing to strike again when something flashed in front of Torrik’s face.  The robed man let go of his arm, and stumbled away, a knife—one his wife had used to cut the meat for dinner—protruding from his throat.  She was the brains, and he the hand.  It was how it was, how it always had been, but even the mind must learn to protect itself.  

He turned to check on her and Alesh, but then another robed man was rushing toward him, and there was no time.  He had a brief moment to hope that Elayna and Alesh were okay, then the man was on him, swinging a knife at him.  The robed man had not been well-trained—this much, at least, was obvious as he waded toward Torrik with wild, heavy blows, a snarl on his face—but he came on like an animal, hungry for blood and, unlike an animal, possessed of no thought for his own safety.

Torrik was forced to back away under the vicious assault, retreating a step, then another, and grunting as his back struck the table.  He heard the sound of plates breaking as they were knocked to the ground, but he barely noticed, too busy twisting away from the knife and doing his best to grab the man’s wrist.  He wasn’t quite fast enough, and shouted in anger and surprise as the blade scored him across the chest—not a deep cut, but a painful one.  Still, he remembered enough of his training to take the opportunity the strike gave him and grab the man’s wrist.  

The robed man uttered a bestial, inhuman growl, and struggled to break free, flailing wildly even as his other hand balled into a fist and struck Torrik repeatedly in the shoulder.  His face was close, inches from Torrik’s own, as he hissed and spat.  Intimidating, to see a man so far gone to his anger, bereft of his own humanity, but also convenient as it put him well within reach of the retired spy’s blade which, a moment later, plunged into his chin, tearing up and into his brain.  Torrik’s attacker tensed as if in shock, wavered, then finally collapsed at his feet.  

Wheezing for breath, Torrik scanned the room.  Four of the robed men lay scattered on the ground, unmoving, their blood black in the lantern light.  That left three standing, Deckard and two more of his nameless followers.  One was facing off against Elayna who held a kitchen knife in one hand, and one of the robed men’s own blades in the other.  Torrik started toward her, meaning to help, then froze as a scream filled the air.

He spun to see that the other fake priest had wrapped Alesh in a bear hug.  Torrik’s son was screaming struggling vainly against the man’s hold.  With a growl, the retired spy launched himself forward, but came up short as Deckard stepped in front of him, barring his path.  

The bishop’s usual mask of calm arrogance was nowhere in evidence.  His features were fixed in a snarl borne of madness and rage, and he was panting for breath, like a wild animal eager for its meal.  His shoulders were hunched, his eyes wholly black, alien, but what caught Torrik’s attention was the knife he held.  

“You should not have come,” the bishop grated in a voice that didn’t sound entirely human.  “Now, you and your family will di—”  His words turned to a bellow of surprise as Torrik charged, burying his dagger in the older man’s stomach before he could react.  Deckard gave a violent jerk, twisting away and taking Torrik’s dagger with him, but the retired spy was already running past him, and with a shout of his own, he rushed headlong into the man holding his son, sending the three of them sprawling.

His head struck the floor when he fell, and a wave of dizziness swept over him.  Groaning, he blinked furiously in an effort to banish the dark spots rising in his vision and began climbing to his feet.  He was halfway up when someone barreled into him, slamming him against the wall and knocking the breath from his lungs.  

The remaining robed man hissed, baring his bloody teeth, and before Torrik could gather himself, his attacker’s hands were around his throat.  Even as he struggled to break the man’s grip, some part of his mind noted that the man’s hands, like Deckard’s, were split and cracked, as if badly burned.  So, too, were his arms.  The parts with which he touched Alesh, Torrik thought.  Gods, what is happening to my son?  

But the robed man was redoubling his efforts, and Torrik felt unconsciousness closing in on him.  There would be time to worry about Alesh later, if they lived.  Yet for all his struggles, he could not seem to break free of the man’s grasp.  With his last bit of strength, Torrik lashed out, and his foot caught the man between the legs.  Worshipper of the Darkness or not, possessed of inhuman strength or not, there were some blows a man could not ignore, and Torrik’s attacker howled, his grip finally loosening.  Not much, but enough for the retired spy to abruptly shrug his shoulders, jerking his arms up and tearing the man’s hands away from his throat.

The robed man was still recovering when Torrik struck him once, twice, three times in the throat.  On the third strike, something crushed beneath his knuckles, and the man collapsed to the ground, his hands pawing uselessly at his throat.  Fighting down his nausea, Torrik spun to see that his wife had finished off her own attacker and was standing over him breathing heavily, the knives she held coated in blood.  Alesh was crying, but alive, picking himself up from the floor.  Torrik started toward his son in a shambling walk, but paused at the sound of a voice.

“You will still die.”

He and his wife spun to see Deckard standing near the table, a cruel, humorless grin stretching his features into something alien.  One of the man’s hands clutched the wound in his stomach, and blood leaked freely from it, coating his fingers.  “It’s over, Deckard,” Torrik said, surprised the man was even able to stand.  “Drop the knife.”

The bishop looked to his other hand, at the knife he held, as if surprised to find it there.  Then he turned back to Torrik with a sneer.  “Over?” he rasped.  “Nothing is over.  You have no idea what you have done—you and your family are doomed, spy.  You will all die and die terribly.”  His grin widened, and blood leaked from his mouth, coating his chin.  “The Darkness will not be denied.  For her servants are many, and you could not even imagine how highly they have risen.”

Torrik moved toward the man slowly, then paused to retrieve a blade from one of the dead priests.  “Put the blade down, Deckard.  Now.”

The priest’s mouth twisted into a snarl, then his eyes fell upon the single lantern sitting on the table, and a cruel glee entered his gaze.  “Drop the knife, you say,” the bishop hissed.  “Very well.  After all,” he continued, grinning widely, “the Darkness has many ways to get what it wants.  You really should have been more careful, Torrik, with your lights.”  He tossed the knife aside, and Torrik let out a shout, breaking into a run that he knew wouldn’t be fast enough as Deckard lunged toward the lantern.

Elayna screamed, and he heard the swish of one of her knives cutting through the air near him.  Then, abruptly, they were plunged into darkness.

“Torrik?”  Elayna’s voice, somewhere off to his right, and though she was controlling it well, he could hear the fear in it.  

“I’m here, El,” he said, stalking closer to the table where he’d last seen the bishop, his free hand out in front of him.

“I…I think I hit him,” she said.

Torrik suddenly felt claustrophobic.  Trapped.  The bishop and his men had shown that they did not fear the night, that they moved through it as easily as one of the nightlings themselves.  Was it so much to suppose that they could see in the darkness as well?  And if that were true…even now, the man could be sneaking up behind him, grinning that ghastly grin, a blade poised to finish him.

He resisted the urge to turn around—it would have done him no good, as he could see nothing anyway—and instead continued toward the table, his palm sweaty where it gripped the handle of the knife.  “That’s enough, Deckard,” he said, listening for any sound that might betray the bishop’s whereabouts.  “Your men are dead—you might still live, if we get you to a healer.  Let it be over.”

The man did not answer, and Torrik discovered why a moment later, when he reached the table.  He quested out with his hands carefully, his fingers brushing the shattered glass of the lantern, now broken beyond repair.  And then something else—coarse fabric, wiry, lank hair that could have only been the bishop’s.  Trailing his fingertips across the body, it didn’t take long for Torrik to feel the handle of the blade protruding from the man’s throat.  Though they had spent the last years as merchants, it seemed his wife had retained much of her skills.  “He’s dead, El,” he said.

“A-and the lantern?”

“Broken.”

“But Torrik…without light…”

“I know.”  And did he imagine that scraping, scrabbling sound he heard?  Just the thoughts of a scared, panicked mind, or something more?  Was that almost imperceptible noise, poised on the edge of his hearing so that it might not even be real, the scraping of claws against the wood of their home?  Was it the questing, furtive touches of creatures looking for a way in, now that the light had died?

“What do we do?”  This from his wife, her voice sounding small and afraid in the darkness.  Then, “Alesh?  Are you there?”

No answer.  Silence.  Oh, Amedan be good, Torrik thought.  “Alesh?” he said.  “Answer your mother, boy.” His voice angry and scared all at once.  Not him, please, he thought.  His son hadn’t looked hurt when last he’d seen him, but he had been in a hurry, given him the briefest of glimpses, and he could have been wrong.  Gods, but he could have been wrong.  My life for his, Torrik thought.  Father of Light, please, take me instead.  

“Alesh?”  Elayna again, her voice frantic, not quite a scream but close.  Too close.

Suddenly, light bloomed in the darkness, and they both gasped.  “I’m here, Mama.”

Alesh stood in the doorway that led to his room, a small lantern in his hands.  Relief made Torrik’s knees weak, but he rushed to his son.  His wife beat him there, and by the time he arrived, she had wrapped him in a tight embrace.  Thank you, Torrik thought, as he hugged his wife and child, and for a time none of them said anything, only giving and receiving what comfort they could. 

When they finally came apart, Elayna spoke.  “Alesh, where’d you get the lantern?”

“I had it,” he said, “in my room.”

Elayna was smiling, her relief manifesting itself in the tears streaming down her face, but she paused at that.  “I don’t remember you having a lantern in your room.”

Alesh looked embarrassed, glancing at the floor.  “I took it…yesterday.  I was having nightmares and I thought maybe a light would help.”

Nightmares.  Torrik and Elayna met each other’s eyes at that.  Were his dreams, then, like Elayna’s own?  Prophetic and full of hidden meaning, or were they only the childish fancies of a young boy, peopled not with real threats but with bogeymen no more substantial than mist?  Torrik didn’t know and, in that moment, with only one lantern between his family and the darkness, he wasn’t sure that he wanted to.  

“Okay,” he said, “we’ll stay together tonight, in the same room.  We’ll lock the doors and, tomorrow, as soon as the—”  He cut off, freezing at the sound of the door creaking open, and they all spun in time to see a robed figure shuffling out onto the porch, leaving a trail of blood behind him.

Torrik hissed a curse and forced his weary body into a run toward the door, meaning to cut the man down.  By the time he reached the porch, there was no sign of the priest.  “Shit,” Torrik hissed, his voice low so that his wife and son could not hear.

“Torrik?”

Torrik held up a hand, asking for silence, and studied the darkness, listening for any sounds of the robed man.  Nothing.  Nothing save a silence that lay heavy around him, a silence that seemed to bare its teeth in anticipation.  Shit.  He went back inside, closing and barring the door behind him.  His wife was watching him expectantly, and he shook his head.  “Gone.”

Another silence, this one a worried one, full of understanding, full of knowledge of the danger they were all in.  “Maybe he won’t make it back to town,” Elayna said.  “He was wounded after all, and…”

She didn’t finish the sentence.  But then, she didn’t need to.  They both knew well enough the truth of their situation.  If the man made it back to Entin, he would return with more of his number, enough to make sure that the job was done and done properly.  True, he might not make it back, might succumb to his wounds a mile outside of town, might, even now, be lying out there somewhere in the darkness, perhaps within a stone’s throw of where they stood.  There was no knowing.  True, Torrik could take the one lantern and search for him, but each minute he spent looking would squander precious time, time they could ill-afford to waste.  And was he to bring his wife and child into the dark with him, on his search with only a single lantern standing between them and those things that waited in the night?  For even that seemed preferable to leaving them in the house, alone, hoping that the man didn’t circle around and finish the job. 

Torrik was a light merchant, and he knew well the fickleness of a lantern flame.  They were built to last, created so that their flames would be safe, protected, but Torrik’s life had taught him a hard truth—nothing was safe.  Not truly.  Safety, security, were no more than comforting lies men and women covered themselves with to help them sleep the same way a child might hide under a blanket, trusting it to somehow protect him from the monsters—real or imagined—he saw lurking in the darkness around him.

Yes, the man might succumb to his wounds, might die long before he reached Entin.  But, then, he might not.  And were they to spend the night waiting, huddled around a single lantern like children telling ghost stories around a campfire, hoping, praying that they would be safe, that the night would pass, and the morning would find them well?  Was he to trust their lives to one lantern and a few candles, the light of which was weak and notoriously fickle?

No.  He could not do that.  He would not do that.  For whatever else he was, Torrik was a man of action, and believed such false hope, though tempting, was also deadly.  Better to do something, anything, than to sit around waiting for others—people, fate, whatever—to decide what happened to him and, more importantly, his family.  

Waiting, then, was out of the question.  But what then?  Slowly, an idea began to crystallize in his mind.  Dangerous, yes, but it wasn’t as if they had many options.  “Finish packing,” he said to his wife.  “I’m going to pull the horses around.”

“You mean to leave.”  Spoken without inflection, nothing to indicate whether she approved or not.

“Yes.”

“With one lantern, and no backup in case the wick is too short or too long, and the light fails.”

“The wick is fine, El.  You know that—I did it myself.”

“And if it falls off in the wagon?  If the wind or the rain snuffs it out?”

“It won’t.”

“Torrik, you told me yourself to always have a spare light, just in case.  You said that only desperate fools would risk the darkness with only one flame to protect them.”

“Well,” he said, trying for a smile that ended up being more of a grimace, “we are desperate, El.  And I, at least, am a bit of a fool.  You’ve been married to me long enough to know that, surely.”

The poor joke did nothing to rid her face of the worried, troubled look.  “And Alesh?  What of him?”

“Damnit, El,” Torrik said, “can’t you see that I’m doing this for Alesh?  For you and him both?  We have no choice—you know that.  If we sit here, that man will come back with others, and you know what they’ll do when they find us.”

“But he could be dead or…”

“Do you believe that?  Really?  You tell me, El, because the gods know you’re smarter than I am.  If you think we’ve a better chance sitting here and waiting until morning, then that’s what we’ll do.”

She hesitated, watching him for several seconds, and he could practically hear her mind working, examining the problem from every possible angle.  Then, finally, she sighed.  “Where will we go?”

“Ilrika, to Chosen Olliman.”

“Can we trust him?”

Torrik rubbed wearily at his eyes.  “Trust the most powerful of Amedan’s Chosen, the leader of the Six?  If we can’t, El, then the world’s doomed already.”

She studied him for several seconds, then gave a single nod.  “Come on, Alesh,” she said, “help your mother pack.”

Torrik grabbed a few candles—those, at least, they had in abundance—lighting them in the house before taking the lantern out to see to the horses.  The animals were unsettled, anxious, and it took him some time to get them calm enough to let them out of their stalls and hitch them to the cart, murmuring soft, reassuring words as he did.  Everything is alright, that’s a good boy.  Everything’s going to be okay, sure it is.  We’re just going for a trip, that’s all, just a little trip and then, as soon as we get into another town, I’ll get you some nice crisp apples.  How does that sound?

The lies people tell others, tell themselves, were sometimes necessary, even if a man hears the falsehood in them.  Lies to keep one foot moving in front of the other, lies to help him down the path stretched before him.  Dangerous, yes, the gods knew, but it was the only path.  There was no other.  And so he hitched the cart, hanging the lantern from the front, all the while telling his lies, over and over again, hoping the horses might come to believe them.  That he might believe them.  

He pulled the cart to the front of the house and walked inside to find Elayna and Alesh waiting.  He loaded what few possessions they’d packed—clothes and coins mostly—onto the cart, then stepped inside again to where his wife stood waiting, Alesh’s hand in hers.  Torrik tried not to think of how small, how fragile they looked, standing there, and he cleared his throat, nodding.  “Alright, it’s time to leave.”  He turned and started for the door.    

“Alesh,” Elayna said, “please, honey, we have to go.”

Torrik glanced back at Alesh who stood with tears gathering in his eyes, refusing to follow his mother’s prompting.  

“What’s wrong, son?”  Torrik said, kneeling in front of him.  “What is it?”

“I don’t want to go,” Alesh said, shaking his head.  “I don’t want you to go.”

Torrik swallowed, trying a smile.  “I know, lad.  I don’t want to go either.  But it’ll be okay, you’ll see.”

“No, it won’t.  I don’t want to.  I don’t want to lose you both.”

Torrik met his wife’s eyes before turning back to his son and sighing.  “I know.  But you know what will happen if we stay, Alesh.  Don’t you?”

“The bad men will come back,” he said, clearly reluctant.  

“Yes, the bad men will come back.  And we can’t be here when they do.”

The boy opened his mouth, as if he would say something else, but finally he closed it again, wiping furiously at the tears in his eyes before nodding.  

Torrik shared another look with his wife, then nodded.  “Alright.  Let’s go.”
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The trees loomed on either side of them, grim sentinels marking with disapproval the progress of the family and the small cart traveling down the forest path.  But it was not the trees which made Torrik’s heart hammer in his chest.  Instead, it was those shadows that flitted among their trunks as the wagon hurtled past.  Shadows of all shapes and sizes but with only one purpose, and that purpose was blood.  Death.  

The lantern bounced dangerously, its light shifting and swaying as the horses drove forward, into the darkness.  One light.  So small a thing to stand as a barrier between his family and those who would take it from him.  Let it be enough, Amedan, he thought.  Please, let it be enough.  Elayna sat beside him, whispering comforting words to Alesh who they’d placed inside the enclosed compartment of the cart.  The two spoke through a small opening, the boy’s pale face floating in the darkness of the wagon, a fear there that his mother’s reassurances did little to banish.

Torrik understood, and he did not blame the boy for his fear, for the same fear raced through his own heart.  At first, he had thought that, by the grace of the gods, they might make it to Ilrika without incident.  They had traveled for nearly an hour before he’d seen the first vague, shadowy form lurking in the trees.  Still, he had told himself to relax.  Only one figure, after all, and easily left behind in the wake of the horses.  But, before another hour had passed, more had appeared, many more, as if they had been given some signal, and now the bases of the trees on either side of the path seethed with the nightmare creatures, their fangs and claws shining with deadly promise when the light of the lantern fell on them.  

Two hours gone, and at least five to go—maybe more—before they reached Ilrika, home of Chosen Olliman.  Torrik wasn’t sure of the time, but he thought that it should be early morning by the time they arrived.  He distracted himself from their deadly predicament by focusing on what he would tell Olliman when they reached the city, how he would make the Chosen understand the truth of the things Ulem had discovered and that he, too, had learned.  If we make it to Ilrika at all.

The thought struck him like a blow, and he forced it down.  They had to reach the city, that was all.  The life of his wife and son depended on it.  But, more than that, if the conspiracy was as terrible as it seemed—as terrible as Deckard himself had claimed before he died—it could threaten the entire realm.  Torrik might have given up his job as a spy and become a merchant, but he would not sit back idly and let such a thing happen, not if he could help it. 

A roar, louder than the others, echoed from the woods, somewhere off to his left, jerking him from his thoughts.  Torrik spun, staring into the darkness, and by the lantern’s light, he could make out dozens, hundreds of forms moving in the night.  Most were man-sized, or smaller, but he caught the glimpse of a few that were considerably larger, perhaps twice as tall as a man, and at least three times as wide.  Or so he thought.  In another moment, the lantern swayed back in the other direction, and the glimpse he’d seen wasn’t enough for him to be certain.  Anyway, he wasn’t sure that he wanted to be.

It was enough to know that death lurked in those woods, that it waited on either side of them, behind them too, now, traveling in their wake.  He did not need to know the shape that death would take, should it come upon them.  He risked another glance at his wife—there was no need to watch the path, for it was straight and, at night, none traveled it but them—and saw her still whispering to Alesh, his eyes seeming as wide as saucers in the darkness of the wagon.

There was another roar, this one as loud, if not louder than the first, but this one did not come from beside them, as the others had.  Instead, it came from in front of them, somewhere down the path.  Torrik spun to see a large shape standing in the road up ahead, its form only vaguely outlined by the weak, pale light of the moon.  Elayna screamed, and Torrik gave a shout of his own, tugging on the reins to try to go around.  

For a second, he thought that they would make it, but another creature dove out of the darkness, right in front of the horses.  There was a sickening crunch as the horses collided with it with shocking force, as if they had struck a castle wall.  The wagon, and the family sheltered within it, went flying over the horses, hurtled into the air by the force of the impact.  

Torrik’s breath was torn from his lungs, as he hit the ground in a bone-jarring roll.  When he finally came to a stop, he was covered in cuts and abrasions, and he groaned, climbing to his hands and knees.  By some miracle, the lantern had not gone out.  It lay in the road, casting a circle of protective light in the darkness.  A circle that, unfortunately, Torrik was not within.  Still, its light was enough for him to see that the wagon had flipped on its side.  Alesh.  Oh, please be okay.  He rose dazedly to his feet and realized that something was wrong with his left arm.  He glanced at it and was shocked to see bone sticking out of his forearm, stark white, the blood coating it black in the moonlight.  Surprisingly, there was little pain—his body, he assumed, in too much shock to feel it.

Ignoring it as best he could, he drew his dagger with his other hand, starting toward the wagon in a limping shuffle, suddenly terrified of what he might find there.  The wood was cracked, but the compartment itself was still whole, and Torrik had reached the circle of light—was halfway to the wagon itself—when he heard a pained gasp from off to his left.  

A vague form, barely visible in the darkness.  Peering into the night, Torrik grunted as he realized it was his wife, lying on her side.  All around her, gathering in a circle, were nightwalkers, their fangs and claws glistening.  He was safe, in the light, but his wife was not, and so there was no question.  With a growl, Torrik broke into as much of a run as his battered body would allow.  “Get away from her, you bastards!”  

His blade dug into the nearest, and there was a screech of pain as it stumbled away.  But there were more to take its place, dozens, hundreds more, and his dagger flashed out again and again, cutting into their ranks, even as they encircled him.  He was close, now, only feet away.  His wife met his gaze.  In her eyes, he saw understanding, knowledge of how the thing would end, how it must end.    

“Torrik, watch out!” she screamed, pointing.  He tried to spin, to look where she’d indicated, but he was too slow, and he cried out as something crashed into him from the side, sending him sprawling.  Hissing through teeth clenched in pain, he brought his blade down again and again, digging into dark flesh, his arm a blur as he fought to fend off his attackers.  But they were all around him now, swarming like vultures, and the blade could not be everywhere at once.  Claws and fangs flashed out, coming back coated in blood, yet he barely felt it.    

He swung the blade wildly, reaping a bloody harvest among his attackers even as his body was wracked with a violent, pulling sensation, repeated again and again, all over his body, until the dagger fell from fingers that no longer possessed the strength to wield it.  Then, his eyes fell on the lantern flame, still burning weakly.  And his last thought, before the darkness took him, was that, in the end, it had not been the light that had failed.  It had been him.  I’m sorry, he thought.  Sorry to the horses, to Olliman and the rest of the world who would not know the truth but, most of all, he was sorry to his wife and son.  

And then there was only darkness.
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They watched, the two of them, while the beasts finished what they had come to do.  “We could help them,” she said, her voice full of grief and anguish.  “We could do something.”

Javen, the God of Chance, turned and studied his sister with one eye that was completely white, the other black.  Her beauty—legendary to those mortals who had seen her—was etched now with a profound sadness and pain, as if she felt each wound when it was struck, as if the flesh that those claws scored was her own.  “We cannot,” he said, softly.  “You know that.  Father was particular on that point.”

“Then why are we here?” she demanded, as the beasts continued their meal.  “Why did he make us come?”

“We are here for him,” he said simply, gesturing to the covered wagon, where one of the creatures tore at the wooden slats.  This one was bigger than most of its kind, and it growled in frustration and hunger, seeking to tear the wood apart and reach the mortal boy cowering inside.  “As for why we could not help them,” he said, his own voice sad and full of regret, “she would know, if we did.  And she would come for us—for him.  Only by doing nothing can we help him.”

Deitra, the Goddess of Music and Art, sighed heavily, but she remained silent, and the two children of Amedan watched as the creature continued to tear at the wooden cart, its fellows snuffling and growling around it, wishing to claim the prize for their own but not brave enough to challenge the hulking brute.  

Soon, the creature managed to tear off a piece of the wagon, and it bared its fangs in what looked like nothing so much as a grin, its red eyes studying the terrified, crying boy inside.  Its arm thrust into the opening it had made, surprisingly fast given its bulk, and the boy screamed as one of its talons dug deep into his shoulder.  

“And so he is marked,” the God of Chance said.

Deitra did not answer, for a moment later an explosion of light erupted in the darkness, so brilliant the two gods had to shield their eyes against the glare, clenching their teeth as they were buffeted by some invisible wind.  Screams filled the night, inhuman, bestial, and full of pain.  Javen let out a low hiss, feeling as if he might be torn apart before that invisible force.  Then, as abruptly as it had come, it was gone.

Blinking, he saw that the hundreds of creatures who had crowded the road were nowhere to be seen, either destroyed by the burst of light or fled back into the darkness.  Javen found that he was breathing heavily, and he turned to his sister to see her studying him with wide eyes.  “He…is powerful.”  

“Yes,” she said, and in that single word, he could hear sadness, regret.  Javen understood, for one of the first lessons he had learned was that power, in any form, was never free.  There was always a cost.  And he felt sure that despite his losses, the boy had only begun to pay it.

A sound drew his attention back to the wagon, and he saw the boy crawling out of the hole the creature had made.  He climbed to his feet and, for a time, only stood there, a dazed expression on his face, as if he could not fully comprehend what had happened.  He turned and looked at the cart as if wondering how it came to be there, how he had come to be there.  

“Even now, he forgets.”  

“Yes,” his sister said.  “Will he remember?”

“Perhaps,” Javen replied, “but better if he does not.  Not all hurts are lessons.  Some serve only to weaken, to twist and pervert that which might have been pure.”

The boy began walking then, his face expressionless, his feet seeming to move of their own accord, as if he were some puppet with no control of his own actions.  

And aren’t we all?  Javen thought darkly.  Gods or mortals, it seemed each was only performing a role in some play, their lines already written, their lives—and deaths—fated and beyond debate.  And was it fate, then, that guided them, that allowed them the illusion of choice, of will—an illusion easily shattered, easily shown false?  Strange thoughts, perhaps, for the God of Chance, but ones not easily set aside.

“He goes to Ilrika.”

He turned back to his sister.  “Yes.  And to Chosen Olliman.”

“Perhaps it would be better, a kindness, were he to have died along with them,” she said, and whether she spoke to herself or him, he could not have said.

Still, he answered.  “Perhaps.  But then, the world is ever stingy with its kindness.”

“His life will be one full of pain.”

All lives are full of pain.  “Yes.”

“And do you believe that he will be the one, that he will do what Father believes he will?”

Javen considered.  “Father is no fool, and he knows many things we do not.”

“That is not an answer.”

“It is the only one I can give, Sister.”

Silence, then, as both gods watched the boy.  He was farther along now, disappearing into the darkness, traveling a path with pain behind and more to come.  

“Do you believe he will succeed?” she asked.

“He will have help.”

“That is also not an answer.”

Javen sighed.  “He is young, and he is powerful.  Will he succeed?  Will any of us succeed, in facing what’s coming?  I do not know, Sister—I cannot.  But I will tell you this.”  He paused, giving her a small grin, and should someone have been there to see it, they would have noted that his white eye seemed to shine in its socket, the black one becoming a dark, bottomless pit in which men’s lives could—and had—fallen.  “There is always a chance.”

A single nod, no more, and that was as it should be, for in such great matters, words often failed.  The two gods looked once more upon the departing child, young yet aged by the tragedy he had undergone.  Then, they vanished.  

After all, the true Dark was coming, a shadow deep enough to swallow even the gods themselves.  

And there was little time.

 

 

 

Well, dear reader, we have come to the end of The Forging of Dawn.  But Alesh’s story, our story doesn’t end on some lonely forest trail.  To figure out what has become of Alesh, continue your journey with The Son of the Morning, book one of The Nightfall Wars now.
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Note from the Author

 

And so, Dear Reader, we must bid goodbye to Torrik and Elayna.  Mourn them, if you must, but know that for them, at least, the battle is done.  We that remain, then, must take up where they have left off and see this story, this war, to its conclusion.  

But we will not be alone—there will be others to help, for where darkness rises, light will always stand against it.  So continue with me a bit further, won’t you?  Not all is shadow, not all is darkness, and we will meet allies along the way.  A woman with a voice blessed by the gods themselves, a reluctant hero whose luck might well be enough to see us through.  And, of course, there is Alesh.  He is grown now, that which befell his parents a memory that plagues him, and his scars, those both visible and not, still remain.

Yet, we must hope that all the pain Alesh has endured has not been for nothing, that he has been forged, like a blade, by the fires of his past, a blade that, in time, might well quest for and find the corrupted heart of the darkness.

Our enemies are many, our allies few, but even one light might conquer the darkness, so stay with me, won’t you?  

The journey is not yet finished.

 

As always, I’d like to thank all the people without whom this book would have been much worse, if it was finished at all.  Thanks to my wife, Andrea, whose unwavering support includes making sure that I wake up at a reasonable hour to get started for the day.  Thank you to my son, Gabriel for proving to me that a person can function with only an hour or two of sleep.

Thanks, of course, to the beta readers who are kind enough to dedicate their time and energy to keeping me from looking like a complete fool.  Any obvious foolishness is, I assure you, mine and mine alone and no fault of theirs.

And lastly thanks to you, Dear Reader, for spending your time with me and Alesh and his family.  A special thanks to all of you who have reached out to me, either in reviews or emails, to let me know your thoughts on my books.  Writing is a crazy business, but there’s nothing better than hearing that someone has enjoyed something that I’ve written.

If you haven’t reached out to me but would like to, you can email me at JacobPeppersauthor@gmail.com.  

I can’t promise I’m interesting, but I promise I’ll answer.

Happy Reading,

Jacob Peppers
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