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To my wife, Andrea,

Because I don’t say it enough—

Thank you.

 

 

 

 

Chapter One 

 

The Broken stood staring at the burning remnants of what had once been a castle.  He had stood so for the last hour, unmoving.  Thinking. Behind him, rank after rank of Redeemers waited, and though they said nothing, he could feel their impatience, could hear it in the rustling of cloth as they stretched and shifted from one foot to the other.  They wanted him to act, to tell them what to do.  To lead.

Yet still he waited.  

There was a time for action, a time when any hesitation would bring death.  But there was also a time when careful consideration was called for, a time when acting in haste would doom a man quicker than not acting at all.  And so he waited, staring at the pieces of broken wood and crushed stone scattered about the clearing as if crushed beneath the fist of some furious god.  Though he had seen it, the Broken could hardly believe a castle had once stood here.

The exiled Ekirani knew much of destruction, much of death.  He understood the tools of such a trade the way a blacksmith knew the exact weight and feel of his hammer in his grip, or the woodcutter his axe.  Yet, for all his knowledge, he had never seen anything capable of unleashing the degree of devastation he had witnessed here.  If such a power could be harnessed, could be controlled by men with more drive than an old hermit looking for a place to die, it would be something for every man, woman, and child in the world to fear.  It would be enough to make the gods themselves afraid.  

Dozens, perhaps as many as a hundred Redeemers had died in the initial blast, and many who had survived the first wave of hurtling stone and splintered wood now lay on the ground among the destruction, groaning and crying out in pain.  Most had succumbed to their wounds over the last hour, but he could still see a few scattered like broken dolls in the crater the explosion had left, could still hear their desperate, frightened pleas for help, for salvation from their agony.  They would find none.  At least, not in life.  Life, after all, was pain.  Babies were carried into the world on a river of their mother’s agony, and spent each moment thereafter receiving what wounds the world cared to give them—some visible, some not, but all cutting.  And nothing he had seen of the world gave him any hope the land of the dead would be any different.  

Still, the explosion had been impressive—there was no denying that.  Like all Ekirani, the people to whom he had once belonged, the Broken had a deep respect for weapons, for tools of destruction.  His people respected weapons not out of some desire to use them—for their art was the sword and their Dance one of what they believed to be peace.  The Broken, however, did not search for peace—only for an ending.  And should he manage to learn the secrets of what had caused the great explosion, he thought such an ending would come much sooner.  

Even he, for all his training, for all his talent, had not been able to avoid the blast’s power, not entirely.  He’d received scratches from flying stone or wood along his chest, as well as several minor wounds and abrasions along his arms and legs.  Once, something had struck him in the side of the head, a glancing blow he had not entirely managed to avoid, and he had nearly lost consciousness, which, he suspected, would have proved fatal in those initial moments of devastation.  

Since his family’s grim fate, the Broken had never felt joy or excitement, had not felt much of anything in truth.  But he felt it now.  Here was the tool, here was the answer to the question of how to end the world’s suffering.  He stared down at his hand where the man’s blade had wounded him, watched as the skin there slowly began to reknit itself.  A blessing, he supposed, proof of the God of Conflict’s favor.  Staring at it, at that magically mending wound, he thought that he felt something else, some faint emotion stirring within him.  Was it anger, that he felt?  Anger at the man, the one called Alesh, who had opposed him?  The one who stood in the way of him doing what must be done, what should have been done ages ago?

Perhaps.  He closed his eyes, focusing on that feeling, one of the first emotions he had felt in a long time.  He poked at the feeling, prodded it the way a freezing man might nudge the last dying ember of a fire, hoping to coax it into something grand.  Something hot.  For the Ekirani were masters of all weapons, and anger, he knew, could be used as well as any other.  

The Redeemers regarded him silently.  The light of the flames left by the explosion showed that most were covered in sand or stone dust.  They looked unbalanced, afraid, and why not?  They had witnessed the destructive force just as he had, and although the Broken, as an Ekirani, might see the potential of such a thing, the soldiers saw only the death it caused.  They saw it but did not understand it, and as with all men, they feared what they did not understand. 

“Come,” he said.  “We will go after them.”

A few nods at that, but not many.  Most were tired from days spent hunting the others.  They were confused by what they had seen, and perhaps some even had friends among the corpses whom they now mourned.  “Damn you, no we won’t.”

The man who’d spoken stepped out of the crowd. A big man, broad shoulders and a thick neck.  The others made room for him, hurrying out of his way, and the anxious looks they cast in his direction were enough to show they respected and feared him.  The man appeared to be in his early forties, with short salt-and-pepper hair, his hands and arms sporting multiple old scars, proof he had been in his fair share of scraps and had managed to walk away each time.  Paren’s Brands, such scars were sometimes called among soldiers and old campaigners, and they wore them with pride.  Some men collected gold, others women, and some, it was true, collected scars.  The Broken did not know which was the most foolish, and he did not much care.

The man came to stand a few feet away from him, his hand on the hilt of the sword at his waist.  A promise and a threat in the way his fingers played along the hilt. 

“No?” the Broken asked.

“That’s right,” the man said, hocking and spitting at the Broken’s feet.  “I’ve had just about enough of followin’ you.  Oh, sure, Shira mighta left you in charge, but I wonder if she’ll still have so much confidence in you after this latest failure.  First, you let the bastards slip through our fingers at that little shit town of Celdara, and now you’ve gone and got nearly half of us killed and for what?  We ain’t no closer to gettin’ ‘em now than we was when we set out.”

Some of the gathered men nodded slowly, and others seemed to want to. Most, though, only stood silently, wary of the Ekirani, of the god-blessed weapon he still carried.  But if the man had any fear of the Broken or the weapon, he hid it well.  An old campaigner, no question of that, one who felt confident he had seen everything the world could throw at him and had come out the other side still breathing.  A little more battered each time, perhaps, a little more stooped, but breathing just the same, and that was a claim few could make.  

“You have seen much,” the Broken said softly, meeting the man’s eyes, those orbs a reflection of the suffering he had endured in his life, the pain he had received and the pain he had caused.  Not all scars, he thought, made a man bleed.  But they were visible just the same.  

“I’ll tell you what I’ve seen,” the man said, “I’ve seen you throw dozens of our lives away for nothin’.  I saw you leave the wounded in Celadra to die without so much as a ‘good luck’ before you marched away.  There were some men I knew among those you left, some good men.”

The Broken raised an eyebrow.  “Good men?”  The words sounded ridiculous coming from his mouth, as if he had just uttered some nonsensical gibberish.

“That’s right,” the man said.  “Now, let me tell you what’s going to happen.  We’re gonna march back to the town—it’ll take us a while, no doubt, since you led us into the middle of fucking nowhere.  But we’re gonna go to Valeria, and when we get there, we’re gonna ask Chosen Tesharna what she wants us to do now.  As for you…” The man grunted in disgust, turning and motioning to two Redeemers—the Broken counted them among the men who had nodded along to the man’s speech—who started forward with obvious reluctance.  “You’re our prisoner now, understand?  We’re gonna bind you and bring you to Tesharna, tell her what you done and ask what she wants to do.  I wouldn’t worry overly much, friend.  Might be, the Chosen will show mercy.  Though, I suppose it has to be said,” he went on, grinning, “she ain’t exactly got a reputation for such.”  He turned to the other two Redeemers.  “Take the bastard’s weapon and let’s get this over with—we hurry, might be we can reach Celadra before sand fleas have eaten our balls.”

There was laughter at that from the gathered Redeemers, and the Broken thought he understood.  This man, gruff and as crude as he might be, was one of them, and what cruelty or meanness he had was one they knew, one they understood.  Better he lead them, then, than this strange Ekirani with his body covered in tattoos, this Ekirani who wielded a weapon unlike anything they had ever seen before, who uttered none of the common words such men came to expect from their leaders.  

One of the red-cloaked men reached for the Broken’s weapon, and he let him take it from his hands.  A confused expression passed across the man’s face, lasting only a brief moment.  Then, in another instant, his face twisted in pain, and he screamed, recoiling and dropping the weapon on the sand where it landed with an unearthly hiss.  The man stumbled back, staring at his hands, at the blood there, and the Broken gave a single nod.  “There is always a price,” he said, “for power.”  He turned, looking at the older Redeemer, the one who meant to supplant him. “Always a price.”

The other man was still screaming, and the older Redeemer bared his teeth at the Broken in a snarl before stepping forward.  “Stop that screamin’, damn you,” he growled. “Now, let me see what—” He had been grabbing the man’s hand, meaning to look at the wound, but he cut off with a grunt as he unfolded it, and the fingers fell away, dropping on the ground, little bloody nubs of flesh.  “What the fu—” he began.

Then the Broken moved.  The weapon, gifted to him by Paren, the God of Conflict, was a tool.  A useful one, it was true, but the Broken had other tools, other weapons.  He lunged forward, the ridge of his hand seeking the throat of the wounded man’s companion who stood staring at his counterpart with a dumbfounded expression on his face.  

The strike found its mark, and the man’s windpipe crumpled.  The Redeemer fell away, rasping in surprised pain, but the Broken was already sliding past, wrapping his hands around the wounded man’s head and slamming his knee into his face.  The man’s nose broke beneath the blow, and blood fountained in a crimson spray. 

“You son of a bitch.”  Someone grabbed him from behind, spinning him around, and the big man’s fist blurred toward the Broken’s face, surprisingly fast for his bulk.  But the Broken had trained with the best warriors in the world, had been blessed and claimed by the God of Conflict himself, and he tilted his neck to the side, avoiding the blow.  Before the man could press the attack, he countered, and his hand lanced out, rigid, two of his fingers sinking deep into the man’s eye.

The big Redeemer howled, and his grip on the Broken’s tunic came loose as he stumbled backward.  Another strike in the other eye, the feel of the orb popping beneath the pressure, and the man screamed louder, collapsing, blood leaking from his eye sockets.  The Broken stood regarding the veteran Redeemer for a moment.  Then he knelt behind him, wrapped his arms about the man’s neck, and gave a single, savage twist.  There was a crack like the sound of a frost-laden limb breaking, and the man’s cries ceased.  

The Broken let the corpse fall. He rose, staring around the dark clearing at the other faces watching him.  It had all happened in seconds, and a few had just managed to free their swords from their scabbards and start forward.  They froze when his gaze fell on them.  The Broken waited silently, saying nothing, letting the dead speak for him in their own voices, letting them tell their own truths.  He waited, but no more came forward, and finally he sighed, feeling an odd disappointment.  

“Very well,” he said in a whisper.  He knelt, retrieving his weapon from where it had fallen, before rising once more.  “I will find them, this Alesh and those others who stand in our way.  Will you follow me?” he asked, then he turned to look at the corpses.  “Or will you follow them?”

The remaining Redeemers did not answer, not aloud at least, and he had not expected them to.  Sometimes—most times, in his experience—the silence gave clearer answer than any voice could.  “Very well,” he said again, then he gave a single nod and started into the darkness, back toward the town of Celadra, back toward where, he believed, the others must have gone.  He walked, a shadow in the darkness, and behind him, the Redeemers followed.

 

 

 

Chapter Two 

 

“He hunts them.”

“Yes.”

“He will find them, given time enough.  We should stop him.  Before it is too late.”

“You know we cannot.”

Javen sighed and turned to Deitra.  They stood atop a towering sand dune.  Beneath them, far in the distance, were the remnants of Larin’s castle, and marching through those remnants, with grim purpose, were the Broken and those Redeemers who followed him.  “Do you not find it strange, sister, that we, being gods, can do nothing to alter the course of events?  Strange that we must stand by and watch while those who fight in our names are slaughtered?”

He saw the pain his words caused her in her eyes, and Javen looked away.  “Not nothing, brother,” she said softly, placing a gentle hand on his shoulder.  “We have given them what help we may.  To do anymore…”

“Would alert Mother to our presence, I know,” Javen answered bitterly.  For a long time, for many, many years, he had cared little for the mortals on whom his father doted, had thought them nothing more than animals themselves, beasts whose stupidity was matched only by their unpredictability.  Now, though, he had come to understand, to see some small bit of what his father saw.  Mortals were cruel, yes, often glorying in meanness just for meanness’s sake.  They could be perverse and evil, were capable of unspeakable crimes.  But they could also be kind, could, at their best, be…divine.  The thought brought a small grin to his face. 

Even Rion who he had Chosen on what he’d thought no more than a whim, had shown himself to be better, truer, than he at first appeared.  Oh, he was a liar and a cheat, a scoundrel and a rogue, it was true, but Javen had been called by such names, too.  After all, there was nothing more fickle than chance, and he was its god. 

Still, beneath his complaining, cynical exterior, the man hid greatness, of a kind.  He had hidden it deep, burying it so thoroughly that he himself was unaware it existed, but it was there just the same.  Javen thought he would find it, sooner or later, would excavate that greatness from the tomb in which it lay, and would be as shocked by the discovery as a gravedigger stumbling on a bag of gold hidden deep in the earth.  Yes, Rion would find it, would find his greatness.  If given time enough.

“Paren will not be turned from his course,” he said.  “He is as he has ever been, a being of singular will, one who will not deviate from his chosen path even to avoid the walls erected before him, but will only charge through them until he can charge no longer.  We will receive no help from that quarter, and this creature of his, this man he has forged, is of the same kind.”

“Yes,” she said, “but our brother, for all his strength, for all his…will, is only one, Javen.  He has sided with mother, and that is no great surprise, for she is the Goddess of the Wilds, and he the God of Conflict, and the two have ever been close.  Yet, the danger they pose is not insurmountable.”

“Isn’t it?”  Javen said, rounding on her.  “What victory do they require that they have not already gained?  Those we seek to protect, those we hope will do what must be done are weak now.  They travel through the earth as we speak, tunneling through it, burrowing like moles into the darkness, and there is no knowing when—or if—they will surface again.  And as for the one our father has Chosen, you saw what he did…what he became.”

“Yes,” she said, “I saw it, brother, perhaps clearer than you.  Still, the shadow has not consumed him—he fought it back.  You know this.”

“Fought it back,” Javen said, chuckling without humor.  “For now.  But for how long?  There is doubt in him, sister, great doubt.  And more…there is…hate.  Even Paren’s servant, for all his coldness, cannot match such as I feel in our father’s favored.  And while they creep through the earth these, these things,” he said, gesturing widely at the nightlings, the Bane, who crept through the darkness, swarming through it like ants from a disturbed hill, “run rampant on the face of the land.  They are possessed of a hunger that might never be sated.”

“A hunger that will, in time devour itself, brother,” Deitra replied.  

Javen considered that for a moment, then sighed.  “Perhaps, though there is no knowing what—if anything—will be left when that happens.  Anyway, that is not the only thing that troubles me.”

She gave him a smile she clearly did not feel.  “I had not expected it would be.”

“Mock if you will,” Javen said bitterly, “but I speak truly.”

A gentle hand on his face, and he turned to meet her eyes.  “I do not mock you, Javen,” she said softly, seriously.  “I would never do that.”

Javen watched her, and in her calm visage, he found strength, found some of his hope returning.  “Your talents, I think,” he said finally, “are wasted in the arts and music, sister.  You could have been something else, something more.  I think that Father was wrong to make you thus.  The Goddess of Hope, perhaps.”

She tilted her head, studying him with eyes twinkling with amusement.  “Why, dear brother, don’t you understand?  That is what music, what art is.  It is hope.  It is light in a world which has none, it is the shining of the stars in the darkness.  No, father was not wrong to make me as he did, brother.  I am what I am.  I could be no other way.”

“As you say,” he answered, inclining his head.  “Still, I fear Paren and our mother are not the only gods we must contend with.  I have been watching, listening, and it seems another has joined the fray.”

“Oh?” she asked, and for the first time, she looked truly troubled.  “What makes you believe that?”

He shook his head slowly.  “Shadows move, sister, and there is something about their moving that is…purposeful.  I do not like it.  And there is the one called Sevrin.  I cannot see him, not any longer.”

She frowned, closing her eyes.  Seconds passed, seconds that might have been an eternity then, finally, she opened them again, and she looked more disturbed than she had.  “I cannot either.  He is…gone.”

“Yes,” Javen said.  “But not dead.  I have checked with our brother, the Keeper, and he has told me he does not count the man among his charges.”

Deitra studied him.  “If not dead, then where?”

Javen shook his head.  “I do not know.  And the not knowing worries me.  I believe that he is being hidden from our sight.  That something—or someone—cloaks him.”

Deitra narrowed her eyes.  “This other sibling you spoke of.”

Javen considered that for a moment.  It was possible.  So far, the other gods had neglected—or refused—to take sides, not daring to set themselves against their mother or father.  It was a choice he understood well, for though he hated his mother, hated what she had become, he also loved her.  She had not always been as she was now, just as the wilds over which she held dominion had not been as they now were. 

Once, the deep places of the world had been full of mystery, of a fey magic all their own, so powerful even the most dim-witted mortals might feel it.  Now, though, they had become dark places, and where once they had been filled with whimsy, now they held only menace.  Still, for millennia, he had loved his mother, and for millennia she had loved him, and his siblings, in return.  True, she had always been…different, from his father.  Where Amedan’s path was straight and true, Shira’s was most always curving, uncertain, full of twists and turns.  Not cruel ones—at least not until recently—but only ones that gloried in the unexpected, the unanticipated.  And he remembered, too, her laugh.  A full, wonderful laugh.  His father did not laugh often, for in truth, in certainty, there was little room for humor.  Yes, his mother’s laugh…even now, he could not say for sure when the laughing had stopped.  When jokes had become scorn, when amused annoyance had turned to hate.  He also did not know what had caused the change.  None did.  None save perhaps their father, and if Amedan knew the truth behind his wife’s hatred, he would not share it.

Javen sighed, casting away the memories of his mother in better times, and finally shook his head.  “No.  I do not believe it can be a sibling, as much as that might answer things.  I have spoken with many recently.  They all seem content to let matters play out themselves—save for Alcer.  He has Chosen the girl, but I confess even I cannot guess at his motives.  I think it would be wise for us to watch her carefully, for where there is deceit or treachery in the chooser, so, too, will it manifest in the Chosen, and our wayward brother has ever been…”—a small grin in acknowledgment of his words—“fickle.”

Deitra nodded slowly.  “I have had much the same thoughts.  Alcer has always kept to himself, preferring the company of his beggars and orphans to his family, and there is no knowing his mind.  Still…if you do not believe it is he or one of the others…then who?”

Javen shook his head again.  “I do not know.  Something…new.  Something…dark.  I cannot tell you anymore than that, sister, only that it—whatever it is—exists.  That much, at least, I have learned.”

“And how do you know this?  If this…thing is as hidden as you say, then how did you learn of it?”

Javen laughed then, and his eyes—the pure white and pure black both—seemed to shine.  “Call it chance.”  He sobered then, frowning.  “Whatever it is, I think we had best learn of it and soon.”

“Have you told father about this?”

Javen grunted.  “I told him.”

“And?”

He sighed, shrugging. “And he did what he always does when I attempt to discuss something he wishes to be left alone—he ignored it.  For the God of Fire and Light, Father has a way of hiding things that is dangerous.”

Deitra frowned.  “I’m sure if we needed to know, Father would tell us.”

“Perhaps.”  Javen turned to gaze in the distance where, he knew, Eriondrian and the others were traveling through the tunnels.  A nobleman thief, a once homeless musician, an old man who cared nothing for the world or its people, Alcer’s Chosen, a Ferinan whose people had been butchered, and a young girl whose role in events—if any—was still unknown.  And, of course, there was his father’s Chosen, the one who had been marked by the shadow and the light both.  He had overcome the shadow within him, for now, but he had not killed it, only pushed it back.  It was still there, waiting as the darkness always did, for its time to come forth.  Javen knew that, as he knew many other things.  He only wished he knew what would win out, in the end, for his father had given the man, Alesh, great power, power greater than any who had come before him, and in so doing had weakened himself.  And if the Chosen should give in to the shadows’ seductive whispers, then the tragedies to come would befall not just mortals, but gods as well.  “I hope he knows what he’s doing,” he muttered.

“Our father?”  Deitra asked, then she gave him another smile.  “You must have faith, brother.”

“Forgive me,” Javen said, “but I know far too much of chance to have faith.  Our father is weakened, terribly so.  Once, he could have stood against mother, could have overcome her, if need be.”

“And in so doing,” Deitra said softly, “he would have risked the world itself.  For you know well what devastation would come should the two clash wills directly.  It is likely every mortal on the face of the earth would have been killed.”

“Yes,” Javen said, turning to her, “now, it is likely we will as well.”

Deitra sighed, shaking her head.  “You are in a dark mood today, Youngest.”

“Yes,” Javen said, “but remember, sister, sometimes, it is the young who see clearest.”

 

 

 

Chapter Three 

 

“Gods, how long are these tunnels?”  Marta said.  “It’s a good thing my feet are made of stone, or they’d be hurting right now.”

“Your feet are made of stone?”  Sonya asked from where she walked behind Alesh.  “That’s amazing!  How did it happen?”

“Well, I’ll tell ya, since you asked so nice and all,” Marta answered.  “See, I got lost in a forest when I was just a kid—your age, maybe.  Or not, who knows?  Anyway, I got lost and was real thirsty and hungry too.  Well, I found a beehive, so I ate it and—”

“You ate it?”  Sonya said, shocked.  “But…but what about the bees?”

“Right, well, I ate them too.”

“How…how’d they taste?”

“Dry,” Marta said as if it was obvious.  “Anyhow, I was really thirsty then, and I found this pool in the forest.  I started to take a drink, and a fairy popped up, said, ‘don’t you take no drink of my pool, varmint.  Or I’ll cut you up  and…err…that is, she said, ‘don’t you set a single foot in my water, or I’ll turn it to stone.’”

Sonya gasped, and Alesh winced from where he walked beside Larin.  The Chosen hadn’t said a word since they’d first made it into the tunnels, and judging by his grim expression, the girl’s fanciful stories were doing nothing to help his mood.

“So what did you do?”  Sonya asked in an excited, thrilled voice.

“Well, I did the only thing any self-respecting person would do in such a situation, didn’t I?’  Marta said.  “I walked into that water and punched the fairy in the nose.”

Another gasp from the young girl.  “You didn’t!”

“Sure did,” Marta said matter-of-factly. “Only, thing was, she was serious.  You know, about the stone.  Both my feet are just as stony as can be.”

Sonya giggled. “That’s—”

“Ridiculous, is what it is,” Rion cut in.  “Her feet aren’t made of stone.  Also, what sort of fairy calls people varmint anyway?”

“Know a lot of fairies, do you?”  Marta replied in an innocent voice.  Despite their dire situation, and the fact that they’d spent nearly the last full day staggering through dark tunnels, their only light coming from a single torch carried by Larin who walked at the front of the procession, Alesh was forced to cut off a laugh.

Rion scowled, mumbling something under his breath, and Alesh and Katherine shared a grin before they continued in silence.  Turning back to face the darkness of the tunnels and the sporadic, flickering light of Larin’s torch from up ahead, the smile on Alesh’s face slowly died.

The tunnels seemed to stretch on forever.  At first, he had been impressed, shocked even by the sheer scope of them, humbled to imagine that Larin, without help, had dug these tunnels.  It was hard to fathom that so much work could be done by a single man—impossible, in truth—but the smoothness of the tunnel walls, and the uniformity of the angles made him believe that Larin had used some other means besides conventional tools to dig.

It amazed him how this old, gruff giant could seem to know so much, to have discovered so much years ahead of anything even the world’s finest scholars spoke of.  Here, walking before him in the dark, dank tunnels, grumbling to himself and spitting from time to time, was a man who could have—had he chosen—single-handedly brought the world of men into a new age of technology and of limitless potential.  

When he’d first had the thought, Alesh had thought Larin selfish, possibly even arrogant, to hide himself away like a book locked away never to be read or studied while the world suffered from problems his vast talent could have eradicated years ago.  That had been hours ago though. Since then, he had convinced himself that, perhaps, the man was right to do what he’d done, to keep the knowledge away from men.

After all, if you gave a young child a torch, the first thing they would do was burn themselves.  And the second? Well, the second would be burning someone else.  The world was that young child, so Alesh believed, and he thought it likely that it was not ready for the knowledge the old giant could give it.  He thought perhaps it never would be.  

Others might have disagreed, but Alesh had seen much of the cruelty, the ignorance of men in the last months.  He still remembered vividly the chaos in Ilrika when the city had given itself to Shira, recalled all too clearly the smell of burning flesh, the piles of corpses.  He remembered, too, being marched through Valeria to the Traitor’s Tree, battered with stones and rotten fruits, the people throwing them not caring whether he was innocent or not—not truly—only caring that they had some target on which to vent their own frustrations.  Willing, all too easily, to accept his guilt at the word of the Chosen, preferring to let someone else do their thinking for them.

No.  The world was not ready for such gifts as Larin might have given it.  Men were not ready, for what tools or magics might be used to dig escape tunnels into the earth today might easily be used to dig siege tunnels tomorrow.  The scar on his left shoulder gave a twinge, and he scowled.

You judge them so harshly, he thought, but you are no better.  That, at least, there was no denying.  How many men had he killed when he’d journeyed south in pursuit of Sonya and those who had taken her?  How many fathers cut down, how many husbands and sons left to rot, their families never knowing what happened to them?  The number eluded him, and he thought that, in some ways, that was his greatest sin.  The not knowing, the not even taking time to keep track of those lives he’d destroyed, of those families he’d left broken in his wake.  True, the men had not been innocent, but who was?  Not Alesh, certainly.  Besides, it wasn’t as if they’d held any personal enmity toward him.  They’d only been following orders, only doing their duty as they believed it to be.

Still, his ignorance of the number did nothing to lessen the weight of the burden he carried, the weight brought on by what he’d done, what he’d become.  He tried to console himself with the fact that he had come back from that precipice, had fled the beast that had threatened to control him, but he did not feel comforted.  He had overcome the darkness within him once and only then with the help of Amedan as well as those who traveled beside him.  Would he be so lucky, the next time?

“Are you alright?”

Katherine had moved up next to him.  He could make out little of her face in the light of the torch, but she seemed to be studying him with a troubled gaze.  And why not? he thought bitterly.  She knows what you are capable of becoming, doesn’t she?  She has seen the darkness you carry inside of you, and she is right to be afraid.  

“I’m fine,” he said, his shame making his words come out rougher than he’d meant.

“Are you sure?”

Watching him again, as if he were some feral beast that might, at any minute, turn violent.  He wanted to believe she was only concerned for him, that it was that worry which drove her questions. But he could not. He had killed many men, and what was worse, he had enjoyed killing them, had reveled in the feel of their warm blood on his hands, of the sight of them falling to his blade like so much wheat beneath the scythe.  And had he really once thought she liked him?  He had been a fool.  

“Alesh?”

“I’m fine,” he snapped, louder than he’d intended, and he winced, glancing around to see the others watching him.  He felt his face heat with shame and cleared his throat.  Larin had continued walking ahead, and Alesh motioned at his back. “I’ll go check on Larin, see how much farther these tunnels will take us.”  He fled from her and the others then, from their concerned looks, and it was all he could do to keep from breaking into a run as he made his way forward to where the old giant walked alone.  

Alesh meant to ask how much longer they had to go, but the shame he felt was still too fresh, too raw, and for a time he only walked in silence, thankful the darkness of the tunnels hid the disgusted looks he suspected the others must be casting in his direction.  

Finally, the old man spoke.  “You’re a fool.  You know that, don’t you?”

Alesh frowned.  “You don’t even know me.”

Larin snorted.  “I know enough.  Oh, you’re strong, I’ll grant you that—the fact you survived the wounds you took is proof of that much.  Brave too, I guess, or maybe just too dumb to know what you’re up against.”  He shrugged his massive shoulders, as if it made no difference.  “But a fool regardless.”

Alesh was exhausted, and the wounds he’d accumulated over the last few weeks—particularly where he’d taken a crossbow bolt in the arm—still pained him.  He was tired, he hurt, and he felt ashamed, and so he wasn’t prepared to be as patient as he might have been.  “And what?  I’m supposed to listen to you?  What do you know of it, or of anything?  You abandoned the country, the world you were chosen to protect.  Instead, you decided to come live out in the desert like a hermit, squandering the gifts the gods gave you.  If I’m a fool, Larin, I’m not the only one.”

The big man scowled, turning to him with angry eyes, and for a moment, Alesh thought he might attack him.  For a moment, he hoped he would.  For whatever else fighting did to a man, to his soul, there was no denying it helped block out the pain of what he was, helped him forget, at least for a time, his own sins.  There was simplicity in combat, a simplicity that made all life’s other worries, all its other concerns, pointless.  Finally, the giant only shook his head, turning away once more.  “Brave, like I said.  You can barely use that arm of yours, yet you’re all too ready to fight.  Brave.”  He grunted.  “Or stupid.  Now, fool, why don’t you tell me what exactly you’ve got me into?  Who was that man chasing you?  The Ekirani exile?”

Alesh frowned, his anger giving way to curiosity.  “Exile?  What do you mean?”

Larin glanced at him and sighed, shaking his head again.  “Gods, was I ever as young as you?  Those symbols on the man who attacked you—they mark him.”

“Right,” Alesh said.  “As an Ekirani.”

“No, not just that.  I’ve seen such markings before, though, I’ll admit, never on actual flesh.  Still, they’re mentioned in some of the old texts, tomes few in this world have ever read.  He is Ekirani no longer, boy.  He’s an exile, a fallen.”

Alesh frowned.  He had spent much of his life since being taken in by Chosen Olliman reading the old texts and books in the Chosen’s library, hoping against hope to discover some information about his parents, about what had happened in those dark woods so long ago.  He had read some about the Ekirani as well, but had never heard of anything connected with what the man was saying.  “So he’s been kicked out of his tribe.  It isn’t as if people haven’t been kicked out of cities before.”

The man grunted.  “It’s not the same, boy, not even close.  The Ekirani are a close community.  They aren’t like us—all grasping for coin and caring nothing for each other except for how we might benefit from the people we meet or know.  They don’t care about their station, noble or commoner, and they have no kings or queens.”  He barked what might have been a laugh.  “Shit, you’ll never see them throw a ball, get all fancied up at the tailors with new suits and dresses, and I don’t imagine they’d know what to do with face paint, if you gave it to them.”

“My name’s Alesh, not boy.  And does any of this have a point?”

Larin raised an eyebrow.  “Argumentative too.  No wonder Brent liked you.”  Alesh started to ask him what he meant by that and how he knew of Olliman taking him in, but the giant waved it away.  “My point is, the Ekirani are not like us.  They don’t care anything about fancy things—all they care about is the Dance.  Oh, everyone in the world knows they’re good with weapons, but that’s not why they do it.  To them, the Dance—what they call their sword forms—is more than just combat training.  It’s a religious rite, a symbol for how they believe one should live their life.  Simple, graceful, and at peace with themselves as well as the world around them.”

“Peace,” Alesh said.  “With a sword.”

Larin shrugged.  “I’ve been around a long time, b—Alesh.  I’ve seen horrors you couldn’t imagine, and in my experience, most of those horrors started not with a sword or axe, but with a pen or a speech. No matter how you feel about the way the Ekirani do things, there’s no denying that they don’t squabble and fight as we do, and not a single one of the histories says any word about wars between them.  Perhaps they’re right.  It may be that the way to peace—to true peace, isn’t with a pen at all, but with a sword.”

Alesh considered that.  Certainly, the sword would answer many of his problems.  If, of course, that sword was used to cut down Kale, to make him pay for his treason, and to do likewise with Tesharna, Amedan’s Chosen who had betrayed her calling, her god, for her own selfish desires.  But then, he didn’t think that was what the Chosen meant.  “Maybe,” he said doubtfully.

“Regardless,” Larin went on, “the man you fought has been cast out from those people, meaning there was something about him went against all their beliefs of peace and discipline.  And if what you all told me about what happened to the Ferinan’s people is true,” he continued, pausing to nod at Darl where he walked in the back of the procession, “then I think it’s obvious enough what it is.  And that, boy, should be enough to keep you up at night, if nothing else is.”

Alesh grunted.  “Why?  We’ve got damned near an entire country chasing after us already, Larin.  What’s one more man?  Even if he is Ekirani.”

“Not just a man,” the giant said, “and not just Ekirani.  You see, Alesh, an Ekirani’s tattoos tell his story—they are a language, a document for any with the knowledge and understanding to read.  That man isn’t an average Ekirani—he’s a Blademaster.  It means he’s one of the best at the Dance that the Ekirani ever produced. Even among the best fighters in the world, he ranks the highest.  From what I hear, they only choose one, maybe two Blademasters each generation, and they are revered, seen with an admiration only just shy of worship.  For, you see, the Ekirani believe the Dance is the closest men can come to speaking with the gods, and therefore those who know it best, those who are counted its master, are reckoned to be nearly god-like themselves.”  He shook his head.  “I’m only surprised you managed to survive against him at all.”

Alesh rubbed at his temples where a headache was beginning to form.  “Okay, so he’s tough.  I get it.  But he’s still just a man; he can be killed like any other.”

Another snort from the giant.  “Best do it while he’s sleepin’, lad.  Though I’ve heard it told Ekirani are impossible to sneak up on.  Still, I suspect it’s the best chance you’ll have.”

“Thanks for the talk,” Alesh said sourly.

Larin grunted.  “Truth hurts sometimes, boy, but in my experience, I’d take it over a sword in the stomach any day.  I just want to make sure you know what you’re up against, what you’re walkin’ these others into.  That Sonya’s a sweet girl, and with the enemies you got…well, they’ll try to use her against you. Her and the others, if they can.”

Alesh gritted his teeth.  “I’ll keep her safe.”

“Just like you did from that shadow man?”  

The question was asked without any blame or recrimination, and it struck Alesh more powerfully for that.  He wanted to protest, to answer the man’s words with anger, but it did a man no good to argue with the truth.  Alesh thought of all he had already lost, of all Sonya had suffered, and his hands knotted into fists at his side.  “I’ll kill anyone who tries to hurt her.”

The old giant studied him for several seconds then finally nodded, starting forward once more.  “Gods bless it don’t come to that, but it may.  And I believe you.”

They walked on in silence again, Alesh thinking of how close he had come to losing Sonya already, of how close he’d come to losing them all.  He couldn’t shake the feeling that they had already lost the war before the battle had even begun.  How was he—how were they—supposed to stand against so many?  You will, that’s all, he told himself, thinking of the Ekirani, of Kale, of Tesharna and all the others who would make the world suffer for their own desires.  You’ll stand until you can’t anymore.  After all, someone has to.  

“You got just about the whole world against you.  You know that don’t you?”

“Yes,” Alesh said.  “I know that.”  And he did.  Yet, in that moment, it wasn’t fear that gripped him, nor was it that dark anger which had consumed him before, when Sonya was taken.  Instead, it was a simple understanding, a simple truth.  Kale and the others would not stop, would continue their crimes until someone made them stop.  It wasn’t enough to survive—it never had been.  He had to stop it.  Besides, he was tired.  Tired of being hunted, of being chased.  He couldn’t recall, just then, the last time he hadn’t been afraid. Well.  It was time for them to be afraid; he would see to it.  

“How far until we’re out of these tunnels?”

Larin stared at him then, as if knowing the direction of his thoughts.  “Half a day, no more than that.  What do you aim to do, lad?”

Alesh considered the question as he walked, and when he finally answered it was in a low, strong voice that seemed to echo through the tunnels.  “What I have to.”

 

 

 

Chapter Four 

 

Sevrin lay in the damp cave, whimpering softly.  His face was pressed against the cool wetness of the stone floor, and he basked in the small relief it gave the burning, fevered sensation he’d felt for the last several days since the old man had thrown the Evertorches at him.  His throat was parched, and his stomach rumbled from lack of food.  Since his god had taken him, blessing him with the gifts of shadow, he did not need as much sustenance as a normal man, but even his supernatural reserves had been depleted by days spent lying in this cave, nursing his hurts.  A problem compounded by his wounds.  

He could hear water dripping somewhere, deeper within the cave, but so far he had not been able to muster the strength to find it.  The light of those Evertorches—gods how bright it had been—had been excruciating, filling him with a pain he had not believed possible.  It had felt as if he were being torn apart, as if the very fabric that composed him was being ripped away by that harsh, unforgiving radiance.  

He had fled as quickly as he could, forgetting, in his agony, his master’s orders, forgetting the girl and the man, Alesh.  Forgetting, even, Rion, and his need to see the man suffer.  There had been only the pain, that and nothing else.  He had run like a mad, wild thing, charging through the desert until sand dunes gave way to scraggly growth and scraggly growth to tall, snow-capped mountains.  He had become an animal, knowing nothing but its own hurt, having no feeling but an overwhelming desire for it to end.

He had run until he could no longer, and just when what was left of his strength was giving out, he had stumbled on the cave.  This far away from civilization, miles and miles away from any town or city, he was alone.  Here, at least, no one could hurt him.  He had staggered into the cave until he could stagger no longer, fleeing the slowly rising sun.  Then, when his legs had given way beneath him, he had crawled, dragging himself along the jagged rocks of the cave floor, oblivious of the scrapes and cuts they’d left on what remained of his human flesh, ignorant of the trail of blood—nearly black in the gloom—he had left in his wake.  

He had ventured into the cave as far as he could, the small, still sane part of him understanding that he was in a place no man had ever been before. The frigid cold and unforgiving landscape would have been fatal to any who did not possess the gifts of darkness he had been given.  But even such a thought had been no comfort, no balm for the agony that blazed all over his body.  He’d crawled until even crawling was beyond him, then he had collapsed in the same spot in which he now lay, whimpering and screaming as the pain seared his body, flesh and shadow alike.

Even now, days later, he felt raw, tender, and he was certain that, when he finally roused himself, if he roused himself, he would leave patches of flaked, burned skin on the stones beneath him.  Still, he felt no motivation to move, not yet.  He thought his body could go some while longer without the water he heard.  A comforting sound it had been, at first, but now it was becoming maddening.

Drip.  Drip.  Drip.  The steady sound again and again, unending, taunting him, promising him sustenance but remaining beyond his reach.  Yet for all his agony, for all the fear coursing through him, his thoughts slowly began to grow clear again.  And the first thought was hate.  He hated what he had become, this wretched, pathetic monster.  Ugly and pitiable in its ugliness but not just ugly—useless.  Afraid.  He wondered how he, the son of one of the most powerful noblemen in the world, had come to such a place.  He wondered, too, who the old man had been and how he had managed to place himself directly in Sevrin’s path among all that wind-blown, sandy wilderness.  

And when he remembered the old man, he could not picture his face.  When he tried, he saw not the face of an old man at all, but of Eriondrian Tirinian.  And why not?  It was Eriondrian, after all, who had brought him to this.  Had it not been for his treachery, Sevrin would still be within the walls of Valeria, safe and secure, protected by his father’s name, his father’s money.  

Anger then, and hate, hot and fierce.  A brief spark, no more than that able to make it past his agony, but he snatched for it, grasped at it the way a drowning man might claw at a bit of floating debris that promised to buoy him above those churning waters.  Yes.  Eriondrian had done this to him, had brought him to this place of suffering and madness.  For if he was not mad, he knew he was growing increasingly closer to it.  It was a madness that had started when the nightlings feasted on his flesh, one that had grown in the knowledge that he had become the servant of Shadow, of a twisted, cruel god whose name he did not know.  And then, of course, there was the pain.  The pain of his transformation, the pain of his god’s punishment and now the pain of the Evertorches.  Pain, his constant companion, one that would never leave him, would never abandon him.  One that crouched beside him even now, running its hands along his arms and back.  And where it touched, it brought fire and heat, eliciting whimpers and pleas that made Sevrin hate himself all the more.

But no matter how much he begged, the pain did not stop, would not.  And somewhere, in that tumultuous storm of hurt, came a thought.  An idea.  He could leave it all behind, the pain, the hate, all of it.  Here, in this wilderness, far beyond the reach of men, he could be alone.  He could be safe.  Surely, so far from everything else, even the gods themselves would forget him.

The thought sent a surge of hope, of strength coursing through his body.  Not much, but enough for Sevrin to clamp his teeth together around the next whimper.  Enough for him to struggle, shaking with exhaustion, to his hands and knees and then, after a monumental effort, to his feet.  

The cave in which he had taken shelter was completely dark without even the barest hint of light, but among the gifts his master had given him were eyes capable of seeing through the darkness.  Sevrin scanned the cave, searching for the drip of water to which he’d been listening for the last several days.  He did not see it in the cavern in which he stood, but noticed a tunnel running deeper into the mountain.

Slowly, carefully, knowing that if he fell, he would not rise again, Sevrin began to stagger toward it, using the wall for support.  The short walk seemed to take forever, and he did not know how much time passed before, finally, he arrived at the tunnel mouth.  He paused there, panting for breath, gathering the remnants of his strength.  Then, when he thought he was able, he began forward again.  Eventually, he came upon the source of the sound.  There was a thin crack in the roof of the tunnel, not even so wide as a man’s finger, and it was through this fissure the water came, dripping down slowly and plopping onto the damp stone beneath it in fat drops.

Sevrin licked his dry lips and started toward it, forcing himself to remain calm in his eagerness, to take his time.   Another interminable length of time passed then, suddenly, it was before him—the drip of water looking almost perversely divine.  He leaned over carefully, conscious of his body’s frailty, and how it would be all too easy to lose his feet and fall on the jagged stone beneath him.  He was nearly there, the cool water that promised relief only inches away, when something caught him around the throat.  

“Ah, Sevrin,” a voice rasped from behind him, “my wayward servant.  I am displeased with you, Sevrin.  I am very displeased.”

It was his god, come to find him.  Sevrin tried to scream, but his god’s grip around his throat was tight, and what came out was a strangled whimper, not just one of pain, but of understanding.  For in that moment, he knew there was no escaping his fate. He could travel to the ends of the world, and it would make no difference.  He did not belong to himself, not any longer.  And as his god began to make his displeasure known, it was not cool, clear water that filled Sevrin’s mouth.  It was blood.

 

 

 

Chapter Five 

 

The head of the merchant’s guild droned on from where he knelt in the center of the audience chamber, recounting figures and increases, bragging about surpluses of this and that.  Doing it all with a wide smile and plenty of bowing and scraping.  Normally, Kale would have been pleased to see the man groveling before him, pleased, too, that the Lightbringers had been brought to heel and trade had resumed between Ilrika and the surrounding cities.  But instead he could barely focus on what the man was saying.  It was as if he was speaking in a different language, one Kale had heard before, but did not know.

His thoughts were on other things.  Things like a smell he could not seem to define, something like meat, but different too, and another, one he was growing increasingly sure was the smell of blood, though none had been spilled here, not at least, of which he was aware.  Nor was that the only thing plaguing his thoughts.  He noticed, too, how despite all his admiring, flowery words, the head of the merchant’s guild refused to look at Kale directly.  Except, that was, for the occasional, furtive glance he shot in his direction.

It was the mask, Kale knew.  He had begun wearing it since Shira’s…gifts had become impossible to ignore, since she had named him Argush, Bane of the Light.  He’d made sure a story circulated through the city that there had been a fire in his quarters, and he had been badly burned.  Not ideal, perhaps, and it had caused rumors and whispers among his guards and visitors to the castle.  Still, better they believe him a burned monstrosity than what he was…a monstrosity in truth.  Yet, he would not always be so.  Shira had promised him the changes would bring power, power enough to defeat his enemies, to defeat even the gods themselves.  And once those who opposed him were brought low, he would be his old self again.  She had promised him, and he believed her.  He had no choice.

Balen had not spoken in some time. Kale looked up from where he’d been staring at his gloved hands—another precaution, lest someone think to ask him how a burn victim might grow scales in place of skin—to regard the guildmaster.  The man was doing his best to look composed, even content, but Kale didn’t miss the way he fidgeted.  Small movements few would have noticed, but he did, just as he noticed the smell coming off the man in waves.  The smell of sweat and uncertainty.  The smell of fear.  

“Thank you for the report, Guildmaster Balen,” he said, and the man winced almost imperceptibly at the sound of his voice.  Kale understood.  Among the many changes Shira’s blessing had caused in him was a shifting of his vocal cords.  He knew little of such things, knew only that his voice had begun to sound less and less like a man’s and more and more like the growl of some angry beast.  For now, he and the Proof—who had become his closest advisor—had managed to explain the change away, claiming it was no more than the rasp of a throat ravaged by the fire’s smoke and that it would soon heal.  But Kale knew such excuses would not last forever.  

“O-of course, Chosen,” the other man said, still refusing to look at him.  

Suddenly, Kale felt angry, and he was overcome with the almost overpowering urge to pounce on the man, to tear him limb from limb.  There would be blood.  Sweet, sweet blood, and flesh and—No. He shook his head to clear the alien thoughts from it and found that he was out of breath, practically panting.  His mouth, too, had begun to salivate.  A wave of revulsion at what he had become rose in him then, and Kale cleared his throat.  “You are dismissed, Guildmaster.”

The other man hesitated.  “Forgive me, Chosen,” he said reluctantly, “but we have not finished going over the food stores in the city and—”

“Later,” Kale barked, and the man jerked to his feet, bowing his head again and heading for the door, all too eager to be away despite his words.

Kale watched him go, the urge to attack still warring with the knowledge that to do so would be foolish.  Still, foolish or not, it was a powerful feeling, and he was not sure if he would be able to hold it back until the guildmaster was gone, the door closing behind him.

With a heavy sigh, Kale leaned back in his throne.  He ran an arm across a forehead suddenly bathed in sweat and turned to Shira’s Proof where he stood beside his throne.  As always, the man’s cowl covered his face, but it didn’t matter.  Kale had seen what was beneath that hood, had seen the monster’s visage lurking there, one far too similar to his own.  “The urges are getting worse.”

“Urges, Chosen?”

Kale growled.  “You know damned well what I mean.  It’s as if…” He shook his head angrily.  “I don’t know what it is.  I thought…it sounds crazy to say out loud, but it was as if I could smell his blood.  Could almost feel it in his veins.”

The cowled head nodded slowly.  “The Goddess’s blessings are manifold, Chosen.  You have senses far better than any man’s.  It is said the Argush of old could hear the heartbeat of his enemies long before they drew close enough to do battle.”

“It’s not just that, damnit,” Kale said.  “It was something else…something….”  He trailed off, unsure of how to finish.

The next thing he knew, the Proof was standing directly beside him, leaning down, and he thought he could see two baleful eyes gleaming within the shadows of his hood.  “Something hungry, Chosen?”

Kale swallowed.  “Y-yes.”

The hood remained still for a moment, then the Proof stood up once more.  “It is the blessings, Chosen One.  The changes the goddess works in your body are not without consequence—you will be hungry more, will require fuel to feed your growing power.”

Yes, Kale thought.  That much at least was true, for he had been eating far more of late, two or even three times as much as he once had, but it wasn’t his increasing appetite that troubled him.  It was what he was beginning to grow hungry for.  “Forget it,” he said finally.  “I am finished with audiences for today; I believe I will have something to eat.  And then I will rest.”

“Of course, Chosen.”

“Go and tell the cooks to send dinner to my room.”

The cloaked figure gave a single nod then started away but paused as Kale spoke.  “And Proof?”

“Yes, sire?”

“The meat…tell the cook I would like it raw.”

He could not see within the shadows of the Proof’s hood, but he somehow knew the figure was smiling, displaying rows of jagged teeth.  “Of course, Argush.”

 

 

 

Chapter Six 

 

Rion’s foot caught on a loose stone on the tunnel floor, and he gave a shout of surprise, barely managing to catch himself on the wall.  The others turned to glance at him, and he was thankful for the darkness, knowing it would cover his reddening face.  The old Chosen gave a scowl before turning and starting back down the tunnels, and Rion noted the grin Marta gave—visible even in the poor light of the torch—before turning away and continuing her whispered conversation with Sonya once more.  No doubt telling the girl more lies—it seemed that trying to make others believe one outlandish tale after another was a favored pastime of the annoying girl.  

Scowling at the Chosen’s back, Rion followed.  What cause did the man have to look at him like that anyway?  Sure, maybe it wasn’t the first time he’d tripped—gods, it probably wasn’t even the sixth, but what of it?  It wasn’t as if a man got a lot of practice hiking through dark tunnels, the only light the sporadic flickering of a torch, was it?  Rion considered giving the man a piece of his mind but quickly dismissed the idea.

For one, he knew he was just in a foul mood.  He was exhausted, scared—as any sane man or woman would be, with seemingly half the continent out to kill them—and he was filthy.  Rion had always hated the other nobles who seemed to care more for their appearance than anything else, spending their days frittering away their family’s coin on new clothes or new shoes, on this jerkin or those trousers, while those in the poor district struggled to find food.  He had always thought them incredibly selfish, impossibly arrogant.  Not that he ever gave coins to the poor either—he had enough of his own problems, thank you—but that wasn’t really the point.  Or, at least, he didn’t think it was.  

The point, Rion realized, was that despite his own circumstances and how close his family had come to ruin, despite his ventures into Valeria’s poor quarter, he had never been one of those desperate men and women dressed in ratty clothes.  He had only been a spectator, a visitor, and the old cloak and clothes he’d worn no more than a costume, one he might put on one day only to take off the next.  He had never spent days in filth as he now had, and though he hated himself for his own disgust, his own vanity, he could not deny it, and the knowledge only served to make his bad mood worse.

Still, he might have said something to the old giant anyway, if that had been all it was.  After all, the man seemed to only have one expression—the disapproving scowl he wore even now, though it had to be said he’d mastered it.  Just the right amount of disgust and annoyance to make a man feel like a child caught acting out.  Sure, he’d saved their lives, but just then, with the dirt walls seeming to press in on him and the tunnel behind and ahead stretching on as far as he could see, with a pebble in one boot he couldn’t seem to dislodge no matter how many times he tried to take it off and empty it, Rion wasn’t feeling particularly thankful.

No, it wasn’t gratitude that kept him from speaking. Nor was it the understanding that the old bastard couldn’t be blamed for all of Rion’s troubles, no matter how convenient it might have been.  Instead, it was the knowledge that the man was at least twice his size, and his hands—the size of dinner platters—looked as if they could crush stone.  Or—as the case may be—the head of a nobleman who decided to run his mouth when he would have been better served leaving it shut.  

He had enough problems without borrowing any from a cantankerous old man, so he walked on in silence, possessed of the feeling that they had, without realizing it, ended up in the underworld, and the journey they now took was some penance.  The longer time stretched on, the more he became sure that they would remain in the tunnels forever, walking onward always, getting a little dirtier, a little more ill-tempered, but never finding their way out.  

Trapped.

The word popped into his mind before he could stop it, and he swallowed past a throat suddenly unaccountably dry.  The walls seemed to be closing in, the ceiling moving closer and closer overhead.  How many tons of dirt and stone, of sand and the gods alone knew what else were crouched above their heads, waiting to pour down on them, to bury them?  And if such a thing should happen, there was no hope of being saved, no chance of rescue.  Their corpses would remain there forever, buried and forgotten by the world. It was this same thought that had kept Rion from managing any sleep over the last days spent in the tunnels, and his exhaustion only added to his foul mood.

But just then, the thought felt more real, truer, than it had even during what had passed as “nights” in the tunnels.  The walls were getting closer.  The ceilings too.  Rion was so focused on that, on trying to look at both walls at once, certain they moved closer each time he looked away, that he didn’t notice the others stop.  Didn’t take heed of it at all until he ran into Darl’s back, and the Ferinan grunted and raised a questioning eyebrow.

Rion winced, his face heating once more.  “Sorry.  It’s dark in here.”

“We’re coming to the end of the tunnels,” said the old giant up ahead.  

Normally, Rion would have asked where exactly the tunnels had led them, since the gray-haired Chosen had shown no interest in sharing the information during their trip, but just then he was too relieved by the prospect of finally escaping the tunnels to care.  They could have led straight to Tesharna’s dungeons, and he would have been the first one through the door.  

“Where are we?”  Alesh asked.

“We’ve traveled quite a few miles,” Larin said.  “Pretty much north the whole way.”

“Is it Celadra?”  Katherine asked. “Are we back there?”

“No,” the old man said.  “More westward than that—we’ve come to the city of Peralest.”

Rion blinked in surprise.  He was glad to hear they hadn’t gone back to Celadra—his last experience of the town had been less than satisfactory considering there’d been a pack of Redeemers bent on murdering them.  Still, he knew of Peralest—counted among the largest cities in the kingdom that wasn’t under the direct rule of one of the Chosen—and it was difficult to believe they had come so far.

Katherine must have agreed, for she spoke in a tone of surprise matching Rion’s.  “Truly?”

“Well,” the old man said, “we won’t emerge in the city itself—not much good making an escape tunnel if you decide to put it in the middle of a well-traveled street, is it?  We ought to come out in the forest, maybe half a day’s walk from the city.  Assuming, of course, that the city still exists and hasn’t been destroyed by nightlings or put to the sword by the Redeemers.”

“Anybody ever tell you you’ve really got a way of putting people’s minds at ease?”  Rion asked.

The giant’s only answer was a grunt. “An old friend of mine lives in the city,” he said to Alesh, “or at least he did.  Might be he can help you, give you shelter until you figure out what you’re going to do.  I’ll see you to him, then I’m done.”

“Wait a minute,” Rion said, “you’re going to leave?  Just like that?”

“Just like what?”  Larin demanded.  “I’ve fought my battle already, boy, fought it and won.  I’m old now, old and tired, and I wouldn’t be able to help you, even if I wanted to.”

“But…” Katherine said, “forgive me, sir, but you understand if we lose…well, Kale and Tesharna and all the nightlings, they’re not going to care whether you fought against them or not.  If the Darkness wins, no one will be safe.  Not even someone living alone in the desert.”

The giant said nothing, only stared at Alesh, his expression looking as if it had been carved from stone.  Finally, Alesh nodded.  “We appreciate all you’ve done for us, Larin.  If you could show us to Peralest, we’d be grateful.”

“What are you saying?”  Rion said.  “Gods, he’s a Chosen, man, don’t you—”

“Enough, Rion,” Alesh growled, and there was such warning in his voice that Rion clamped his jaw shut despite his own misgivings.

“This man, this friend you spoke of,” Alesh went on, talking to Larin once more.  “Do you trust him?”

The old giant snorted.  “I don’t trust anyone, boy, and I recommend you do the same.  You’ll live longer that way.  Still, he’s been loyal for as long as I’ve known him, and during the wars he helped me more than once.  He’ll be old now, old as the rest of us, but if he’s still breathin’, I’m confident he’ll give you what help he can.”

Alesh nodded.  “That’s good enough for me.  Lead on, Chosen.”

Rion saw the old giant’s stony visage shift, as if something pained him, then he turned away abruptly, starting down the tunnels once more.  Alesh glanced back at the others, shrugged, then followed after.

“Great,” Rion muttered. 

“Oh, look on the bright side, Rion,” Katherine said from beside him.  “At least we’ll be getting out of the tunnels.”  He started to respond but before he could she set off, following after Alesh.

“I’ve got friends in Peralest.”  

Rion frowned, turning to see the girl, Marta, standing beside him.  “Friends?”

She shrugged.  “Well, an army, I guess you’d call it.  A few thousand, no more than that.  And the story about how I got them, well, that’s an interesting one.  You see, I was walking through a forest—”

“Gods save us,” Rion said, then he hurried after the others.

 

 

 

Chapter Seven 

 

Alesh followed behind Larin who, after the brief conversation, seemed even more dour than normal.  The man said nothing, only marching forward with a grim determination on his face.  At first, there was no change in the tunnels Alesh could see, and he wondered if Larin had been mistaken about their current location.  Then, he noticed the dirt floor on which they’d walked for the last several days had begun to angle upward. 

Soon, the old man held up a hand, signaling for them to stop.  “I’d stay quiet, if I were you,” he said.  “And keep your eyes open.  This tunnel exit was safe enough when I made it, but that was years ago, and I haven’t been here since.  Might be there’s an army of Redeemers waiting on the other side, for all I know.”

Alesh saw the worried expressions on the others’ faces, all save for Darl who gave a single nod.  No one said anything, and that was no surprise.  What could they have said?  It wasn’t as if they could stay in these tunnels forever.  For one, they would run out of food and water, but there was a good chance the Redeemers would be searching through what remained of the castle, and it was too much to hope that they wouldn’t find the tunnel entrance sooner or later.  “Alright,” Alesh said.  “Let’s go.”  

He went to the hatch set in the roof where the floor rose to meet it and tried to push it aside.  It didn’t budge, and he glanced at the old man questioningly.  Larin grunted then reached into a small opening in the wall Alesh hadn’t noticed before.  There was a click, and the hatch began to slide into the side of the tunnel wall, soundless save the rattling of falling dirt.  

Alesh glanced back at the others, and his gaze settled on Katherine who was watching him worriedly.  “I’m going to go check it out.  Stay here.”

 

***

 

Katherine held her breath as Alesh disappeared through the opening  She wanted to tell him not to go, for there could be anything on the other side of that opening, but she knew such a thought was foolish.  They couldn’t stay here in these tunnels forever.  Still, she didn’t like the way he was so willing to put himself at risk; it reminded her too much of the way he had been before when Sonya was taken, charging wildly into battle, uncaring of the forces arrayed against him.  

She felt a great, heady sense of relief when Alesh stepped back down through the opening.  “It’s safe enough,” he said, “but I don’t think we’re going to enjoy the trip much.”

Katherine didn’t know what that meant and, just then, she didn’t care.  She was only glad nothing had happened, and she stepped forward willingly enough, following the others toward the opening.  Once they had all climbed out and were standing in the forest, she saw what Alesh had meant.  The stone slab that had served as the exit from Larin’s tunnels led into a small forest cave, one which barely managed to hold them all at once, but it wasn’t this which was of concern.

Perhaps once, the cave had been regularly used, home to some animal, but if that was the case, then whatever had called it home had not been back for some time.  Thick brush had grown up around the cave mouth, extending as far as Katherine could see in what appeared to be an early morning sun.  And among that brush were thorn bushes, their sharp points seeming to glisten with anticipation.

“I guess it was too much to hope the tunnels would have led to an inn with soft beds and strong drinks, eh?”  Rion mumbled from beside her, but Katherine was barely listening.  She was too focused on the sun, stepping up to the cave mouth to feel the warmth of it on her extended hands.  She had not complained—it wouldn’t have done any good, if she had—but she had hated the time spent in the tunnels, in the dark, and she had half expected at any moment for nightlings to pop up ahead and behind them, surrounding them in the tight confines.  A silly thought, of course, for the nightlings would not have been able to find their way down to the tunnels any better than the Redeemers would have, but once she’d had the thought she had not been able to banish it, and she realized, standing there with the warmth of the sun on her skin, that some part of her had thought they’d never escape those tunnels at all.

“Come, Sonya,” she said, turning to the young girl with a smile and extending a hand.  The girl grinned widely, and if her time in the tunnels had bothered her, she gave no sign.  Instead, she ran forward eagerly enough, taking Katherine’s hand and letting herself be led to the front of the cave.  Alesh joined them a moment later and, for a time, they just stood there.  Filthy, all in desperate need of a bath, but smiling for all that, sharing a brief moment of peace.  A moment that was shattered a second later when Rion walked up, hocked and spat.  “Well.  I don’t suppose anyone thought to bring a machete?  Maybe an ox and plow?”

Darl stepped forward, eyeing the thick undergrowth that was nearly as tall as he was, his spear held in one hand.  “I will lead.”

They all turned to look at him, for the words were some of the first he had spoken since discovering his people, slaughtered at the hands of the Broken and those who followed him.  But if the Ferinan noticed their attention, he gave no sign.  Instead, he started into the undergrowth, swinging his spear to clear a path.

Katherine watched her friend’s back for several seconds until a hand fell on her shoulder, and she turned to see Alesh watching her.  “He’ll be okay,” he said. 

“How can you know?” she asked in a voice little more than a whisper.

“He’s strong,” Alesh said.  “But there’s something more important than that.  You see, by doing what he did, the Broken took something from Darl, something more than just the lives of his people.  He took his hope.  And soon, we will take it back.”

Katherine was about to ask him what he meant, but he stepped forward, following behind the Ferinan, his own blade whisking from side to side, cutting a large swath in the path so that the others might follow.  Katherine forced a smile and turned to Sonya.  “Come.  The city will have a nice soft bed.  How does that sound?”

Sonya grinned.  “Good.”

Katherine nodded.  “Alright then.”  She turned back to Marta who was standing alone, looking out of place, almost lost.  “Well?” she said, extending her other hand.  “Aren’t you coming?”

The girl hesitated for a moment, then a slow grin spread on her face and she nodded, coming forward. Then, hand in hand, they walked out of the darkness and into the light of day.

 

 

 

Chapter Eight 

 

By the time they managed to break out of the thick, tangled undergrowth and travel the rest of the way through the woods, the sun had sunk low on the horizon, and night was no more than an hour away.  They were all exhausted, covered in nicks and scratches, their clothes and hair littered with brambles and twigs.  They arrived at the city gate filthy, tired, and irritable.  Katherine, Alesh, and Larin walked together while Darl, Rion, and the two girls had approached the city from a different gate to make it less likely they’d be recognized.  It was doubtful their descriptions had reached so far west as Peralest, but they had all decided it would be better to be safe than sorry. Besides, Katherine thought, if I’d had to listen to Rion complain anymore, I probably would have done Tesharna’s work for her and strangled him.

This late in the evening, there was no line into the city, and none shared the road outside of its walls with them.  “Wait here,” Larin said as they drew closer to the gate, then he headed in the direction of the guards.  

Katherine glanced at Alesh, but he only gave her a helpless shrug.  The old giant spoke some words to the guards who, judging by their grins, seemed to recognize him, and soon he was waving her and Alesh forward.  

“Well now,” one of the guards said, eyeing Alesh and Katherine as they came to stand beside Larin, “you don’t mind me sayin’ so, Chosen, it looks like you and your friends here have had a time of it.  Pardon me for askin’, but what have you all been up to?”

Larin grinned, somehow making even that simple expression exude menace.  “Hunting.”

“Hunting,” the guard repeated, eyeing them.  “Must have lost your bows.”

“Must have.”

“Well,” the guard said.  “Get any kills?”

The old giant’s grin widened.  “Give it time.”

The guard swallowed at that, glancing uncertainly at his companion.  “Well, this way, sir.  I’ll show you through.  Anything else I can do for you?”

“We’re lookin’ for a place to stay for the night.  The Drunken Bard still around?”

The guard nodded, apparently all too eager to share some good news.  “So it is, Chosen.  I reckon Hank’ll be here long after the city itself is gone, as stubborn as he is.”

Larin grunted. “I suppose he will be at that.” He paused, glancing between the two guards. “Now, are we good?”

“Of course, sir,” the guard answered hurriedly. “Unless, that is, you’d like me to show you to the Bard.  I get off shift in a few minutes and—”

“That’s quite alright,” Larin interrupted.  “I’m old, but I haven’t lost all my wits, not yet.  I remember the way.”

“Yes, sir, Chosen, sir.  I didn’t mean—” But Larin was already walking away, moving into the city.

“He’s a real charmer, that one,” Katherine muttered.

Alesh laughed.  “Sure he is.  It’s his winning personality that does it, I think.  Anyway,” he went on quietly, glancing back at the guards as they started into the city, “at least they’re not trying to kill us.  That’s something.”

Katherine glanced down at herself and the dirt covering her.  “I’m more surprised they didn’t try to kick us or put a leash on us.  Anyway, they can kill us if they want—just so long as they let me get a bath first.”  They laughed again at that, but sobered quickly enough.  Partly because—if experience was any judge—it wouldn’t be long before somebody showed up to do just that.  And another worry plaguing Katherine, one Alesh shared judging by his troubled expression, was whether Darl and the others would make it into the city as easily.  Ferinans such as Darl caused suspicion and distrust in small-minded people at the best of times, and these were far from the best of times.

 

***

 

“Halt!”

Rion sighed, glancing at Darl and the two girls behind him, each of whom had already stopped several seconds before the guard’s call.  Then he turned back and looked at the approaching gateguard.  “I’d say we’re pretty well halted here.”

If the man appreciated Rion’s humor, he did a good job of not showing it.  Instead, he stalked forward, his hand on the hilt of the sword scabbarded at his side, his eyes narrowed as he studied each in turn.  He continued to watch them silently for several seconds, a look of mild disgust on his face.  Not that Rion could blame him.  Their clothes were covered in dirt and sweat, and he didn’t think he could blame the stale odor he smelled on the city.

Finally, the guard spoke.  “What business do you have in Peralest?”

Rion realized, at just that moment, he’d been too busy spending the last hours cursing every thorn and bush and the pebble in his boot to consider what he might tell the guards at the gate.  He opened his mouth, hoping a worthy reason would come to him but none did, so he only stood there like a fool, his mouth hanging open, staring blankly.

“Well?” the guard demanded. “You been struck mute or something?”

Rion only stared, his mouth working, somehow unable to come up with anything to say.  The guard’s grim expression grew grimmer, and Rion didn’t miss the way the man’s hand tightened around the hilt of his blade.  He was going to be cut down for no other reason than he was dirty and covered in brambles and thorns, but he couldn’t seem to make his mouth work. Then Marta stepped forward, and the guard shifted his suspicious glare to her.  

“And just who are you?”

“I’m Bellouise Cambra,” the girl answered as if it were the most obvious thing in the world, looking up at him with her hands on her hips.  “Who are you?”

The man’s hard glare faltered then and something that might have been amusement danced in his eyes.  “I’m…that is, I’m Guardsman Pike.”

“Truly?” she said, blinking.  “That’s a funny name for a guard, isn’t it?  It’s like if my name were Girly Girl.”

The man shook his head slowly, a look on his face as if he was trying to convince himself the strange young girl standing before him was real.  “Well.  My father was a guardsman, and him before him.  It’s the family business, I guess you’d say.”

“Sure,” she said, nodding as if it was the most obvious thing in the world.  “What else would you be?  Not bakers, that much is for sure.  Or tailors either.  Tailors are supposed to have soft, silky names.  Names like ‘Claus’ or ‘Flynn.’  And bakers, well, they’re supposed to have big, fat names, aren’t they?  Like ‘Earl’ or ‘Benjy.’”  She frowned.  “Or maybe that’s a dog name.  Benjy the dog.  Benjy the Baker.  But then, that would probably depend on the breed of dog and—”

“Forgive me, little miss,” Guardsman Pike interrupted with an undisguised urgency.  “But I got to ask—you know, seein’ as I’m a guard and all.  What are you folks doin’ here and what’s your business in Peralest?”

“Well, why didn’t you just say so?”  Marta asked as if genuinely curious.  “What we’re doing just now is standing…and stinking too,” she said, glancing at Rion with a frown, “some of us more than others.  Anyway, my father—that’s Lord Cambra—is considering beginning some mercantile ventures here.  You see, he is the Merchant’s Guildmaster of Valeria, and he’s interested in importing goods, and exporting…” Her face screwed up in thought.  “Oh, darnit, I’m sure he mentioned it.  Forgive me, I can’t rightly recall what he intended to ship from here.  Something…”

“Grain?” the guard ventured.  

“Ah!” she said, grinning. “That was it.  That was it exactly.  Anyhow, he’s been in talks with some big uppity-up here, head of the Merchant’s Guild in Peralest, as I understand.  Apparently, your city’s leader is quite excited about the whole prospect, seein’s as it’ll bring in a lot of coin to the city.”

“Our leader?” the guard asked, and Rion winced inwardly.  The girl was doing surprisingly well—at least, judging by the fact that they hadn’t been killed outright yet—but since her father wasn’t a merchant, there was no reason why she would know that Peralest didn’t have a single leader.  Instead, they were led by a council of six men and women, chosen every decade.  Rion however, who was the son of a merchant, knew it well enough, as did the guard judging by the suspicion slowly beginning to creep back into his face.

Rion opened his mouth to interject but struggled to come up with a name of one of the councilmembers.  Marta, however, spoke on.  “That’s right.  Councilwoman Eshara, I believe it was.”

The suspicion left the guardsman’s face in an instant, and it was all Rion could do to keep from sighing with relief.  “Oh, sure,” the guard said, nodding.  “Councilwoman Eshara knows what she’s about, there’s no question of that.”  But judging by the slightly worried expression on the guardsman’s face, Rion thought it wasn’t just her knowledge the man was thinking of, but her displeasure, and what that might mean, if he should stand in the way of the daughter of a man she was trying to secure business with.  

“I’m sorry for all the questions, little miss,” the guard said.  “Only, it’s my job, you know?”

Marta held her nose up in the air, and her face took on a displeased expression.  Had Rion not known better, he would have been convinced she was a rich noble too, so perfect was the imitation.  “I prefer ‘Lady Cambra’ if it’s all the same to you.”

The guard swallowed, his eyes growing slightly frantic.  “O-of course, Lady.  Forgive me, I meant no disrespect.  Only…” He paused, glancing at Rion, Darl, and Sonya.  “If you don’t mind me sayin’ so, Lady Cambra, you travel with an odd retinue.”

“Oh?” she said, glancing back at her three soiled companions as if she saw nothing amiss.  “Not so strange, surely.  My father sometimes travels with all manner of men and creatures in his troupe.  Why, once, when visiting the northern Cestern mountains I—”

Rion noted the crease in the guardman’s eyebrows once more, and he leaned forward, speaking in a whisper, “Castarn.”

She turned to look at him, and Rion let out a yelp of surprise as she unexpectedly reached up and slapped him on the face.  “We might be far from Valeria, but I won’t have my manservant backtalking me,” she snapped.

Rion brought a hand to his face where the skin stung and did his level best to suppress the urge to strangle the girl.  He understood—she was doing what was necessary to maintain the cover she had concocted seemingly from thin air.  And, judging by the worried expression on the guard’s face, she was doing a fine enough job.  Still, it seemed to him there was a twinkle in her eye that said she had enjoyed striking him more than was necessary.

She sighed, rolling her eyes and turning back to the stricken guard.  “Forgive me, but good help is so hard to find these days.  As I was saying, when we were visiting the Castarn mountains to the north, my father captured a wild cat.  At least three times as big as a man, it was.  And hungry, too.  I know on account of I once saw him feed it a servant who wasted his time.  The creature barely even hesitated, just gobbled him right up.  I’ve never been gobbled before, have you, sir?”

“I…that is…no, Lady Cambra,” the guard floundered.

She nodded thoughtfully.  “Well, that’s something. I can’t speak from experience obviously, but it looked painful.”  She leaned forward. “Very painful.  But then, that is how my father usually deals with things—or people—who get in his way.  You understand?”

The guard’s face had gone a pale white, and he nodded quickly.  “Yes, Lady Cambra.  Well, if you and your…companions are ready, I’ll be showing you into the city now.”

“I believe, dear sir,” she said, watching him, “that we are quite past ready.  It has been a long journey, and we are very tired.”

“Yes, of course.  Is there a particular inn to which the lady would like to be shown?”

She pretended to consider that for a moment, tapping one finger on her chin.  “My father spoke of one such establishment, the one he has used on his own visits to the city.  The Drunken Bard, I believe it was called.”

“A fine place, madam, truly,” the guard said.  “I’d be only too happy to show you—”

“I think we will show ourselves there, thank you,” she interrupted in an imperious tone that brooked no argument.  “You have done quite enough, Guardsman…Pike, wasn’t it?”

The man looked to Rion as if he was considering turning and running off into the woods, never mind that night was coming on, but he nodded tightly, bowing his head.  “Yes, mistress.  Guardsman Pike, at your and your family’s service.  And the Council’s, of course.”

“Of course,” Marta said, her voice coated with disdain.  “Well, carry on.”  And with that, she swept toward the still-closed gate as if she meant to walk right through it.  The guardsman waved frantically at his companion who quickly raised the gate, managing it only seconds before Marta arrived, walking straight through as if such subservience was only her due.  

Rion glanced at Darl and Sonya, both looking as shocked and confused as he, then they hurried after her.  They’d barely stepped foot in the city when the guard ran up again.  “Forgive me, Lady Cambra,” Guardsman Pike said, “but, just one more question, if it pleases you.  Your speech…it is odd, for a lady of your…station.”

“Oh?” she asked, her eyebrows narrowing dangerously.  “And you, Guardsman Pike, have an odd way of committing suicide.  That is what you’re doing just now, isn’t it?  Asking to be killed?  Or gobbled, perhaps?”

The man’s face grew paler still—something Rion wouldn’t have thought possible had he not been there to see it—then he bowed his head so fast it was a wonder it didn’t come flying off his shoulders.  “Enjoy your stay in the city, Lady,” he managed in a choked voice.

Marta sniffed.  “Doubtful,” she said, then turned and walked down the main road, the others following behind her.

Rion waited until they were out of earshot of the guards then turned to her.  “Enjoy yourself, did you?”

Marta blinked innocently.  “I don’t know what you mean, manservant.”

“That was amazing!”  Sonya said, running up and clapping her hands.

“Well done, Marta,” Darl said, and at the Ferinan’s words, Marta beamed with pleasure.

“Amazing?”  Rion said.  “It was certainly something.  Anyway, how did you know the councilwoman’s name?”

“Councilwoman Eshara, you mean?” she said, grinning mischievously.  “Well, you see, my father and the councilwoman—”

“Enough,” Rion growled.  “Tell me the truth.”

At mention of the truth, Marta seemed uncomfortable, and she began to fidget.  “Well.  I mean, there’s always an Eshara on a council, isn’t there?  I’ll tell you, I knew an Eshara once—she was a dragon.  She was on a council too only—”

“Enough,” Rion said again. “How did you know?”

Marta sighed.  “Fine.  I guess, if you really want the truth, maybe I read it in a book?”

Rion considered that then finally nodded.  “Well, it’s a good thing you did, otherwise—”

“There’s just one problem,” Marta said, grinning evilly.

Rion narrowed his eyes. “What’s that?”

“I can’t read!” she exclaimed, clearly pleased.  “Now,” she said, before Rion could retort, “let’s go find this Drunken Bard.  I’m curious to know what sorts of songs he’ll sing, and if he slurs or not.”  

Then, before Rion could say anything, she skipped away down the street, Sonya laughing and following.  Rion stared after them, dumbfounded.  

“It seems, friend Rion,” the Ferinan said from beside him, “you have met your match in this one.”  

Rion stood immobile as Darl followed the two girls. Then he finally shook his head and walked on.  At least the streets were nearly deserted, the city’s citizens apparently preferring to take shelter in doors as night came on, so they didn’t have to worry about anyone attacking them or the two girls who had ranged some distance ahead.  Unless, he thought, scowling at Marta’s back, it’s me.

 

 

 

Chapter Nine 

 

With a name like The Drunken Bard, Alesh had expected the inn to be a run down, seedy sort of establishment.  But the door was well made, polished oak, and the sign hanging above it was engraved and detailed with work he knew would have cost a considerable sum.  No beggars loitered outside, and he heard no angry shouts or drunken laughter from within.  

He glanced at Larin in question, but the old Chosen only gave a shrug of his massive shoulders.  Nodding, Alesh opened the door and stepped inside, the others following behind him.  He immediately felt out of place.  The floor of the inn’s common room was a fine wood, polished so brightly he could nearly see his reflection in it, and the tables at which the inn’s patrons sat were of a much finer make than the crude, battered furnishings in most inns he’d visited, sporting engravings and stylized designs on the legs and surfaces instead of the pock-marks and blood-stains he’d grown used to.

The patrons themselves were of a different caliber than those who frequented the inns he’d been in lately as well.  Nowhere in sight were the men and women with hard looks in their eyes and bulges beneath their stained leather jerkins indicating concealed blades, and he saw no evidence of the fist fights that normally occurred in such establishments.  Instead, the men and women seated at the tables were dressed in fine clothes—all, it was clear, of at least moderate wealth—and they spoke in quiet, almost subdued tones.  It seemed to Alesh as if he stood in the entrance of a library instead of an inn, and with his filthy clothes and bramble-covered hair, he felt like a mongrel dog sitting down at a noble’s feast.  He was surprised to find himself wishing for those coarse, boisterous inns instead of this sterile, almost dead place.

“Come,” Larin said from beside him, “the place might look like some fancy noble’s dining hall, but Hank, the owner, is a good enough sort, if any man can be said to be.  Let’s see what we can do about getting you and your companions a change of clothes.  And,” he said, leaning in and giving a single sniff, “a bath couldn’t hurt either.”

Katherine laughed, and Alesh grinned back, raising an eyebrow at her own disheveled appearance.  Then they followed Larin to the bar where a stick-thin old man stood behind the counter hunched over an empty ale mug he was busy cleaning, though even from this distance Alesh could tell he’d eaten and drank from dishes far dirtier.

The old man didn’t look up at their approach, didn’t even so much as seem to notice as Larin took a seat at the bar and Alesh and Katherine followed suit.  The giant glanced at Alesh and Katherine and winced, as if embarrassed, then he cleared his throat loudly.  The old man, if he heard, gave no sign, but continued to wipe at the mug with the cloth he held with an almost frantic intensity.  

“Hank?” Larin asked.

No answer, and the big man shot an almost guilty look at Alesh and Katherine before he leaned over and tapped the old man on the shoulder.  The skinny man started, fumbling and nearly dropping the empty glass before he managed to catch it.  Then, scowling, he looked up at the three of them.  His gaze settled on Larin, and he scowled.  “Larin, you old son of a bitch.  What do you think you’re doing here?”

The giant grunted, scowling himself.  “Watching a dried-up old man nearly shit himself, it seems.”

The thin barkeeper studied him for several seconds then he set the rag and glass down. He walked around the counter, his eyes never leaving Larin, until he finally came to stand directly in front of the man.  “Well,” he said.  “I might be old, might be dried-up too, but that don’t mean I can’t kick the shit out of somebody, I see he’s got it comin’.”

“You sure about that?”  Larin growled, rising to stand erect at his full height, looming over the old man by at least two feet.  “Chances are you’d put out your hip, and then what would all the city’s whores think, you didn’t come around to visit?”

Suddenly, the two men burst into grins and embraced, patting each other heartily on the back, and Alesh breathed a sigh of relief.  “I don’t reckon they’d be too upset about it,” the old man said.  “I figure those poor women ought to get paid extra just for lyin’ in the bed with an old piece of gnarled leather like me and managin’ to keep a straight face.”

Larin grinned widely, the first genuine sign of pleasure Alesh had seen from the man since they’d met.  “Well, I won’t argue with you, not on that.”

“Look at you, though,” the thin man said, eyeing Larin up and down and shaking his head.  “Just as big a bastard now as you ever were.  Bein’ honest, I didn’t reckon I’d see you again, not this side of the grave anyway.  So what’s happened then—you get tired of eatin’ sand out there in your desert?”

Slowly, Larin’s smile faded.  “It’s a long story, Hank.  Suffice to say, I don’t imagine I’ll be going back there, not anytime soon.”

The old man nodded slowly. “Well.  That’s alright then.  Big fella like you shouldn’t be livin’ on lizard and snakes anyway.  Why, you’ll mess around and wither up like an old prune.”

“Yeah?”  Larin asked, eyeing the old man up and down.

“Shit, I’d know, wouldn’t I?” the innkeeper said.  “Anyway, who are your friends?”

Larin winced and grabbed the innkeeper by the arm, pulling him close.  “Better all around, if we don’t worry about names, Hank.  That work with you?”

The old man grunted.  “Doesn’t matter much to me—the gods know I’d just forget ‘em.  Anyhow,” he said, offering his hand to Alesh, “nice to meet you.”

Alesh took it and was surprised by the thin man’s firm shake.  “You too.”

“And you, my dear,” the thin man said, turning to Katherine, “are a sight better’n an old man like me hopes to see, he wakes up of a mornin’.”

Katherine blushed, and with the slight color to her cheeks and the sparkle of her green eyes in the soft glow of the common room’s lanterns, Alesh was forced to agree and never mind the brambles sticking out of her hair.  “Thank you, sir.  It’s a pleasure.”

The old man grinned, giving her a wink that somehow managed to be flattering without being lecherous.  “The pleasure’s all mine, miss, the gods know that’s the truth.”

“Alright, you old pervert,” Larin said, but he was grinning as he did, “why don’t you leave off ogling her long enough to get us an ale, eh?”

The old man rolled his eyes, sighing at Katherine and Alesh.  “For a Chosen of the Gods, the bastard sure is ornery, ain’t he?” he asked, then he turned and made his slow way back around the counter and began pouring the ale.  

As they waited, Alesh realized that despite his first impression, he liked this place.  Sure, it might have seemed sterile enough at first glance, dead even, but the old innkeeper gave it plenty of life, and Alesh felt more at peace, more welcome than he had in a long time.  

“Now then,” Hank said, sitting three foaming mugs of ale before them, “I hope you like the ale—it’s of my own makin’, that.  And if you don’t like it, well, do me a favor and lie, will you?  This old man ain’t got a lot left to be prideful about, but the gods as my witness I’ll admit when it comes to my brews, I’m a bit touchy.”

Alesh grinned, taking a drink to be polite more than anything else, and his eyes went wide at the taste.  “Sir, this…this is the best ale I’ve ever had.”

“Well, boy,” Hank said, grinning, “you ain’t got to go blowin’ smoke, you don’t want to.  Still, I appreciate that—I truly do.  Now, how is it, I wonder, a couple of nice young folks like yourselves come to get wrapped up with this mean old bastard?”  he asked, nodding his head at Larin who only sighed.  

“That’s…a long story,” Alesh said.  “And…well, if names are better left out of it, then how we came to meet him probably is too.”

The old man shrugged.  “Well, you can’t blame a guy for tryin’, but your business is your business, just so long as you want to keep it that way.  Still, it’s too bad.  Might have been nice to hear a story of a good fight.”

“Fight?”  Alesh asked, suddenly feeling suspicious.

“Easy there, young fella,” the innkeeper said, holding up a hand.  “I didn’t mean no harm.  But—and this is just my experience, mind—folks don’t tend to have bandages like that ‘less they’ve been in some scrap or another. I’ve been in enough to know, Amedan help me.” He nodded at Alesh’s arm and the other assorted wounds Larin had seen to.

Alesh glanced at Larin who grunted.  “You always did have good eyes, Hank.  Whether you’re in a bar or a battlefield, I suppose some things don’t change.”

“Shit I’m old, Larin, not dead,” Hank said, laughing.  “Anyhow, seems I recall these eyes saved your ass more’n once.  As for some things changing…” He sighed.  “Well, my experience, most things do, sooner or later.”

The man’s expression grew somber then, and Larin reached over and placed a hand on the old man’s bony shoulder with a tenderness Alesh would not have expected of him.  “You were a good soldier, Hank.  The best I ever had under me, and that’s no lie.”

“Sure,” the innkeeper said, a wistful expression on his face.  “And now I’m a dried-up old man, and what’s the difference?”

“Well,” Larin said, barking a laugh, “as you said, those eyes of yours are the only reason I’m still breathin’, so I’d say for me, at least, it’s a damned big difference.”

If the old innkeeper heard, he gave no sign.  Instead, he nodded slowly, his gaze getting a far away look.  “Anyway, I was a different man back then.  All full of piss and vinegar, ready to fight any bastard so much as looked at me sideways.  Now though, I don’t reckon I got any piss left in me—leastways, if I do, I don’t know how considerin’ I got to run to the privy every ten minutes.”  He shook his head.  “It comes on you slow, but it comes just the same.  Slow and slower, the passin’ of years, feelin’ the same as you always have.  Sure, in your thirties, maybe your knees ache a little more than they did back in your twenties.  And maybe in your forties you get hair in places you didn’t much figure you’d ever have it.  But you still reckon, somewhere deep down, that you’ll live forever.  Yeah, the world might change, and all the people in it, but not you.  How could you?  I mean, you’re you, understand?  Even in your sixties when your hair starts goin’ gray, most fallin’ out and the rest as thin and fragile as a king’s patience, why, even then you figure it’s nothin’, knowin’ you’re immortal all the same.”

He was silent for some time then, and Alesh was just about to try to say something to get rid of the haunted look in the old man’s features when he spoke again.  “Slow it comes, day by day, year by year, until it comes fast.  All at once, hittin’ you like a damned runaway horse with a purpose, then all of a sudden you wake up and you hurt in more places than you don’t, and you realize you’ve developed a hate, I mean a gods-cursed hate for stairs you’dve never even reckoned possible when you were younger.”  He sighed, shrugging.  “Anyhow, it happens to us all.  Time’s a bitch, but she’s thorough; I’ll give her that, at least.  Even you,” he said, nodding his head at Larin. “She gets us all sooner or later, and no blessin’ of man or god can stay her, not forever.”

“You’ve lived a good life, Hank,” Larin said, a somber note in his own voice.  “You made a difference.  If not for you…”

Hank laughed.  “Yeah, if not for me some other poor bastard would have been the one trompsin’ through those woods, goin’ out and huntin’ creatures with fangs and teeth that most sane folk’d be hidin’ under their beds like children just at the mention of.  Ah, those were damned terrible times, Larin.  Plenty of hurts from those days and no mistake.  Why, I got more scars than I got skin, and I bled more’n I would’ve thought any man could without visitin’ the Keeper.  Buried friends too, more than I like to think on, but you know what the damndest part of it all is?”

“What’s that?”  Larin asked, his voice quiet.

The thin man looked up at him, and in the set of his jaw, the steely resolve in his eyes, Alesh thought he could see some of the soldier he had once been.  “I miss it.  Despite all the terrible bloodlettin’, despite nights spent ready to piss myself for hearin’ those damned creatures skulking around in the woods, despite even all the friends I lost, I miss it.  That’s a damn hard thing to understand, even for me, but there it is.  Funny how you never feel as alive as when you’re expectin’ to die.  Don’t get me wrong,” he added hastily, “I love this inn, even if the nobles have stolen all the damned blood and life out of the place.  But since I retired from soldiering…well, everythin’ feels sort of pointless, I guess.”

“It’s a fairly common thing for old soldiers to miss the glory days, Hank.  To miss the camaraderie, the men who they fought with, the feeling of family.”

The old man nodded slowly, studying Larin.  “And you?  Do you miss it?  Miss them?”

Larin snorted.  “I hated all those bastards. But then, I’m a hateful man.”

“Sure, but you saved all of our hides more than once, hateful or not, and for that I’m grateful.  Still, I can’t help thinkin’ it would have been better to go out fightin’, in a riot of blood and steel, of courage and purpose.  I used to think myself lucky, survivin’ when so many others didn’t, but now I’m not so sure.  They’ll always be young, you understand, always glorious, while I’m forced to remain, dyin’ just the same but one piece at a time, one year at a time, and no enemy to fight, no last, heroic charge to make.”

“But you were—you are a hero, Hank,” Larin objected.  “You know that—those of us who are left remember well what you did.”

The innkeeper shrugged.  “I’m an old man, Larin, a dusty, ancient innkeeper whose face looks a little more like a skull every day.  And as for memory, I can’t recall as much as I once did.  And what I do recall…well, the good fades quickly enough but the bad…the bad lingers, much like I do myself.”

The two lapsed into silence then, and Alesh nursed his ale, saying nothing, doing nothing that might threaten that fragile silence, for it belonged to the two men, to their memories, and it was not his to break.  “Well,” the old innkeeper said after a few minutes in a gruff voice, running a wiry arm across his eyes, “that’s more than enough of that, I think.  I imagine the three of you would like a bath, maybe somethin’ to eat too and a bed to lay your head on, eh?”

Alesh had been so wrapped up in the old man’s words, in the emotion in his face, he’d practically forgotten his own disheveled state, and at the mention of food, his stomach gave a rumble, as if to remind him that yes it did still exist, and no, it wasn’t particularly pleased with him.  “That would be great, if it isn’t too much trouble,” he said.

Hank grinned.  “After you listenin’ to an old man’s bitchin’ I figure it’s the least I can do, ain’t it?  Now, Tilda—that’s my cook—has got some beef stew on.  Leastways, I reckon it’s beef.  There’s been a bit of a shortage on livestock comin’ in to Peralest lately.”  He paused, eyeing them with a knowing expression. “Some sort of row up around Valeria way. Fugitives on the run or some such.”  He paused, only for a moment, and he must have seen something in their faces, for he grinned, giving a single nod.  “Anyhow, if you all will wait here for a bit, I’ll fix three bowls.”

Larin tossed a few coins on the counter.  “Make it seven.  We have some friends meeting us.”

Hank eyed the coins.  “That’s twice what I’d charge, even for seven.  Besides, you know your coin ain’t no good here.”

“Just take it, you bastard,” Larin said, “the last thing I need is to be in your pocket.”

The innkeeper shrugged his thin shoulders before one of his hands shot out and scooped up the coins.  “Far be it from me to argue with one of the Chosen of the Gods themselves.”  

He turned and walked toward a door leading to the kitchen, and Larin shook his head as he watched him go.  “Old bastard.”

“He’s an interesting man,” Katherine said, echoing Alesh’s own thoughts.  “But…sad, I think.”

The old giant grunted.  “Don’t let his bullshit fool you—Hank was the best soldier I ever served with during the Night Wars.  A damned terror on the battlefield and as loyal as they come.  That sword there,” he continued, nodding at an old beaten scabbard mounted to the wall behind the bar, “did more to defeat the night’s creatures and those men who sided with them than a dozen other soldiers.  He was a Torchbearer—one of the elite.”

“Really?”  Katherine asked impressed.

“Yes,” Larin said, sighing.  “But that was a long time ago.  And the nightlings are back, worse than ever.  And if that Ekirani I saw is anything to go by, even they aren’t the worst of it.”

There was nothing to say to that, so they sat in silence waiting for the innkeeper to return.

 

***

 

Rion and the others arrived moments before Hank returned with the food, and they all took a table at the common room to eat.  Sonya recounted—in a clearly admiring voice—how Marta had managed to get them into the gate, and Alesh had to admit he was impressed.  It seemed the little girl’s lies had come in handy after all.  They talked some small bit after that, but of inconsequential things, all of them too hungry for much more and all obviously avoiding the question they all shared. Namely, what would they do now?  

They had escaped the Broken and the Redeemers who followed him, at least for the time being, but Alesh knew—as did the others, judging by the worry in their expressions which they tried and failed to hide—that the exiled Ekirani would not stop hunting them.  This far to the south, close to the desert, there weren’t nearly as many villages and cities as there were further north. It wouldn’t take the Broken and the Redeemers long to decide to check Peralest, and if Alesh and the others were cornered in the city, he knew all too well what would happen.

But he told himself there was nothing he could do about that—not now.  Just as there was nothing he could do about the way the few other patrons in the inn’s common room watched him and his companions warily, sneaking glances and whispering to each other.  He could not hear their words, but Alesh thought he knew well enough what they would be.  They were a strange group to say the least, one to arouse suspicions in the best of times, and he suspected the state of their clothes didn’t do much to help matters.  

But the common room’s patrons would have to take care of themselves, and he believed—needed to believe—that the Broken would not find him and the others, not tonight at least.  After all, there weren’t many cities or towns close enough to the desert they might have chosen for refuge, but there were some, and it would take the Ekirani and those who followed him some time to comb through each one.  Alesh and the others were safe, at least for one night.  And when tomorrow came…well, he didn’t know.  Knew only that they could not continue as they had, could not flee and run, hoping that the darkness would be content to leave them alone.  Because the darkness, he’d learned, was never content, was always hungry no matter how much of the world it cast in shadow.

As they ate, he worried over their course like a dog at the last remaining strips of leathery gristle on some old bone. But if there was an answer, his searching did not find it.  Hank came by a few minutes later to check on them.  Rion—who was the only one finished eating—purchased a room from the old innkeeper, bidding them all an exhausted goodnight before heading upstairs to get a bath and some much-needed sleep.

Alesh watched the man go, wondering if he looked as beaten down as Rion.  The last few weeks had been trying on all of them, and he thought that it would get worse before it got better.  If, that was, it got better at all.  A few minutes later, Hank returned, and showed Darl and the two girls to their rooms, leaving only Alesh, Katherine, and Larin sitting at the table.

Alesh finally pushed his half-eaten bowl away, unable to eat anymore for the worry that was growing in him.  They all expected him to know what to do, to lead them.  They trusted him, yet he could think of no way forward, no plan that wouldn’t end in their inevitable deaths.  He was still thinking on this when the old innkeeper came back, an apologetic expression on his face.  “I uh…I just realized we might have a problem.”

Alesh’s hand was on the sword he’d propped against his chair before he’d realized it, and Hank held his hands up.  “Not a problem that can be killed, not this one.  See…” He trailed off, looking embarrassed.  “Well, the thing is…Fairday’s tomorrow, you understand?  The city has one every year to bring in the spring.  Or, at least, that’s the reason the Council gives.  You ask me, it’s just an excuse for folks to get liquored up and act fools, but I suppose there’s worse things than that. It ain’t no big affair, not like the rows in Valeria or Ilrika—though from what I hear I don’t imagine they’ve had much to celebrate of late.  But it ain’t no small thing neither, and folks from the neighboring hamlets and villages have come to visit the city.  Lookin’ to see what kinds of trouble they can get up to, I reckon.”

“What are you trying to say, Hank?”  Larin asked.

The older man winced.  “Well, see.  Thing is, I wouldn’t have even thought it a problem, not on a normal day.  Only, with so many people in the city, all of ‘em lookin’ for a place to stay, see…”

The innkeeper hesitated, and Larin finished for him. “You don’t have any more rooms.”

“’Course I do!”  Hank protested, as if offended.  “Leastways,” he went on in little more than a whisper, “one more.”

Larin grunted.  “Well.  I didn’t aim to get any sleep tonight, anyway.  I’ve got some business to be about while I’m in the city.  You two can share it.”

Alesh felt his face heat, and he glanced at Katherine to see she was blushing as well.  “I…it’s fine,” he said.  “I’m not that tired.”

Larin snorted.  “Don’t be a fool, boy.  You look as if you’re liable to topple at any moment.  Ain’t no shame in bein’ tired.  Even the gods got to rest sometimes, and you’ll do that wound of yours no favors you don’t give your body the time it needs to heal.”

Alesh cleared his throat, glancing sidelong at Katherine before looking back to the giant.  “Well, the thing is…I don’t…I couldn’t…”

Larin frowned, glancing between Alesh and Katherine.  “Oh, I see how it is.”

Hank grinned.  “Sure, why not?  Just ‘cause you’re a cold old bastard don’t mean everyone is, does it?  Some folks still got life in their veins.”

Alesh felt his face heat further.  “Really, I’m fine.  I’ll just—”

“You’ll just get the sleep you need, that’s what you’ll do,” Larin growled.  “I’m not goin’ to have you risking the work I put in keeping you alive because you’re embarrassed.  Gods, I’m not asking the two of you to marry.  Sleep on the floor, if it pleases you, but you will sleep, even if I have to knock you out and drag your ass up there myself.”

Alesh opened his mouth to protest again, but Katherine spoke first.  “It’s fine, really.”  She turned to Hank who was still grinning and did her best at a formal tone that failed to completely hide her own embarrassment.  “I would like to get a bath first. Is that possible?”

“’Course it is,” Hank said.  “I’ve a tub in the back you can use, a good lock on the door.  Or…” He paused, grinning widely. “Or I can have some of my workers bring a tub and water up to the room, if you’d prefer.”

“I’ll use the tub in the back, thank you,” Katherine managed in a choked voice, and Hank cackled.  

“Alright, if’n you say so.  But take it from me, the two of you.  Life’s short at the best of times, and judgin’ by the looks of you, ain’t neither of you seen the best of times in a while now.  A man’s got to take hold of this world and squeeze what pleasure he can from it, you understand?”

Katherine glanced at Alesh, an expression on her face he couldn’t identify, then she rose, looking back to the innkeeper once more.  “The tub?”

Alesh watched him lead her away, staring after them and unsure of how he was feeling.  He was still watching when Larin spoke.  “You’re a damned fool. You know that, don’t you?”

Alesh grunted.  “You’ve told me as much.”

“Look, boy, it ain’t none of my business, and I don’t know why I’m botherin’ with tellin’ you.  But that woman, she likes you.  Don’t ask me why, as I can’t imagine, but she does.”

Alesh shook his head.  “I don’t, I mean she doesn’t—”

“She does,” the old giant growled.  “It’s plain enough to see, if you ain’t blind.  And Hank might be a nosy old bastard, but he’s right about this much at least—life is short.  Chances are, with what you and those with you are up against, it’s going to be a whole lot shorter.  You’ve got tough times ahead—shit, you’re already in ‘em.  All I’m sayin’ is, if you can find somethin’ to make that time a little more bearable…well.  There’s worse things. Understand?”

“What about you?”  Alesh said, desperate to change the subject.  “During the wars, did you ever find something or…someone?  To make it more bearable?”

The old giant’s entire body went tense, and his expression grew stonier, more forbidding, than Alesh had yet seen.  Alesh tensed, suddenly sure the man was going to attack him or at least shout at the intrusion into his business.  Finally, the anger on Larin’s face faded leaving him looking only tired and somehow haunted. “This ain’t about me,” he said. “The good and the bad—they’re all behind me now.  Whatever I found…whatever I lost…it ain’t nothin’ but a thing that happened, a thing of which even the memory will soon pass from this world.  Look, lad, I know you can fight—saw that much by the way you managed against that Ekirani despite your wounds.  And I know you got anger enough to burn the whole damned world, you thought it got in your way.  Both those things are good, both will serve you in what’s comin’.  But they’re not enough, understand?  It ain’t enough to want to fight, to be able to do it.  You got to have a reason, and that reason can’t be blood, or not only that.  Oh, you go lookin’ for it, you’ll find it right enough, but that’s the funny thing about blood, about killin’.  It’ll never satisfy you, not really.”  

It was the most Larin had said to him since they’d met and by the vaguely surprised expression on the other man’s face, he thought it was probably more than he had said to anyone in a long time.  

“Anyway, that’s the advice of an old man just…how was it Hank put it?  Oh, that’s right.  Lingerin’.  Now, forget all that for the moment.  Have you decided what you’re going to do?”

Alesh was happy to put thoughts of Katherine and how he felt about her out of his mind. Oh, he liked her, sure, how could he not?  But the memory of what he had done, of the men he had killed—and not just killed but enjoyed killing—was still too fresh to think of such things. He sighed.  “No.  We need to deal with Tesharna and Kale somehow.  And, of course, there’s the shadow thing, the one that took Sonya.  And the Ekirani.”  He shook his head, biting back a curse.  “It’s too much.  There’s too many of them to take on.”

Larin grunted.  “The gods are involved this time, that much is certain.  That shadow has a god backing him, though which I couldn’t guess.  As for the Ekirani exile, he’s god-touched if anybody ever was, and my guess’d be Paren.  That big bastard loves blood and death, feeds on it, and I don’t imagine there’s anybody breathin’ who’ll give him as much of it as that Ekirani.  And too many, you say?”  He nodded slowly, a small, wistful smile coming to his face.  “I remember sayin’ much the same to Brent, many years ago.”

“Oh?”  Alesh asked, surprising himself with how excited he was to hear anything about Olliman.

“Sure,” Larin said. “You got to understand, boy, even when Amedan Chose me and the others, even when we formed the Torchbearers, we were still outnumbered by the nightlings.  Shit, three to one or more.  I remember a night we were sittin’ in Brent’s command tent out in a field.  See, we were goin’ into battle the next day—the first real bloodlettin’ the Torchbearers had seen—and I’ll admit to bein’ a bit…well.  I was going to call it nervous, but let’s call it what it was—I was just about scared out of my mind.  ‘There’s too damned many, Brent’ I told him.  ‘We can’t beat that many all at once, no way in this world.’  And you know what he told me?”

Alesh only shook his head.

Larin gave a small smile at the memory.  “He told me we weren’t going to beat them, not all at once.  Instead, he told me to fight one at a time, to beat one at a time.  And sooner or later, I’d finish and find there was nothing before me but clean air and bright skies.”

Alesh nodded slowly, thinking he understood.  Fighting a whole army, or fighting so many enemies, was impossible.  He would have to fight them one at a time, the way Olliman had said.  “So what did you do?”

Larin laughed.  “I did what he told me, and sure enough, Brent was right.  Oh, it wasn’t over in a day, or a week, not even in a year.  But eventually, I cut down the creature I was fightin’ only to find there weren’t anymore to fight.  That’s what you do, boy,” he said, meeting Alesh’s eyes.  “You fight them one at a time.  And sooner or later, if you’re lucky, you’ll come out of the shadow and see daylight again.”

“Thanks,” Alesh said, and meant it.  “Now, I guess I’d just better figure out where to start.”

Larin grunted.  “As to that, I just might have an idea. The friend I told you about? Well, he’s a priest, and the last I heard, he was stationed here in Peralest.  I can’t promise he’s still here—twenty years is a long time. When you’re as old as I am, survivin’ each year comes as a bit of a surprise.  But I mean to go out lookin’ for him tonight.  If I can find him, might be he’d be willin’ to watch over the two girls for you, maybe even point you in the direction of some folks are still loyal to Amedan.”

Alesh felt a surge of hope, the first he’d felt in sometime.  “That’s great.  I’ll go with you.”  He started to rise but was stopped by the big man’s hand on his shoulder.  

“No, lad.  I think I’m beginnin’ to see what Brent saw in you, but you’d best sit this one out.  What you need more than anythin’ is rest.  Now, you go on up there and take it.  I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

“But you’ll let me know?”  Alesh insisted.  “As soon as you’re back?”

The big man sighed.  “Fine, fine.  Just as soon as I’m back.  Now, go on and get some sleep—and a bath too, while you’re at it.  I’ve seen dead men looked better’n you.”

Alesh nodded, getting to his feet and starting away.  Then he paused, turning back to the old giant still seated at the table.  “Larin?”

“Yeah, lad?”

“Thanks.”

Larin looked more uncomfortable than Alesh had yet seen him, and when he began to fidget, Alesh grinned.  “Ah, go on then, you bastard,” Larin said.  Alesh did, but when he glanced back over his shoulder, he saw the big man was smiling.

 

 

 

Chapter Ten 

 

The Drunken Bard sat on one of the finest streets in Peralest, surrounded by the fancy mansions of wealthy merchants and tradesmen.  Few people walked the lantern-lit streets, and the clothes of those Larin passed marked them as servants.  The merchants and tradesmen could afford to pay other, less fortunate people to do any errands they might require during the night.  

The thought rankled Larin.  He had fought the creatures of darkness for nearly his whole life, knew well what terrible truths the shadows held and, to his mind, no man should ever ask—or command—another into that darkness.  Those servants might think themselves safe in the middle of a city, traveling streets  far better lit than most.  But Larin knew better.

He had seen the Darkness strike when least expected, had seen men alive and well one moment brought down the next in a flurry of fangs and claws.  But that was not the worst he had seen during the wars.  That honor went to those others, those men and women who dedicated themselves to the Darkness, who served it and its creatures, committing unspeakable crimes in the name of the gods they served.  Men and women who walked like any other, talked like any other, yet beneath their skin, darkness writhed, and their hearts were blackened with their own corruption.  

These, he knew, were the most dangerous of the Dark’s threats.  As long as a man lived among others, he was never truly safe.  It was one of the main reasons he had moved to the desert so many years ago, the reason he had abandoned society and all its trappings, choosing instead to live on his own, apart from his kind.  It had taken him years, had cost him a castle, but now he realized that he had been wrong.  Running away never solved anything—not in battle and not in life.  He had told himself he was disgusted by the world, that he had given it enough and that it could demand no more of him.  He had even believed, deep down, that what he did was noble, setting himself apart, accepting the inevitable loneliness to remain somehow…pure.  Somehow…clean.  

He realized now he had only been a coward, his reasons—which had seemed so good at the time—no more than the rationalizations of a man seeking to justify his own cowardice.  He had not walked nobly into the darkness; he had fled into it.  That was the truth.  He had left the world which had taken so much from him, and in doing so, he had allowed it to continue to take from others, to wound them as he had been wounded.  He had been a coward. But he would not be one any longer.  He would help Alesh and the others as much as he could.  It would not atone for twenty years of ignoring the pain and suffering of those around him, not nearly, but it was all he could do.

He made his way through the city streets toward the poor quarter.  Soon, his surroundings began to change.  Gone were the long, paved drives, flanked on either side by decorative flowers and bushes, leading to ornate doorways and elaborate homes.  The houses here were smaller, squat and functional and, he had to admit, ugly.  But there was something honest about their ugliness, comforting in a way, and he felt some of the tension begin to ease from his shoulders as he pressed further into the poor quarter.

Before long, he began to hear raucous laughter coming from the taverns he passed, saw prostitutes hanging from windows wearing little clothes or none at all as they shouted out invitations to him.  He ignored them, continuing until he finally arrived at his destination.  The Council of the city had argued with the priests who had chosen to put the church here, in the poor quarter, but the priests had persisted, claiming the destitute had far more need of their help than the rich and powerful.  The argument had gone on for some time but, in the end, the priests had won, and so the church had been built in the center of the city’s poorest district.  

Like the buildings around it, the church was a simple structure, adorned with no decorations save a stone sculpture in the grounds before it.  The statue depicted a man-sized torch, one of the symbols of Amedan, the God of Fire and Light.  But unlike the shops and buildings surrounding it, the church was large, obviously built to last, and clean, its walls and grounds possessing none of the litter and markings that marred so many of its neighbors.  Despite the lateness of the hour, lights shone within, welcoming any who might be searching for sanctuary.  

Larin thought it interesting that, this late, the only people who still invited strangers inside were whores and priests.  Perhaps that said something about the nature of the world, the nature of man.  Perhaps Brent, in his wisdom, might have known, but Larin had never been the clever one.  He had not become famous for the works of his mind, but of his hands. So he used them now, moving to the door and throwing it open.  

Wall sconces burned dimly on either side of the entryway, illuminating a short hall which opened into a wide room serving as the place of worship for any who came to the church.  Larin ventured inside.  Tonight, at least, it seemed no one had come to the church for shelter, and Larin was alone.  Alone, that was, except for the priest who sat in one of the front pews, his head lolling as he drifted in and out of wakefulness.  

If any sign was needed that the world he and the other Chosen—along with all those thousands of men and women who had given their lives—had fought so hard to save was sliding back into the darkness, then Larin thought that was proof enough.  Here was one of those men tasked with the constant battle against the Darkness, and he, like so many other warriors of the Light, was asleep on his watch.  Gods help us.  Larin approached the man then frowned down at him, wanting to reach out and give him a good shake.  Still, he was here to find an old friend, to ask for help, and he thought starting the exchange by rattling the cage of one of Gustav’s underlings might not be the most politic way to begin things.  Larin had never been known for his social graces, but he thought this time, at least, he would refrain, though he promised himself he would have a pointed word with his friend about the quality of men serving under him.  

Now, though, calmness was called for.  Maybe even kindness. So he didn’t grab the priest and shake him as he wanted to.  Instead, he grabbed the pew, making use of his considerable muscles to lift it—and the sleeping priest—off the floor before dropping it back down again.

The priest let out a shout of surprise, starting awake.  He lost his balance in his panicked flailing and managed to fall, getting stuck in the narrow space between the pew on which he’d been sitting and the one in front of it.  He hissed something too low for Larin to hear, but might have been a curse, then glanced up.  Upon seeing Larin looming over him, the priest’s eyes went wide.

He tried to extricate himself from the small space into which he’d fallen, but he was stuck and after several seconds of straining decided to give it up as a bad job.  Instead, he made a visible effort to take on the wise, studied expression that Larin supposed was what he thought a priest should make as he looked up from his awkward position. “Hello, my son.  How may Amedan’s servants help you today?”

The old giant grunted.  “Seems to me you’re the one needin’ help, Priest.”  The robed man let out a squawk of surprise as Larin gripped him by his robes and levered him to his feet, knocking one of the pews aside as he did.  

Once he had his legs under him, the priest took a moment, wiping at an invisible spot of dust on his robes.  “Ah, yes well, thank you for the assistance, my son,” he said, clearing his throat.  

The man was considerably younger than most priests.  In his early twenties, no more than that.  In Larin’s day, one so young would never have been given a full priesthood, but would have spent many more years as an acolyte, training under other wiser—or at least older—men.  

“Son, is it?” he said, displaying his teeth in a grin without humor.

The young priest glanced around as if looking for some means of escape, or perhaps salvation, but he nodded slowly.  “Or, forgive me—sir, I meant.  What…what can I do for you?”

“First of all, you can worry about dusting yourself off later.  Second, you can try staying awake.  These are troubled times, and the last thing people need when coming to the church for sanctuary is to see one of its supposed servants sleeping on duty.”

The priest’s eyes opened wide in surprise, then his eyebrows drew down as he made an attempt at affronted dignity.  “Sir, you must be mistaken, for I would never—”

“Enough,” Larin growled.  “I’ve got little enough time as it is, son, and certainly no time to listen to your useless excuses.  I want to speak to Father Gustav.  Now.”

The priest frowned.  “Sir, I can appreciate you are under some sort of time constraint, but in the house of Amedan I will not tolerate—”

Larin was not known for his patience, and what little he possessed had been stretched thin by recent events.  He grabbed the front of the priest’s robes and—as he had wanted to since finding the man asleep—gave him a shake.  It wasn’t much of a shake, really, but Larin was a large man, and the priest smaller than average, and the robed man’s teeth rattled in his mouth.  “Hear me, boy.  I have no time to be lectured by the likes of you, and don’t you talk to me about your Church.  Me and other, better men, built the damned thing, do you understand?  Now, go and get me Father Gustav or, if you’re too incompetent to manage that, your superior.”

The young priest yelped, backing away, his eyes terrified.  Then, slowly, anger began to suffuse his gaze.  “Very well, sir,” he said testily, as if a priest who slept on watch had any right to be offended.  “I will ask my superior if he has time for a meeting, but I can make no promises.”  He started backing down the aisle between the pews in the opposite direction of Larin.  “He is a busy man, after all.  Also, I would advise you to not act so foolishly to the Bishop, for even his patie—” The priest’s scolding cut off into a whimper as Larin took a step forward, and the man turned and hurried away.

“Get him, you damned whelp!”  Larin roared.  “And tell him Chosen Larin is here to see him!”

The priest turned to look back at him at that, his face as pale as a sheet of parchment.  “D-do you mean…you’re Ch—”

“I’m the man who’s going to ruin your day, boy, if you waste anymore of my time.”

With a strangled sound, the priest fled toward a door at the back of the sanctuary.  Larin watched him go with a scowl, thinking that, perhaps, a life in the desert hadn’t been so terrible after all. In his experience, fools didn’t last long in that sand-swept, unforgiving wilderness.

 

***

 

Bishop Orren sat at the desk in his study within Peralest’s greatest church.  He was tired—exhausted, really—but he knew it would still be hours before he slept.  There was too much to do, too many orders to give, too many letters to write.  What was worse, the events taking place in Entarna over the last weeks had left him little time to rest. It was no surprise, really, that his eyes felt grainy and scratchy, as if someone had taken them out and dumped them in a bucket of sand before putting them back into their sockets.

There was work to be done, but he couldn’t help picking up the letter he’d received and perusing its contents once more.  A letter directly from the Chosen Tesharna herself, or so it claimed, and the seal—which had been intact when delivered—belonged to the Chosen.  He scanned its contents for what might have been the dozenth time, and despite his exhaustion, an excitement built in him.  This was what he had been waiting for, his moment.  The moment when he was given the credit he was due, the moment when his worth was recognized, and he was pulled from this backwater cesspool of a city and brought to the fore.  

As always when he was tired or agitated, the scar on his neck began to itch, and he rubbed at it absently.  An old scar, taken many years ago, yet not a day passed in which it did not pain him.  Many would have claimed it was luck that had seen him survive a knife to the throat so long ago when he had been a much younger man, but Brother Orren knew better.  Luck had not saved his life—his goddess had.  She had recognized in him something she might use, had noted his quality, and so she had chosen to preserve his life when she had let the others die to that damned light merchant and his wife.  

In truth, he should have already been much higher in the Church, particularly that hidden part of the Church which worshipped the true deity, Shira.  Yet, instead he was little more than a laughingstock, the remnant of a failure in which he had been only a pawn, had only done as commanded.  It was unfair, for it had not been his plan which had failed, and he had lived to tell the tale, sharing with his superiors information they would need, information which they, in turn, had shared with their dark allies, ensuring the merchant and his troublesome wife’s death as well as that of their son.  Or so he had believed.  Now, from the reports he’d received, many were claiming the son had not only lived, but was now Chosen by Amedan in truth, wreaking havoc on Shira’s forces.

Orren was not sure he believed that. He thought it likely those reports were the exaggerated products of weak, terrified minds.  Still, it was troubling and—This damned scar, he thought, rubbing at it furiously.  He was about to set the correspondence down and begin the list of letters to his own agents when there was a knock on the door.  The bishop fought down the urge to shout at the intrusion on his privacy, taking a moment to compose himself.  He could not let his own feelings, his own inner thoughts, ever leak through to the surface.  The strength of shadows was that they hid where the unwary least expected, waiting until the perfect moment to strike.  He had to be careful, always aware of what others might see when they looked at him.  “Yes?” he asked politely.

The door creaked open and Brother Fairn peeked his head through.  His hair was disheveled, and there was an excited redness to his cheeks.  Orren also noted a line of stale drool on the man’s chin, and forced himself to hide his disgust.  Clearly, the man had been sleeping again.  A fool, that one, and too young to know it.  Still, he was a true servant, one of those who had come into the fold to worship the goddess, and so Orren decided he would let the lapse pass.  After all, he had more immediate concerns.  “Yes, Brother Fairn?  It appears something has you quite worked up.”

“S-sir,” the young priest stammered, out of breath, “there’s a man out front.  In the sanctuary.  He’s come asking after Brother Gustav.”

Now, Orren did frown.  “Brother Gustav is no longer with us, Fairn, as I’m sure you well know. Need I really be bothered for such a trivial thing?”

The young priest winced, avoiding his eyes, for the true priests within the Church knew of Orren’s patience, or lack thereof, and were Fairn to disappear in the night as punishment for his incompetence, he would not be the first.  “Forgive me, Bishop, but…well, there’s something else.”

Orren waited, staring at the man.  “Well?” he finally snapped.  “Spit it out, Fairn, before a fly finds its way into that gaping mouth of yours.”

“T-the man, Bishop,” Fairn said, “he said his name was Larin.”

Orren tensed at that, and leaned forward to look into the hallway past the priest, as if Chosen Larin—or the man claiming to be him—might be standing there even now, ready to wreak a terrible vengeance upon Orren for his betrayal of Amedan.  He breathed a heavy sigh of relief when he saw the hallway was empty.  “Did he say what he was doing here?” he asked, not liking the breathless sound of his own voice.

“N-no, Bishop.  Only that he wanted to speak to Gustav or, failing that, my superior.  He was…he was angry, Bishop.”

Orren’s heart thumped in his chest at that, but he forced his features to remain calm, composed.  His thoughts raced frantically, and once again he glanced down at the letter and at the names listed there, Chosen Larin among them. The Chosen had finally come out of hiding, after all.  Still, he knew Chosen Larin was famous for his ease to anger, and if he had realized the truth of Orren’s allegiances, he would have charged into the study without bothering to wait.

The thought sent a shiver of fear down Orren’s spine, but he took a slow, steadying breath, staring at the priest once more.  “Very well, Brother Fairn,” he said.  “Send him in.”

The young priest was shaking his head before Orren had finished.  “Forgive me, sir, but somebody else would be better suited to—”

“I did not ask your opinion, Brother Fairn,” Orren snapped.  “I gave you an order, and I expect it to be followed.  Now, go and bring him to me.”

Still the priest hesitated, his fear of Orren clearly outmatched by his terror at the Chosen’s presence. Orren felt his own fear rising.  But along with that fear was anger, anger that the priest might dare to question his orders, might do so even to his face.  Finally, Brother Fairn nodded, bowing his head, and left, but Orren promised himself he would make the man suffer for his disobedience.  He was young and a fool, but even a fool might be taught to obey, given time enough.  And pain enough.

That, however, would have to be seen to later.  Orren said a quiet prayer to Shira, schooling his features to hide any traces of the fear he felt, for though he had begrudged his time spent in Peralest, so far away from the machinations of the Dark, surrounded by worshippers of Amedan, it had not been entirely useless.  If nothing else, Bishop Orren had learned to be quite good at pretending.

 

***

 

Larin followed the young priest through the doorway at the back of the sanctuary, coldly amused by the fact that the man looked like nothing so much as a rabbit ready to flee at the slightest provocation.  He told himself it was just an exhausting couple of days that made him want to jump at the man, maybe give him a good shout just to see if he would run headfirst into the wall, but he didn’t quite believe it.  After all, Larin had never been good with people.  Brent had once told him, jokingly, that he made a terrible hero but a passable villain.  He’d meant nothing by it, had been only trying to make light of Larin’s latest outburst, but the words had stuck with him, and he thought that, joke or not, Brent had been closer to the truth than he realized.  

The urge to scare the young priest, to jump at him and see what would occur, only grew with each passing step.  Still, he managed to rein in the impulse, and finally they arrived at a closed door.  The priest glanced back at him warily then gave a hurried knock.

“Please, come in,” came a voice from inside, and Larin thought there was a strange rasp to it.  The sound was explained quickly enough as he walked inside and observed the man seated behind the desk, noting the white, puckered scar on his throat.  A bad day that had been, he suspected.  

“Ah, thank you, Brother Fairn,” the man said, sliding an open desk drawer closed and rising with a smile.  “You may go now.”

The young priest seemed all too eager to obey, turning and hurrying out the door and swinging it closed behind him.  Larin watched him go then turned back to the priest.  “Jumpy bastard, that one.”

The man smiled, bowing his head.  “I’m afraid so.  Still, these are troubled times in which even the best of us might have moments of weakness, do you not agree?”

Larin grunted.  “Young too.”

The man sighed, rubbing idly at the scar on his throat before seeming to realize what he was doing and running the hand through his hair instead.  “Yes,” he said apologetically, “I’m afraid so.  You see, with the recent troubles, the Church’s numbers have shrunken dangerously as some of the less…devout priests have given in to their fear, abandoning their posts.  We have been forced to…shall we say, expedite the training process in order to best serve Amedan and his children.”

“I’ve got little patience for cowards or fools,” Larin growled.  “Now, who are you and where’s Gustav?”

The priest winced.  “Ah, forgive me, sir.  I should have introduced myself sooner.  I must confess my manners have left me at my surprise—and honor, to be sure—to have one of your renown and acclaim visit our humble church.  My name is Bishop Orren.  And you, so Fairn tells me, are none other than Chosen Larin, known to many as the Builder, is that right?”

Larin grunted.  “Never much cared for the name, but I’m Larin anyway.  Now, are you going to answer my question or not?  Where’s Gustav?”

“Please, Chosen Larin, would you like to sit?” the man asked, motioning to the chair in front of his desk.  Larin frowned, but decided the fastest way to get the information he wanted would just be to humor the man, so he did.  

The bishop sat a moment later, letting out a regretful sigh.  “Forgive me, Chosen, but I fear I must tell you Brother Gustav died nearly a decade ago.”

Larin frowned.  “Died?  How?”

“I do not know all the particulars, only that he succumbed to some flux passing through the city at the time.  I myself was sent here to take his place weeks after, so never had the pleasure of meeting the man personally.  Though,” he went on, “by all I have heard, Gustav was a great man and a worthy follower of our lord, Amedan.”

“Brother Gustav is how you will call him.  If ever there was a man who deserved the label of priest, it was him, and the world is a darker place for his passing.” He rose, starting for the door.  He’d known, of course, that there had always been a chance Gustav might have died.  After all, time passed and people died—no one, holy or not, escaped their fate.  Still, he was surprised by how much the thought of the other man’s passing pained him.  Gustav had been a close friend, and Larin had never had many.  Hank old and decrepit, Gustav dead, along with Brent.  And what of you? he asked himself.  Here you are, lingering.  “Thanks for your time,” he said, reaching for the door handle.

“Forgive me, Chosen,” the man said, rising.  

Sighing, Larin turned and glanced back at the man.  “Not Chosen, not anymore.  Now, I’m just an old man, Bishop.  Old and tired.  Now, good day.”

“But, sir,” the man persisted, “I do not know what has brought you here, to this church, but if I may in some way help you, I would be pleased to do so in Gusta—Brother Gustav’s stead.”

Larin studied the man with a frown.  The bishop seemed nervous, but that in itself wasn’t cause for suspicion.  After all, Larin knew his size and abrupt manner tended to evoke such a reaction.  Still, there was something about the man he didn’t like, something he couldn’t define.  There was the wicked scar on his throat, of course—even now, the bishop was rubbing idly at it in an unconscious way.

Oh, now that’s not being fair and you know it, he told himself.  After all, he had his own scars, his body a map of them, each telling its own story of pain and heartache, of battles fought and friends lost.  Who was he to judge a man for the marks the world left on him?  And if he did leave, what of Alesh and the others?  Larin had thought to find Gustav, to ask him to give sanctuary to the two young girls so Alesh and the others would not have to worry over their safety along with everything else.  Had thought that, were they lucky, Gustav might even be able to help them gather troops to fight against the Darkness.  True, much of the old ways of the Torchbearers had been forgotten, but such ways, such beliefs were never fully lost, were often passed from father to son, from mother to daughter, and in this way, they endured.  

If he left now, without trying, then he would be dooming Alesh and the others to venturing toward whatever fate awaited them on their own.  He would help them, if he could, but he was an old man, far past his prime, and what help could he alone offer when Brent Olliman, the greatest of them, had fallen?  The Bishop had taken over Gustav’s role and so might be privy to the same information Gustav would have been.  Larin was not a man who trusted often, but he saw little choice.  “Fine,” he said finally, closing the half-open door.  “I am in need of a bit of help, if you’re able.  But know this, Bishop,” he said, locking the man with his gaze, “I’m well aware the Church has had some recent…allegiance issues lately.  If by my asking, I or any of those I seek to protect come to harm, I will come back here, and I will kill you.”

The man swallowed, and Larin thought that his fear, at least, was not feigned.  “Of course, Chosen.  I would never seek to do harm to you and yours.  I wish only to help, as Amedan wills it.”

Larin watched the man for several more seconds in silence, trying to decide if he detected any sign of deceit.  He had never been good at reading people, unable to understand their motivations, their wants and their needs as Alashia had.  Nor had he been good at planning for all the contingencies, for creating a strategy and looking at each encounter as a single move in some grand campaign, as Tesharna had been.  And of course, he had none of Brent’s wisdom.  But Brent was gone, and no one had seen or heard from Alashia in weeks.  And the rumors—if they were true—suggested that Tesharna had gone over to the Darkness.  Larin had known her well, as the Six had all been close, forced to be so due to events and being Chosen by Amedan, and he believed it possible. Tesharna had always been, first and foremost, concerned with herself.  

And if one of the Chosen had fallen to the shadow, how more likely would it be that a bishop such as this Brother Orren, of whom he had never heard, might also succumb to the temptations of the Darkness?  He was prepared to give it all up then, had actually gone so far as to reach for the door handle once more when a memory, one he hadn’t thought of in years, came to him.  It was the memory of a battle—as nearly all his memories were.  

He was standing on the top of a hill, staring down at the field below.  Brent stood beside him, gazing out at the line of Torchbearers, their troops, men and women they knew as friends.  The nightlings came on in the hundreds, the thousands, flurries of teeth and talons, and though the Torchbearers fought well and bravely, the creatures continued to come in seemingly endless waves.  He watched the line buckle, saw the bright incandescent flares of Evertorches as the company commanders tried desperately to buy themselves a few precious moments to reorganize and reinforce the weak sections.  But it seemed to have little effect, and he thought that the creatures would breach the line at any moment, and it would all be over.  

He said as much to Brent who stood silently behind him.  “They’re not comin’,” he growled.  “They abandoned us.”

Chosen Olliman, leader of the Six, looked to the forest surrounding the field on the left and right as if he could see beyond the undergrowth and cover of trees.  “They will come, Larin.”

Larin had not believed him, knew they were doomed, knew those who had promised to aid them had abandoned them to their fates.  He started forward, down the hill, meaning to die with his men if die he must, then froze at the sound of shouts.  As if by magic, soldiers poured from the forest from either direction, flanking the nightlings and driving into their ranks, cutting down the creatures—who were now surrounded on three sides—in great, bloody swaths of destruction.

He turned back to the others then, Tesharna, Alashia, and all the rest, and he saw a surprise and giddy relief on their faces to match his own.  All, that was, save for Brent, who didn’t seem surprised in the slightest.  “Do you see, Larin?”  Brent said, smiling.  “You have to trust someone, sometime.”

That memory, as real and as vivid as the day he’d lived it, overcame Larin and, for a time, he only stood there, gripped by it.  Then, finally, the ghost of his friend’s face, so kind, so knowing, faded until it was gone completely.  “Alright then,” Larin muttered, more to Brent than to the Bishop.  “Alright.”  He turned back to Orren then and, with a nod, he sat.  “First, I’ll need to tell you what’s happened.”

 

***

 

Orren sat and listened to the Chosen’s tale, careful to keep any trace of his excitement from his features as he nodded along.  He’d heard Amedan’s Chosen were able to know when someone was lying, and there’d been a moment there when the giant had clearly intended to walk out, that Orren had thought there might be some truth to that claim.  Now, he knew it to be just as false as the many other beliefs Amedan’s fools held.  Still, when the man had studied him with those hard, cold eyes, eyes holding no forgiveness or mercy within them, it had taken everything within Orren, every ounce of strength and willpower he possessed, to keep from fleeing.

It reminded him of a time years ago, when he had fled from another house, wounded, blood pouring from the hole in his throat where the light merchant had stabbed him. He had been sure he would die then.  Yet he had put one foot in front of the other, had continued to do so until he had finally made it to safety, and though he could not speak at the time, it had been his writing that had doomed the merchant and his wife.  He had survived then, had thrived because of his singular will, and he would do so again.

Orren realized the giant had stopped speaking some time ago and was now studying him suspiciously.  He gave the man as reassuring a smile as he could manage.  “That is quite a tale, Chosen Larin.  Had I not already received word of strange happenings—and had the tale not come from you, of course—I might have found it hard to credit.  An army of Redeemers chasing a few outcasts across a continent, men giving themselves to the Dark…you must admit, it sounds like some children’s story.”

Larin leaned forward in his chair, his expression sending a shiver of fear up Orren’s spine, and he quickly held up his hands.  “Of course, I do believe you—only a fool would doubt one of your…magnitude.  And I think I can help you.”

The giant seemed appeased by that.  “What did you have in mind?”

“Well,” Orren said, tapping a finger on his chin, “it seems to me the first matter of business ought to be to make sure your friends are safe.  Once that’s done, we can figure out what we need to do.  I will check my sources—circumspectly, of course.  I have heard some rumors to indicate Chosen Tesharna and Chosen Kale have succumbed to the influences of the Dark, but we will need to be sure before we move on them.  Well,” he went on, as if he’d just had the thought, “I suppose first I’ll need to know where they are.  I can send men to gather them all and bring them to the Church—they’ll be safe here, of that I’m sure.”  He grabbed a blank sheet of parchment from his desk and his pen, “Just tell me their location, and I will send a letter to some trustworthy men who—”

“No.”

“I’m sorry?”

“No letters,” Larin said.  “I’ll show your men where they are personally.”

Orren fought to keep the frustration off his face.  “As you wish, Chosen Larin.  I will send my best men with you and—”

“You’re coming.”

“Excuse me?”

“You’re coming with us,” Larin repeated, and the tone of his voice made it clear there would be no arguing the point.  “I am going to trust you, Bishop.  Mostly because I have no choice.  But I want you close, and I want you to understand if you bring any harm to my friends, I’ll make sure you suffer before you die.  Do I make myself clear?”

Orren didn’t have to fake the fear on his face.  “Of course, Chosen, as you wish.  But, I assure you, I mean you and yours no harm.”

“We’ll see,” Larin growled.  “Now, let’s go.”

“Very well only…I need a few moments alone, if it pleases you, Chosen.”

The giant rose, looming over him with a scowl.  “Why?”

Orren wracked his brain for some excuse to give the man, but with his massive frame hovering over him it was difficult to think clearly.  “I…that is…I would like to send some letters to my colleagues in the surrounding area.  Nothing to do with your friends,” he said hurriedly. “Only so we might be warned if this Ekirani you spoke of or any of the Redeemers are headed in this direction.  Also, I would like to attempt to ascertain the veracity of Tesharna’s and Kale’s betrayal.”

Larin studied him closely, watching him as if trying to detect some sign of falsehood.  But Orren was used to hiding the truth of his nature and his loyalties in the shadows, had done so all his life, so though he was afraid, his outer appearance remained calm.  “Very well,” the other man said after a time.  “I’ll be out front.”

With that, he turned and walked out the door, and Orren breathed a heavy sigh of relief, collapsing in his chair and running the sleeve of his robe across his sweat-covered forehead.   Once the man was gone and he had a chance to think, his mind whirled with the problem before him.  Here was the chance he had been looking for, the opportunity to get Shira’s favor, to secure himself a place in the top echelon of the goddess’s servants.  Things could have been so much easier, but the damned Chosen and his suspicions, asking…no, that wasn’t right.  The man hadn’t asked, at all.  He had demanded Orren be present as they went to get the others.  Demanded it, as if Orren were not a bishop at all, but some lowly first-year acolyte to be ordered about.  Oh, the man would pay for that.  But first, he had to figure out how.

Possibilities rose in his mind, one after the other, and he dismissed each.  If only the gray-haired bastard hadn’t been so damned suspicious, if only he had told Orren where Alesh and the others were, the problem would practically solve itself.  And what was even worse, Orren would have to put himself at risk, would have to travel with the man and…an idea struck him then, and he grinned slowly.  Had Chosen Larin been there to see that grin, full of malevolence and ambition with no sign of compassion or humor, he would not have been suspicious, not any longer.  He would have known the truth of Orren’s loyalties, would have cut him down in a moment.  But he was not.

The door opened, and Fairn peeked inside, his young face pale and sickly-looking.  “B-Bishop?  What are we to do?  If we help them, Shira will be—”

“Shut your mouth, you fool,” Orren hissed., and the younger man recoiled as if slapped.  “You do not speak of the goddess where others might hear of it, not ever.  Now, get out of my sight.  But first…” He paused, scribbling down a quick message on a blank sheet of parchment.  At the bottom of the parchment, he drew a quick series of looping whorls, cut through with several diagonal slashes.  To most, they would have seemed like no more than doodles, but to those who served the goddess, they served as a sign of the loyalties of the letter’s author.  “Tell me, Brother Fairn,” he said, suddenly pleased, “are Zane and his men still sheltering at The Polished Pearl?”

The young priest’s face seemed to go even whiter.  “I believe so, sir.”

Orren’s smile widened.  “Good.  I have a task that requires their particular…skills.”  He read over the letter he’d written then paused and wrote another line. Once that was finished, he held it out to Fairn who took it with obvious reluctance.  “Bring this to him and quickly.  Tell him I will stall here for half an hour—that much, at least, I think I can do without drawing undue attention.  Then we will depart.”

“Sir,” Fairn said, “are you sure—”

“Yes,” Orren snapped, “now go and do as I say.  Oh, and Fairn?”

“Yes, Master?”

“Wake the brothers before you go and send them to me.

“Which, Bishop?”

Orren grinned.  “All of them.”

 

 

 

Chapter Eleven 

 

Alesh walked up the tavern stairs toward the room he and Katherine would share, each step harder than the last, the aches and pains of his body he had largely ignored on their flight from the Broken and the Redeemers now making themselves known in this moment of relative peace.

Still, for all that his body ached, he felt better than he had in a long time.  The stew he’d eaten coupled with the bath he’d just taken to wash off the accumulated filth of weeks spent on the road, made him feel almost as if he had been born anew.  It also, by some way he couldn’t quite define, made his exhaustion much more noticeable, and he feared if he stopped on the stairs, there were even odds he’d fall asleep standing up and wake to a nasty tumble.

So he trudged on, up the stairs and down the hallway toward his room, fishing in his pocket for the key the innkeeper had given him as he did.  His fingers felt clumsy with his weariness, but he finally managed to grab it and draw it out. He opened the door as quietly as possible, so he wouldn’t wake Katherine if she had fallen asleep, then slipped the key back into his pocket. 

No lanterns burned in the darkness of the room, and the only illumination came from moonlight shining through a small window.  Katherine lay on the bed, the covers pulled so high as to nearly obscure her face, as if she were a child seeking shelter from the dangers of the world underneath her blankets.  Her long dark hair spilled onto the pillow, lustrous and shining in the moonlight, so beautiful Alesh found it difficult to breathe.

He could see the shape of her underneath the blankets, and for a time he only stood there staring, thinking of what Larin had said, of how he had called him a fool.  The Chosen said Katherine liked him, that it was obvious, but Alesh didn’t see it.  Maybe, he couldn’t.  For he felt then much as he had the first time he’d seen her when she’d come on the stage in that rundown inn in Ilrika.  Unworthy.

A wild thought came to him then, a dangerous thought.  He could go to her, could take her in his arms, not with any ulterior motive, but only to hold and to be held, so she might know how he felt.  He’d had such a thought before while they traveled together, sometimes feeling certain she wanted him to, certain she was waiting for him to.  But now, as then, he banished it, shoving it away the way a man might try to put distance between him and some wild beast, for such a thought was dangerous, and he thought, could wound him more deeply than any nightling.  

For what if he did go to her, what if he told her how he felt, only for her to push him away?  What would she do, if he sat on the bed beside her, if he tried to take her hand in his?  Would she shake her head and tell him there had been some mistake, that he had misunderstood?  Would she scream?  Was he, in fact, one of those monsters which sent her burrowing so deeply under the bed’s coverlet?  And the worst of it was if she did scream, if she railed and called him a monster, he would not even be able to deny it.  For he knew what he had done over the last weeks, remembered all too well the men he had killed, the blood he had spilled, rejoicing in all of it, in the pain he’d caused, in the finality of one sword stroke after another.

He suddenly realized his breathing had become ragged.  He brought his hand underneath the clean tunic Hank had let him borrow, one left by one of his patrons.  The scar was still there; he did not need to see it, for he could feel the puckered wound, the same as it had been ever since he could remember, since the day his parents died.  He knew, too, that should he look at it, he would see those black lines radiating from it like veins filled with darkness.  True, those lines would not be encompassing nearly all his body as they had when he’d given in to his lust for violence, when he’d become little more than a beast of wrath and fury. But they would still be there.  A darkness without to match the darkness within, one he had carried all his life.

No. He would not go to her.  Just because there was beauty in the world, that did not mean a man had a right to it.  He thought if he should grasp it, he would be like some filthy beggar pawing a priceless painting.  His dirty fingers would serve only to mar that beauty, to lessen it, and the best he could hope for, should he try to take it, was that he would not destroy it altogether.  

Besides, he told himself, you have more than enough to worry about already.  So does she.  That made him think of Larin, the old giant, who had grown so sick of the world he had sought shelter from it in the wilderness of the desert reaches, had found his own sanctuary away from it all.  He had found his own beauty in the world, had carved it out of the shifting sand, had fashioned it brick by brick, stone by stone, and there he had lived.  At least, that was, until Alesh had brought death and destruction to his door.  His fault, then, the destroyed beauty, the broken peace.  

I am like fire, he thought darkly, and everything I touch turns to ash.  Perhaps the fire had no malice in it, perhaps it was only doing what was in its nature, what it was made to do, but that would make little difference to those who were burned.  And now, after all he had lost, after all Alesh had taken from him, Larin was out in the city, trying to find some help for them.  Trying to put out the blaze I myself have started, he thought, and whatever optimism, whatever good mood the food and bath had given him dissolved.  So much pain, so much hurt, and he the cause of it.  He, who was meant to save, to protect, who had been Chosen and gifted with powers by the gods themselves to do so.  And yet all I do is burn.  Destroy.

He stared at her lying in the bed for one more moment, allowed himself that second of weakness, then he forcefully pulled his gaze away, stepped inside the room and closed the door behind him.  He would sleep on the floor, of course.  After all, it was where beasts belonged.

 

***

 

Katherine lay in the bed, her eyes closed but not asleep, not quite.  She heard him opening the lock, knew it was him and no other by some way she could not define.  She felt him watching her, and her heart raced in anticipation.  He would come to her, she thought, would come and bring to light, in the darkness, that which stood between them.  She decided she would meet him halfway.  

A thrill ran through her at the thought.  There had been so much death, so much pain in the last weeks, blood and screams and little else, and it had left her feeling weak, feeling cold.  Even the thick blankets, drawn to her chin, did nothing to banish the chill the recent horrors had left in her, but she thought this might, that he might.  It would be so good to be warm, to feel a kind touch, one not meant to hurt or wound, and not just any touch but his.  A brave man, strong and powerful and courageous and just as unaware of his own strength.  Brave and strong, but vulnerable too, fragile in a way she thought she understood.  

He would come and—something like a low growl came from him, barely audible at all, and she almost rose then, almost went to him, but she did not.  He stood only a few feet away, yet what they had experienced over the last weeks made the distance feel long.  Too long.

A second passed, then another, and she heard the soft click of the door closing, heard him locking the latch.  Then a footstep, and another, and her body seemed to practically thrum with an excited nervousness making her slightly breathless and dizzy.  One, maybe two more steps, and he would be there, and she would rise to him, would bring him into the softness of the bed, underneath the coverlet with her and, for a time, they would forget all about the pain and the blood.  They would make each other forget.

A step, then another, but he did not stop, and the bed did not creak under his weight.  Instead, he took another step, and risking a peek, she saw him lying down on the floor, his back to her as if to banish even the knowledge she lay there, so close.  Suddenly, she felt like weeping, and she took a shuddering breath.  

She lay there in silence for some time, trying to come up with the courage to talk to him, to say what she was thinking, maybe even go to him.  Finally, after what might have been five minutes, she did manage to speak.  “Alesh?”  Her voice was no more than a whisper in the darkness.  He did not answer, did not so much as move.  

Yet the sound of her own voice gave her courage, and she did rise then, sitting up in bed and staring down at him.  “Alesh?”  Still, he did not respond until, in another moment, she heard the soft, unmistakable sound of snoring.  

Running a finger along her watering eyes, she lay back. The bed did not feel as soft as it had, and whatever warmth the blankets had held, they seemed to have lost it.  No longer was the night full of promise and expectation.  Instead, there was only the darkness, that and nothing more.  It was a long time before she finally fell asleep.

 

 

 

Chapter Twelve 

 

Larin paced impatiently while the priest went about whatever business he had.  He had considered walking out at least a dozen times, but each time Brent’s words had rung in his mind, and he had decided to stay.  You have to trust somebody sometime.  Of course, part of him thought doing so hadn’t worked out well for Brent, but he decided it didn’t matter.  He had spent the last twenty years not living, not really, only existing.  Waking alone, eating alone, and with no company but his own bitter memories.  It wasn’t a good life or a bad life—it wasn’t a life at all.  And that, he thought, was what Brent had been trying to tell him so many years ago.  A man could survive on his own, sure, but he couldn’t live.

Larin had been that man for twenty years; he would not become him again.  Still, that didn’t keep him from being annoyed at being kept waiting, and he was just considering going back into the bishop’s office and telling him to hurry up whatever he was doing when the man stepped from the doorway at the back of the church, followed by four other priests.  They all wore serious, almost cold expressions, not the welcoming, kind-hearted looks he was used to seeing from priests.  Normally, that might have given him cause for concern, but if Orren had told them of the news Larin had brought then it was a wonder they’d agreed to come at all.  He figured he could forgive them not looking particularly kind.  

“Well then?” he said.

The bishop nodded.  “Yes, Chosen Larin, we are prepared to go.  Please, lead the way.”

Larin turned and headed for the door, thinking they had already wasted enough time.  The others followed silently behind him, but that was alright—he might have decided he needed to live what remained of his life among people, but that didn’t mean he wanted to listen to them run their mouths all the time either.  

A thought occurred to him, and he paused in the street, glancing back at the five priests.  “Where’s the young one—Fairn, I think was his name?”

The bishop gave him a humoring smile.  “Ah, yes, well, Brother Fairn had some other important business to be about, I’m afraid.”

Larin narrowed his eyes.  “That right?”

The bishop glanced at the other priests before moving closer to Larin, leaning in and speaking in a quiet whisper.  “The thing is, Chosen, Brother Fairn is a good man, but he is young and…timid.  I did not want to embarrass him in front of the others here, but, well, I had thought he might be of more use elsewhere.”

Larin grunted and started down the street again.  The streets were empty as they had been when he arrived. Still, this was the poor quarter, and there were always those—thieves and muggers chief among them—who did their business in the darkness.  He thought, once or twice, that he did see such men, little more than shadows in the mouths of alleyways, but they were gone a moment later, as if choosing to retreat, and he was left to wonder if he’d imagined it.  Still, he supposed such men were used to preying on the foolish or the weak, and they wouldn’t be too keen to trouble with five grown men.  It made sense, yet something about it still bothered him, just as he was troubled by the way no whores shouted out from windows.

Perhaps it was that they saw the priests walking with him and, as a sign of respect, chose not to hawk their wares.  Alternatively, they had decided it would only be a waste of their time to offer sexual release to men who had sworn off it long ago.  Yet, neither thought set well with him.  In his experience, such women were practical, and the world had left them with few illusions about what people were like.  Respect was all well and good, but he’d yet to see a merchant who took it in place of coin.  The whores—if they had any experience—would know that, just as they would know that, oftentimes, priests and married men were some of their most fruitful clients.  

And Larin didn’t think it was just those things causing a feeling, a premonition of doom to rise in him, though it was true that when a man saw rats scurrying away in the darkness, there was usually reason to flee.  There was something else bothering him, something he couldn’t quite put his finger on.  He was a Chosen, had been picked along with the others of the Six, but unlike Alashia, he had never been given visions of the future.  His gifts had always lay in more obvious, more direct areas. Yet, for all that, the feeling of foreboding would not go away.

“Forgive me, Chosen,” the bishop said, pulling him from his thoughts, “but I have been stationed in Peralest for some time and so know the city quite well.  Considering that time is of the essence, perhaps it would be wise if you would tell me where we are headed.  I may know of a shortcut that could get us there faster and allow us to help your friends.”

Larin paused, turning to the man at that.  “No.  Not yet.”

The bishop, though, didn’t seem ready to let it go, and he fidgeted anxiously.  “But, Chosen, if you would only tell us where—”

Larin frowned, watching the man.  Orren had seemed calm enough back at the church when he had given him the news and told him of what he and the others faced.  Now, though, the man seemed anxious, and his forehead was covered in sweat.  “What’s got you so worked up, Orren?”

“What?  Nothing,” the man answered.  “Only…I just worry for your friends, Chosen, that’s all.  If the one called Alesh has indeed been Chosen by Amedan, as you claim, then he is the best chance the world has in the coming days.  If something were to happen to him, and I could have prevented it if only I had known where they were staying…” He sighed, shrugging.  “Of course, it is up to you.”

“Yes,” Larin said.  “It is.  And I said not yet.”  The bishop looked as if he would say something more, but Larin held up a hand, forestalling him.  “Relax, Orren.  The world isn’t going to end, not tonight, anyway.  They were fine when I left them and nobody knows who they are anyway.  They’ll be safe for the few extra minutes it might take us to get to them.”

The other man winced.  “As you say, but I would be more than happy to—”

“Enough,” Larin growled, losing his patience, and the man recoiled as if he’d been slapped.  Larin studied him for several seconds then gave a sigh of his own.  “Come on,” he said, turning.  “It’s this way.”

 

***

 

Orren watched the big man turn and walk away, fury and fear warring within him.  The suspicious bastard knew something was wrong, or at least he seemed to, and Orren didn’t like the way he’d looked at him.  As if he could see through the carefully crafted mask Orren chose to show to the world, the one that hid his true purposes, his true loyalties.  He had wanted to push the man further on the location of Alesh and the others, but had dared not, fearing what the giant might do if he should decide Orren was showing too much interest in their location.  And it was that fear that made him angry, coupled with the knowledge that Zane and his men could show up any moment, and if they killed the old bastard before he told Orren where the others were, he would be forced to search the whole city to find them.

If things went well, Orren could walk away from this night with Shira’s favor, could rise drastically in the ranks of the loyal, but if they went poorly and the goddess found out he had let her most dangerous enemies slip through his fingers…well, that didn’t bear thinking about.  But try as he might, he couldn’t get the stubborn man to tell him anything, and all the wiles and tricks he’d learned over the years had done nothing to penetrate the distrust the man wore around himself like armor.  

Orren needed to find out where the others were before Zane and his men arrived, but he could think of no way of doing so without arousing the Chosen’s suspicion, so he walked on in anxious silence, his priests—all loyal followers of Shira, hand-picked to do what must be done, should Zane and his men fail—following after.  

He and the others followed the Chosen into an alleyway, and they were halfway down it when, as if summoned by his own fears, two men materialized at the other end.  No, not yet.  We’re not ready

 

***

 

“Wait!”  

Larin heard the bishop’s shout, but he was barely listening, too focused on the two men who had stepped into the mouth of the alley, blocking his path.  They wore leather tunics and jerkins, dusty and old looking, and despite the darkness he could see that their faces were cold and hard.  The faces of men who had killed, who had every intention of doing it again.  More troubling, though, were the swords they held ready, wielding them as if they knew how to use them.  

He glanced behind him and wasn’t surprised to see two more shadowy forms blocking the entrance he and the others had come down moments before.  Larin didn’t waste any time asking them what they wanted or what they were doing—he knew all too well.  Such men wouldn’t have attacked five grown adults, preferring easier, less dangerous prey.  Unless, that was, someone had paid them to do it.  With a growl, Larin charged at the closest two who seemed surprised by his reaction.

Their surprise didn’t last long, however, and both reached into their tunics, producing long thin knives with simple handles.  Even in the weak light of the moon, Larin’s mind, that of a craftsman, recognized them for throwing knives, and this was proved true a moment later when the men hurled them in his direction.  Both struck him in the chest, staggering him, but he charged on, knowing he had to close the distance between them as quickly as possible, before the other group managed to come up from behind.

 

***

 

Orren watched, stunned, as the giant reacted almost instantly to Zane and his mens’ appearance, charging toward the closest group.  He was even more stunned when the two men let loose with the throwing knives they produced from inside their tunics, the blades spinning through the air with deadly accuracy to stick into the giant’s torso.  But Larin didn’t even seem to notice, only charging onward, barely slowed by the impacts.

 “Wait!”  Orren shouted again, but if Larin or the assassins heard, they gave no sign, and a moment later, the Chosen was barreling into the nearest.  His hand moved with surprising quickness, slapping against the flat of his opponent’s blade and knocking it wide half a second before he struck him.  It was like watching someone get struck down by the hand of some mighty, angry god.  Orren thought he heard something crack even over the sound of the assassin’s scream of surprise and pain, and an instant later the man hurtled through the air.  He sailed through the darkness and struck the cobbled street nearly twenty feet away, bouncing and rolling until he finally came to a stop, motionless.

Orren was still staring at that, stunned, when he heard another shout and looked over to see that the Chosen had somehow gotten both his hands around the other assassin’s throat and had pinned him against the wall, his feet dangling more than a foot above the ground.

The assassin had dropped his sword, but he produced another dagger from his tunic—this one longer than the one he’d thrown—and stabbed desperately into the giant’s side, again and again, but it was as if the old Chosen was invincible.  Larin gave a savage twist, and there was another crack.  A second later, he released the assassin who fell, slumped against the alleyway, the limpness in his limbs making it clear he was dead.

Then, the giant turned back toward Orren and the others and even through the darkness, Orren could see the look of rage on the man’s face.  He wanted to run, to flee, but his feet felt as if they were rooted to the ground, and he could do nothing but watch as the giant stalked toward him, his fists knotted at his sides, blood—either his or one of the assassins’, Oren couldn’t tell—streaming down one arm.  

Orren still couldn’t bring himself to move just as he couldn’t stop the pathetic mewling sound coming form his own throat, and he was sure when the giant was only a couple of feet away that somehow the man had discovered his treachery, that Orren would be broken and killed just as easily as the first two men had.  Instead, the giant walked right past him as if he were invisible.  There was a click, and something whistled by Orren, seemingly inches from his face.  

He cried out in surprise, recoiling, and saw the giant stagger, a crossbow bolt sticking from his chest.  The big man grunted in pain, but he did not go down.  Instead, he kept moving forward, one thick-fingered hand on the wall of the alley as if for support as he moved toward the two men further down it, both of which now held crossbows. The second man pulled the release of his own crossbow, and another bolt flew toward the giant.  This one, though, was off-mark, and instead of burying itself in the giant, it struck the throat of one of his priests. 

Orren had seen death before, of course, but not for many years.  Suddenly terrified, he forgot all about his carefully laid plans for rising in Shira’s ranks, forgot even what the Goddess of the Wilds would do, if she found out he had failed her.  The only thing he could think of was surviving the next few moments and apparently those priests with him felt the same.  Two of the men backed against the alley wall with him while the third went running down the alley at a sprint, away from the giant and the two remaining crossbowmen.

Orren barely had time to register this when he heard another click, then another, and two more crossbow bolts flew through the air.  One struck the giant in the chest and stuck there, quivering.  The second hit him in the arm, embedding itself there, and the man grunted, finally going down to one knee.  The two bandits, apparently satisfied he was no longer a threat, slung their crossbows back over their shoulders and drew their swords, starting toward the Chosen who only knelt with his head bowed, the blood leaking from his arm where the bolt had stuck almost black in the moonlight.

Orren knew he should say something, should tell them to stop since he still had yet  to learn where Alesh and the others were, but he was too stunned at the sudden violence to speak, to even move, and he watched, frozen, as the two men stalked toward the giant.  It’s okay, he thought frantically, there still must be a way.  We will search the city, once he’s dead, we’ll—But his thoughts cut off in shock as Larin exploded forward.  

The bandits shouted in surprise at the unexpected attack.  The one nearest the Chosen swung his blade, but the giant clamped a hand the size of a dinner platter around his wrist, stopping his strike cold.  Then with an inhuman growl, he gave a savage twist, and the bandit’s wrist snapped.  He screamed in pain, trying to retreat, but the Chosen wrapped his fingers around the man’s throat, lifting him with his good arm as if he weighed nothing, then slamming his head against the alley wall.

There was a sickening, meaty thump and when the Chosen let go, the bandit’s body flopped to the ground, his head misshapen.  His companion hesitated as if considering whether to run or not, then the giant turned to regard him, and he let out a shout of fear and anger, charging toward him, his sword leading.  Larin moved with a speed Orren wouldn’t have credited him, sidestepping the bandit’s lunge. Before the man could recover, Larin grabbed him by the front of his tunic, and in another moment he was flying through the air, finally striking the alley wall only feet from where Orren and the other two priests stood.  

The air exploded from the man’s lungs in a whoosh and he fell to the ground.  Orren stared at the giant in shock.  Two crossbow bolts protruded from his chest, another from his arm, and though he moved slowly, he did move, somehow accepting what should have been fatal wounds as if they were nothing.  Shira help me, he thought wildly as he watched the dark visage of the giant drawing closer, he can’t be killed, he—Suddenly there were hands scrabbling at him, and he spun to see the bandit was halfway to his feet, using Orren for support.  It was Zane, the bandit leader.

A trail of blood leaked from the bandit’s mouth, and one of his arms hung limply by his side at an odd angle, apparently broken when he’d struck the wall.  “Help,” he wheezed in a whisper, “Orren…”

Orren glanced at the approaching Chosen, less than a dozen feet away, and a thrill of fear went through him as he realized the man would have some pointed questions for him, if he heard the bandit using his name.  “Orre—” the bandit began again, and the bishop did the only thing he could think to do.  He withdrew the knife from within his tunic and buried it in Zane’s heart.  

The bandit leader’s eyes went wide with shock and surprise. “You…traito—” He cut off as Orren yanked the knife out and stabbed him again and again until, finally, he collapsed to the alley at his feet.

A moment later, the Chosen was beside him, regarding the dead bandit stonily before turning to study Orren.  “You should have left that one alive,” he said.  “He might have told us something useful.”

Orren blinked and did his best to rein in the fear rushing through him.  “I…that is, forgive me, Chosen.  I thought…I only meant to help.”

Larin watched him for another second, and as he did, the bishop grew more and more sure the man had heard the bandit use his name. But finally, the Chosen only gave a grunt and a single nod.  “Well.  There’s nothing to be done for it now.”  

“Chosen, if you don’t mind me asking,” Orren said in a gasp, “how did you…I mean, why are you not…”

“Dead?” the giant asked, then grunted.  He gripped one of the crossbow bolts protruding from his chest and ripped it out, tossing it to the ground before doing the same with the other.

Orren winced, expecting to see blood pour from the wounds, but there was none, and a moment later, he saw why.  Larin reached into his tunic and pulled out what looked like a sheet of metal with boiled leather grafted on top of it.  The Chosen glanced at it and at the obvious hole where one of the crossbow bolts had struck him, before tossing it to the side.  Then he withdrew another sheet of the same make, dropping it to the alleymouth as well.  “Something I’ve been working on,” the Chosen said to Orren’s confused expression.  “I’ll have some nasty bruises, I suppose, but all in all not too bad.  Still, the damned things are heavy though, and I can’t say I’ll miss them.”

Orren blinked.  They called Larin “The Builder,” and it was a name well-earned. “That’s…amazing,” he said and meant it.

Larin grunted, glancing at the bolt still in his arm.  Not perfect though.  S’pose I ought to be grateful the bastards didn’t aim for the head.  Tell me, Bishop, do you have any knowledge of mending wounds?”

“I’m sorry, Chosen, but my talents lie in different…areas.”

Larin sighed.  “Figured as much.”  He grabbed the end of the bolt sticking from his arm, and Orren thought he was going to pull it out as he had the others.  Instead, he broke it off so only a few inches remained sticking from his arm.  “Not fatal, at least, and I’ll get a healer to give it a look over once we’ve gotten Alesh and the others.”

“Of course, Chosen.”

The man nodded, watching him again, then pausing to glance at Zane where he still lay dead at Orren’s feet.  Finally, he seemed to come to a decision. “In case I don’t make it, Bishop,” Larin said finally, “they’re at the Drunken Bard.  You know it?”

Orren felt a thrill of excitement rush through him, but he kept it from showing on his expression with an effort.  “Yes, I know of it.”

“Good.  Now, come on.  We’ve wasted enough time already.”

The man turned and started down the alleyway as if he hadn’t just killed three men in cold blood.  Still, once the giant was no longer looming over him, Orren felt some of his confidence and purpose returning.  True, Zane and the others had died, but that was no great loss.  There were always men willing to kill for coin.  The situation could still be salvaged, especially now that the fool Chosen had told him where the others might be found.  He turned to his two remaining priests and saw they, too, appeared to recognize the opportunity they’d been given.  He also made a silent promise to himself to deal with the one who had fled; such cowardice had no place in those who worshipped the Goddess of the Wilds, and Orren would see that the man suffered before he died.

The two priests watched him, waiting for orders.  Orren glanced at the big man’s back as he made his laborious way down the alley, clearly hampered by his wound.  Then he felt a grin stretch across his face.  He gave the two priests a nod, and they reached into their tunics, withdrawing the blades they had secreted there.  Yes, the situation could still be salvaged, but to do so he would be forced to get his hands dirty.  Still, that was alright.  The Chosen was wounded, and it was obvious he could barely put one foot in front of the other.  “Come on,” he said quietly, “let’s get this done.”

 

 

 

Chapter Thirteen 

 

Rion lay in his bed at The Drunken Bard, his eyes grainy, his body and mind exhausted.  Yet sleep eluded him.  The bed itself was comfortable enough, simple but nicer and better cared for than many of those in some of the finest establishments back in Valeria.  The mattress was soft, obviously regularly maintained and stuffed with fresh feathers, but no matter which way he moved, there always seemed to be a lump underneath him, pressing into his back or thighs.  

Yet even that wasn’t the problem.  Or at least he didn’t believe it was.  After spending days and weeks sleeping on the forest ground, the mattress was almost too soft.  What’s more, the room—though of a decent size—seemed small, almost cramped.  

I’m like a dog that has spent too long in the wild and is no longer able to be taken into a civilized home.  It was ridiculous, of course, but there it was.  Perhaps the cruelest jest of all was that he had spent the last days and weeks trying to survive, barely managing it, only to find that once he had finally found a safe place, a shelter, he was unable to take advantage of it and get the rest his body so desperately needed.  

He felt tired, and he felt exhausted, but most of all, he felt afraid.  Not the frantic, piss-yourself-without-shame fear he’d experienced far too much recently, but a quieter, abiding one.  If the last weeks had taught him anything, it was that no matter how secure a place appeared, a man was never truly safe.  The shadows, after all, reached everywhere.  They lurked underneath the bed, waiting.  Crouched against the walls, moving almost imperceptibly in the light of the moon filtering in through the room’s single window.  They even clung to the ceiling above his head, in the darkness, watching him.  

“Well shit,” he mumbled to himself, “there go my chances of getting any sleep.”  He sighed and finally gave in, sitting up.  He wondered what the others were doing, if they were having as much trouble sleeping as he was.  After all, how could anyone manage to sleep when it seemed the whole damned world had lined up for a chance to kill them?  And that wasn’t even considering the Ekirani, the one they called the Broken.  Rion had seen how the man had fought when Darl and Alesh had taken him on, and he couldn’t fool himself about how the fight would have gone if Larin hadn’t stepped in when he did.  One lone man, and he would have taken down Alesh and Darl both, two of the strongest, most dangerous men Rion knew.  What chance did anyone have against such a man?  

Rion sighed, rubbing at his eyes.  He needed to get out of this room, that was all.  The walls were getting smaller and smaller, moving toward him slowly but surely and sooner or later they would crush him. He retrieved his boots from the floor, pulling one on, then the other. By the time he was finished with this simple task, his body practically hummed with the urge to move, to flee the room.

He breathed a sigh of relief when he was in the hallway.  He paused outside Darl’s room and that of the two girls.  He heard what he thought was the steady sound of breathing from inside, and a bitter expression came to his face.  At least someone was able to get some sleep.  He didn’t pause at Katherine and Alesh’s room.  After all, unless the man was a complete idiot, Rion thought he knew well enough what sounds he might hear.  Sounds he’d just as soon avoid, considering the last intimate moment he’d had with a woman was when she climbed onto their fleeing wagon and tried to kill him.

The common room was empty at this late hour, even Hank, the old innkeeper, apparently having decided to call it a night.  That was too bad as Rion thought he could have used a drink just then, would have just about killed for one.  Still, there were places in any city where a man could get a drink and more, if he knew where to look, and Rion had spent the last several years of his life since inheriting his father’s business finding them.  

He thought a drink sounded good, maybe a hand or two of cards too, or watching the dice chase each other across the table, the outcome of their journey impossible to guess until it was done.  Smiling at the thought and feeling better than he had in some time, Rion started for the door and out into the night.

 

***

 

Bishop Orren stood with his men in the alley opposite The Drunken Bard.  In the darkness, he could see little of their expressions, but he could feel their excitement, a match for his own.  Here was their moment, a chance to all rise in Shira’s graces, as well as Tesharna’s.  Those who had dared to put themselves against the Darkness were within the inn, sleeping soundly with no idea their doom was upon them.  

The thought was so tempting, so alluring, that it even helped distract him from the pain in his swollen jaw where the old bastard Chosen had struck him a glancing blow as well as the ache in his wrist where the man had grabbed him with hands like a vice as his knife had gone in.  He knew without a doubt his jaw would be swollen in the morning—already, he was finding it difficult to swallow, and there was a distinct creaking to his jaw he didn’t like.  As for his wrist, when he rotated it, it clicked, something it had definitely not done before. 

Still he was grateful.  Better to have a swollen jar and a sprained wrist than to end up like the other priests had.  He had sent them in first, of course, and though they had both wounded the old giant, Larin had grabbed them both, smashing their heads together until no one would have been able to say for sure where one’s started and the other’s ended. It had been shocking to see, but as strong as he was, the Chosen had taken several deep wounds, and he was barely able to stand at all when Orren crept up behind him and finished the job. 

His body would be found tomorrow or the next day in some back alley, and the benefit of it being in the poor quarter was that nothing much would be said of it.  After all, most deaths in the poor quarter were the result of nothing more than natural causes.  Understanding, of course, that in such a place, a knife in the throat or kidney was as natural as the sun rising in the morning.  Oh, the city guard would put on a show of looking into the matter, but no more than that, most believing—rightly so, as far as Orren was concerned—that the dregs of society cleaning up themselves by thinning out the population wasn’t such a bad thing.  And, of course the guards, while paid to investigate by the city council, were paid—far more generously—by its criminal element to ensure that such investigations inevitably failed.    

A hand on his shoulder pulled Orren from his thoughts, and he looked to where the priest gestured to see a man stepping out of The Drunken Bard. One man, alone, looking exhausted but with an excited spring in his step.  Probably off to see his favorite whore.  “No,” Orren whispered, “the ones we are looking for will be together.  That one has nothing to do with us.”

He waited until the figure disappeared down the street, then he turned and motioned to the others.  “Take them—and keep it quiet, if you can.  But either way, there can be no witnesses.  Do you understand?”  Heads nodded in the darkness, and they moved toward the inn, shadows gliding across the road as quickly and silently as death itself.  

Orren waited until they were ahead of him, then he followed, rubbing at his jaw.  The night had not been an easy one—that giant old bastard had seen to that—but his work was nearly finished.

 

***

 

Hank groaned quietly as he rose from his bed in the back room of the inn.  He owned a home not far away, but since his wife’s death he’d taken to sleeping in the tavern instead.  It was more comfortable in the Bard, the house that had been their home for thirty years so crowded with the ghosts of her memory that Hank always felt an uncomfortable pressure when stepping inside, like a man being jostled in a heavy crowd.  On those rare occasions when he stayed at his home instead of the tavern, it felt as if he’d entered a separate world, one that had come and gone, one to which he could not return no matter how much he might have wanted to.  No, the tavern was better.  Simpler.  Grace had always hated the tavern, had always complained about him coming home smelling like spirits and desperation, so the memories here, in this place, were not of her or the fever that had taken her. And that was better.

Hank had been a soldier for most of his life, had fought in the Night Wars next to some of the finest men he’d ever known.  He’d fought bravely in dozens of battles and skirmishes, had bled alongside friends and foes alike.  He had never run as some others had, but had stuck, and so it did not even occur to him that by staying in the inn he was fleeing from his wife’s memory as surely as those men he’d believed cowards had fled before the nightling forces so long ago.

He pulled on his soft slippers, pausing to glance at them with a mixture of disgust and amusement.  Thoughts of the war, of what he’d been through, were always there, in the back of his mind, but it seemed seeing Larin again had given them new strength, and he couldn’t help feeling ridiculous as he looked at those old slippers and the old, gnarled feet on which they sat.  

He wondered what the man of thirty years ago would have said to the old man he’d become, the old man who slept in the back of an inn, who got up half a dozen times during the night to piss and who wore velvet slippers because they didn’t aggravate his bunions as much as regular boots did.  He wasn’t sure what the younger him might have said, but he had a feeling it wouldn’t have been kind.  Of course, the younger him hadn’t had arthritis in his joints, nor had he had any need of worrying about coaxing the piss from his cock, practically negotiating with the damned thing.  No, that man had been all courage and honor, all blood and glory.  Though, it had to be said, he’d also been a bit of a bastard.

Hank sighed, starting across the room toward the small privy on its other end.  He’d taken one shuffling step, then a second, when the sound of the inn’s door opening caught his attention, and he frowned.  Funny that; he’d been sure he’d locked the damned thing.  But then, that was another one of the more annoying challenges about getting older—a man’s mind began to play tricks on him, like some mischievous child with a mean streak.

He was beginning to think maybe this was just one of those moments when he heard the unmistakable sound of footsteps.  And in case he might have thought he was imagining that as well, there was the distinct creak of the third floorboard from the door, the one he’d been meaning to fix for some time now, but had never gotten around to.  He knew his inn well, knew it as well as any man could know anything, and there was no mistaking, no denying that sound.  

And he had locked the door, of that much he was certain.  Which meant only one thing—whoever was up there had forced their way past the lock.  And in his experience, the type of men who did such things as that weren’t coming to drop a sack of coins in your lap.  Hank glanced to the chest at the foot of his bed, the same chest he’d carried around with him across half the continent, full of his old gear.  A serviceable tin cookpot, a ladle, a deck of cards he couldn’t remember where he’d gotten.  A few other knick knacks, artifacts of an age now past which held no value to anyone save him. But it wasn’t these that were on his mind.  Instead, he thought of the sword.  An old blade but a good one.  It had served him well on more occasions than he liked to contemplate, and though old age and infirmity might have stolen much of his strength and wits, he still saw to the blade, always, cleaning out the grooves and slicking the scabbard with oil as he’d been taught.  He thought about grabbing it now but quickly dismissed the idea.

There were already whispers from time to time about “Crazy Old Hank” who was losing his mind, who slept in his own inn and never left.  The last thing he needed to do was add to them by rushing upstairs with a drawn sword only to find one of his customers hadn’t been able to sleep and had come down to the common room to sit and relax.  They did that sometimes, he knew, and he didn’t even care to consider how bad the rumors would be then, if he came charging in, naked save for his sleeping pants, a sword trembling in hands far too old to wield it properly.  

Still, there had been the creak, so he compromised, moving toward the fireplace where he sometimes started a flame in a vain effort to banish the chill from old bones that refused to ever completely let it go.  He grabbed the steel fire poker he used to stir the embers and started for the steps leading up to the inn’s small kitchen.  

Careful now, quiet, let the old bones ache if they had to, let the muscles, so poorly used, give what pain they would, but for the gods’ sake let them do it quietly.  He crept up the stairs and eased the trap door open.  Despite his best efforts, it gave an almost imperceptible creak as it slid away.  Another job he’d meant to do, another task he hadn’t gotten around to yet, and one that just might cost him.  He waited in tense silence to see if anyone would give a shout of alarm, but there was nothing.  He waited another moment, then another.  Then he climbed up into the kitchen.  There were no windows in the kitchen, so he could see nothing but shadows all around him; the kitchen, which he normally thought of as a warm, inviting place, didn’t feel so now, and each shadow seemed to loom with menace.

Find your courage, old man, he scolded himself.  You aren’t dead yet.  He heard what he thought was the sound of whispering from inside the common room.  Hank, once a great warrior, known for his skill with the sword, now an old man with a fire poker and velvet slippers, took a deep breath, gathering what courage the erosion of time had left, and moved toward the door. 

 

***

 

Alesh started awake, jerking upright.  He’d been dreaming, or at least he thought he had.  But when he tried to latch onto the content of that dream, its remnants slipped past like water through open hands. His heart was pounding in his chest, and he realized that somehow, while he’d been sleeping, he’d grasped the handle of his sword where he’d laid it beside him, had even gone so far as to draw it halfway from its scabbard.  

He sat there, listening, but the only sound he heard was Katherine’s light breathing from the bed.  He had just about decided it had been nothing but a dream after all and was preparing to lie back down and try to get some of the sleep his body desperately needed, when he heard a crash that sounded as if it had come from the inn’s common room.  A moment later, there was another sound, one he had heard far too often of late—the sound of a man screaming in pain.  

He was on his feet in an instant, grasping the handle of his sword in a white-knuckled grip.  He started for the door but paused as Katherine spoke.

“Alesh?” she said, her voice soft and thick with sleep.  “I thought I heard somethi—” She cut off as another scream sounded from down below.  “What is it?  What’s happening?”

Alesh shook his head.  “I don’t know.  Stay here—lock the door behind me.  I’ll go check it out.”

Before she could argue, he headed out into the hallway.  There was only darkness.  No lanterns burned to light the hallway, which was strange, as Alesh thought he remembered seeing some when Hank had led him to his room.  He paused, listening, but whatever commotion had gone on in the common room, it seemed it was over now.  Someone probably just tripped in the darkness, he thought.  You’re overreacting.

But then there was a scuffling sound from somewhere in front of him, and he heard the unmistakable ring of steel whistling through the air.  Guided by the instincts Chosen Olliman had ingrained in him during his training, Alesh ducked and was rewarded a moment later by a thunk as a sword meant to take his head from his shoulders buried itself in the wall instead.  He finished drawing his own blade and lunged forward.  The steel pierced flesh, and someone screamed in pain. 

Alesh was still trying to work his sword free when he saw the almost imperceptible shifting of a shadow to his left, and he spun, putting his attacker—who was still impaled on his sword—between him and the shadow.  Something lashed out of the darkness, and warm blood spilled over him as the wounded man’s head came free of his shoulders, toppling to the ground.

He finally managed to free his sword, and he gave the corpse a kick, sending it crashing into this new threat who screamed as he—and the corpse of his comrade—were sent over the landing railing.  Alesh’s breath was rasping out of his throat from the shock of the unexpected violence, and he didn’t at first hear the sound coming from behind him. He knew he was going to be too late even as he began to spin, trying to get his sword around in time to block.

But instead of feeling the pain of steel slicing through him as he had expected, the pale moonlight coming through the window showed him the attacker’s downward plunging knife as it went wide of him by nearly a foot.  Alesh didn’t hesitate, stabbing forward with his blade and burying it deep into this latest attacker’s heart.  He pulled the blade free, and the man collapsed against the wall.  Another shape stood behind him, little more than a shadow in the darkness, and Alesh raised his blade, preparing to strike.

“Hold, lad.”

Alesh hesitated.  Something about the voice sounded familiar. “Hank?  Is that you?”

There was what might have been a grunt of pain.  “It’s me, lad.  Gods, but you…did for those bastards…quick enough, didn’t you?”

Alesh’s scrambled thoughts were still trying to catch up.  “What…Hank what’s happened here—”

Alesh grunted as the shadow that was the innkeeper suddenly stumbled forward and would have fallen had Alesh not caught him.  His fingers where they grasped the old man were instantly coated in something warm and tacky.  “Hank?  Are you hurt?”

The man raised his head slowly, as if even so small a motion pained him, and leaned away from Alesh, using the wall for support.  “Sure,” he agreed.  “It ain’t the first time…my blood has been spilled in half a dozen countries at least…first time it’s ever been spilled in my own inn though.  Still, you want my opinion, hurtin’ ain’t the sort of thing you get better at with practice.”

Now that the man had leaned back against the wall, the moonlight illuminated the front of him, showing that his chest and stomach were coated in blood. “Hank, we’ve got to get you to a healer’s and—”

“There’s no time for all that,” the old man wheezed, and Alesh was disturbed to see a line of blood tracing its way out of his mouth.  “I’m done for boy; I’ve seen enough folks off to the Keeper to know my own invitation, when it comes.  Listen, there’s more of ‘em downstairs—I gave ‘em somethin’ to think about, but they’ll be up any second.  You got to get…got to get yourself and the others out of here, while there’s still time.  I ain’t sure, but I might have seen some goin’ into the girls’ room and…you gotta get ‘em out of here, boy.”

“Hank,” Alesh said, still hesitating, “there’s got to be something I can do, I—"

“Oh, there’s somethin’ I can do, alright.  I can die, and I’m doin’ it.  Now, unless you want your friends to see the same fate, you need to get them and leave.  Now.”  He grunted what might have been a laugh.  “Guess I got my wish—I got to die fightin’ after all.  I’ll tell you, lad, just now, I’m thinkin’ dyin’ in bed mighta been better.”  

Before Alesh could answer, there were the unmistakable sounds of footsteps coming up the stairs.  They both turned to regard what looked to be at least a dozen robed men as they spread out on the landing and stood, studying Alesh and the dying innkeeper.

“Well, well,” a voice said, and Alesh’s eyes were drawn to a gray-haired man who stepped in front of the others.  “If it isn’t the Son of the Morning.”  He grinned, his teeth glistening in the moonlight.  “And here I thought you would have been taller.”

“What do you want?”  Alesh demanded.

“Oh, it isn’t about what I want, Alesh,” the old man said in a satisfied tone.  “It’s what Shira wants.  We, you see…” He paused, gesturing to those other men gathered around him, each of which held a sword or knife in their hands and looked all too ready to use it. “We serve the goddess.  And what the goddess wants, Alesh, is you.  You and those fools who have elected to travel with you.”  He turned to those others with him.  “Take him, but don’t kill him.  The goddess wants this one alive.”

Alesh bared his teeth.  “Come on then.  Who dies first?”  Then, in a lower voice, “Hank, get out of here while you can I—” Alesh paused.  He’d turned to regard the innkeeper. The man had slumped to a sitting position against the wall.  He was still, and his scrawny chest did not rise or fall with his breath.  

Hot anger flooded Alesh then, and he growled, rushing toward the nearest robed figure. His blade flashed out.  The priest managed to get his own blade up in time, but Alesh’s strike was driven by his not inconsiderable strength and by his anger, and his sword knocked the other man’s weapon away before driving further, cleaving into his arm.  The priest screamed, stumbling backward, and he fell over the railing.  Alesh was already moving to the next one but stopped as the old priest who’d spoken shouted.

“Wait!  Unless, that is, you want to watch your friends die in front of you.”  A moment later, two robed men appeared from the room beside the priest.  One held his arm wrapped around Sonya, the other Marta, and both had knives poised at the girls’ throats.  Alesh was still trying to decide what to do when Darl was also led out by two men, both coated in blood, and holding blades at the Ferinan’s back.  

“Put the blade down, Alesh,” the old man said.  “Now.”

Alesh knew that, if he didn’t, Sonya and the others would be killed, but he also knew being killed might be preferable to what this man, to what Shira, had planned for him and the others.  So he hesitated, unsure of what to do.

 

***

 

Katherine heard the sounds of fighting from outside the door and was just about to charge out to help when she heard the old man’s voice.  She listened in horror as the man threatened to kill Sonya and the others if Alesh didn’t do as he was told, and she knew, in the end, what Alesh would do.  It was one of the reasons she cared for him so much, the way he put others before himself.  But there was nothing to keep the man from killing Sonya, Marta, and Darl once Alesh did as he asked.

Nothing except for you, she thought.  But what could she do?  She had no sword of her own, and even if she had, it wouldn’t have mattered.  Her talents lay in different areas.  A quick glance around the room showed nothing—not even a chair—she might use as an improvised weapon. There was nothing but a bed, a small nightstand on which a lantern sat and…and her harp.  In her panic, she had nearly forgotten about it, sitting as it was underneath the bed where she had slid it the night before.  It seemed almost ludicrous to her then that she had carried the harp all this way, through all the dangers they had faced, and had not thought to get a sword or a knife, any weapon that might help them.

But you have a weapon, a voice said inside of her head, and she wasn’t entirely sure it was her own.  Her gaze fell on the harp and stayed there.  Unbidden, the memory came to her of when she and Rion had been being smuggled into Strellia and her music had convinced the guardsman to help them.  So much so, in fact, he had given his life to protect her and Rion, something Katherine never would have believed had she not been there to see it herself.  Yes, the harp was a weapon, one blessed by the Goddess of Art and Music herself, and unlike a knife or a sword, this one, at least, she knew how to use.

Not daring to hesitate any longer, she grabbed the flint and steel from the drawer of the nightstand, lit the lantern, then, when its light allowed her to see better, she bent down by the bed, sliding her harp out from underneath it and opening the case.  Music, songs, were often used to inspire, to lift people up from their mundane existences, to give them life.  But there was other music, other songs, and where some gave life, others might take it.

 

***

 

“I said drop the blade.  Now!”

“You’ll just kill them anyway,” Alesh growled, trembling with rage and helplessness.

With a grunt of frustration, the old man turned to the one holding Marta.  “Kill her.”

The girl cried out, struggling against her captor’s hold but a twelve-year-old girl, however intelligent and gifted, could do little against the strength of a grown man, and the priest brought the knife closer to her throat.  

“Wait!”  Alesh shouted.  “Just wait!”

The priest looked questioningly at the old man who gave a single nod before turning back to Alesh.  “Well?  How’s it going to be, Son of the Morning?”

Alesh looked to Darl, hoping for some answer, some solution, but the Ferinan had a dazed, confused look, and it seemed all he could do to keep his feet underneath him. Alesh felt his anger give way to resignation, and the sword slipped from his fingers, dropping to the landing beneath him.

“Very good,” the old priest said, spreading his mouth wide in a grin.  “Take him,” he said to his companions.

Two men started forward, and Alesh felt his shoulders slump, knowing he had just doomed them all to death but knowing, also, he would have made the same decision again, for he could not watch Marta and Sonya die because of him.  Not yet, a dark voice said inside of him, but you will watch it, and it will be because of you.  Soon enough.  

The priests were nearly on him when a single musical note sounded in the air, and they froze. A mournful, somehow terrifying sound. That note was followed by another, and Alesh tried to turn to look behind him from where the music was coming but his body felt frozen.  There was the sound of a door opening and light blossomed at his back, illuminating the priests who looked over his shoulders with wide, frightened eyes. They all seemed to tremble, as if they were attempting to move, but were gripped, as Alesh himself was, by the power of the song.  It wasn’t until Katherine came to stand beside him that he saw she held the harp pressed against her body, playing it with one hand while the other held a lantern aloft.  

Without missing a beat in her playing, Katherine set the lantern down on the bannister railing, taking her harp in both hands.  She played faster now, the notes rising and falling in the air, and invisible hands seemed to wrap around Alesh’s heart, squeezing it.  His breath was shallow, ragged, and he’d broken into a cold, fearful sweat.  He tried to struggle out of the paralysis which the song’s melody had seemed to work on him, but his body still would not obey his commands.  In fact, as the song went on, he realized he didn’t remember why he’d wanted to move in the first place.

Suddenly, the music began to come faster, so fast it seemed impossible it was created by any mortal.  As it increased in tempo, so too did Alesh’s fear grow, a tangle of cold, will-stealing darkness spreading through his body like some disease.  

His trembling now was not from any attempt at movement but from sheer terror.  Something was chasing him, pursuing him.  It was no man, this thing, and no beast.  It was something…else.  Something worse.  He knew that, heard the truth of it in the music’s song, and he thought he could even hear its footsteps as it padded up behind him.  He had never heard something so terrible, so terrifying.  Then Katherine began to sing.

Her voice, the voice he knew could be as sweet as a crisp apple on a hot day, as smooth as a river gliding gently over stones, was not so now.  It was a terrible voice, beautiful and terrible, and within its terrible beauty was a deadly promise, one of death and destruction, one without hope of salvation.  The priests must have heard it too, for they began to mewl and whimper in terror, their mouths working, their faces pale in the orange glow of the lantern.  Katherine’s gaze fell on Alesh then, and she did not look at all like the woman he had come to know.  She looked…different, as beautiful and as terrible as the song which she sang.

She wore her night clothes, and her long dark hair hung about her shoulders.  Her emerald green eyes seemed to shine in the lantern light like twin gems.  Normally, her beauty was like the first flowers budding in spring, sweet and innocent and pure.  Now though, it was of a different kind.  It was the cold, harsh beauty of winter.  It was as if Alesh stood on a plain of nothing but ice, as if he had been transported there by her song, by her, and from that wind-swept wilderness there was no escape, could be no escape.

Then she was moving again, stepping toward the nearest priest.  She reached out, toward the knife the man held, and Alesh wanted to cry out, to warn her.  But no words would come, and he was forced to watch as she reached for the blade, sure this would surely goad the stricken priest into action.  But the man only stood there trembling, foamy drool and blood coming from his mouth, and Katherine took the blade from him easily, as if he had meant to hand it to her all along.

She turned back to Alesh then, a look on her face that his mind—befuddled and confused by the song—couldn’t comprehend.  Then she buried the blade in the priest’s throat and blood spurted out in a line, coating her and the bannister railing.  The priest did not scream, did not so much as grasp at the wound in an effort to stem the crimson tide.  He only collapsed to the ground and lay there unmoving.  Katherine knelt and took the knife from where it had lodged in the man’s throat, the song never faltering. 

No, Alesh thought, not Katherine, not any longer. She had transformed into some vengeful goddess, her pale skin covered in blood, her hair bathed in crimson.  She rose, the bloody blade clutched in one hand, her harp in the other, and moved to the next priest.  The man’s eyes went wide with realization, his mouth working soundlessly as if he tried—and failed—to beg for his life.  But the goddess ignored his silent pleas, plunging the knife into his eye.    

And on and on it went, the song hovering over them, casting its spell, and the goddess doing her bloody work, reaping that which she had come to harvest.  Alesh was forced to stand and watch in silence, feeling as if he were in some sort of dream, one of those dreams in which a man was powerless, saw his doom coming and yet could do nothing to stop it.  For surely this creature, this goddess would turn on him once she was finished with those others; there could be no doubt of that.  For it was why she was here, why she had come.

Half a dozen priests were dead now, their corpses littering the landing, their blood spreading out in a growing pool that had now reached Alesh’s boots, staining them crimson.  Yet still the song, still the killing, went on, and the goddess’s clothes, which had been of a pristine white, were now coated in blood.  It dripped from her hands, from her hair, and the harp itself looked as if it had been painted a deep red.  And still it went on.

The song filled the air.  The blade flashed out.  Men died.  Then, suddenly, there was movement from the cluster of priests, movement the goddess could not see for it came from behind her, and Alesh stared at it.  He watched the priest, somehow not frozen as the rest were, separate himself from the crowd and step out behind her.  Alesh wanted to scream, to warn her, but his voice still would not work, and a moment later the man raised his hand and brought the handle of the knife he held down hard on the back of her head.

Abruptly, the song cut off, and Katherine—for now that the song was gone, she was only Katherine once again—stumbled drunkenly before falling to the ground, her harp landing beside her.  Alesh blinked dumbly and, slowly, he felt the numbness in his limbs begin to dissipate.  He saw the priests also begin to stir.  The old man who had spoken for them let out a sound that was a mixture of anger and fear as with what seemed to be a great effort, he glanced down at Katherine’s unconscious form.  Blood coated the man’s face from where the priest beside him had been killed, and Alesh thought he understood the man’s pale features well enough, as he would have been the next one to die.

Alesh staggered toward Katherine, meaning to check that she was alright.  Each step was a terrible struggle as his legs felt as if they’d had lead weights tied to them, but he managed one, then another, leaning heavily on the bannister railing for support.  He was just about to take his third, when the old man spoke in a breathless voice.  “Another step…and they die.”

Alesh paused at that, examining the priests.  There were a dozen left standing, and the ones holding Darl, Sonya, and Marta were still holding their blades ready.  He would not be able to make it to them in time, would not have been able to even had his movements not felt incredibly sluggish and slow, so he stopped, studying the old man.  “But…how?” he asked. “The song…”

The old man grinned. “You see, Brother Dunner, here, is a good priest, a good servant of Shira, too.  Unfortunately—or fortunately, in this case—the gods saw fit to strike the poor man deaf upon his birth. Now,” he went on, turning to his companions, “take them and load them into the carriages—they should be out front by now.  Make sure no one sees and kill anyone who does—there can be no witnesses of what has happened here.  Brother Kanad?”

One of the men stepped forward.  “Bishop?”

“When we’re safely away, burn the place to the ground.”

“Of course, Bishop.”

Alesh watched, helpless, as Darl, Sonya, and Marta were led down the stairs toward the inn’s common room.  “What do you want with them?” he demanded.

“Them?” the old man asked as if surprised.  “Oh, nothing.  They will die as all must who oppose the goddess.  My men will take them somewhere else in the city—somewhere a couple of dead children and a man are, unfortunately, not particularly unusual. You though…” He paused, grinning. “You will be kept alive.  At least, for a little while.  The goddess wishes to see to you personally.”

“What of this one, Bishop?”  The old man grunted and turned to the priest who was gesturing at Katherine.  

The group’s leader seemed to consider that.  “She is clearly god-blessed…” He shrugged.  “Bring her along.  Shira will, I suspect, be pleased to have two false worshippers on which to demonstrate her displeasure.  But if Alesh here gets any ideas—kill her.”

Alesh couldn’t stop the growl that issued from his throat, and the old man grinned his vulpine grin again, clearly pleased at the reaction.  “Ah, but you care for her, don’t you, Son of the Morning?”  He shook his head.  “It is foolish, you know?  To care.  It only invites pain.  But do not worry—the goddess will teach you as much soon enough.”

He motioned to several of the priests and they came forward, moving toward Alesh warily, as if he might change his mind at any moment and attack them.  But he would not.  If he did, they would kill Katherine—he didn’t have any doubt of that.  So he stood there, trembling, watching them stalk toward him, did not move even when one raised what looked like a wooden truncheon over his head.  

The man brought it down, and pain erupted in Alesh’s head, followed an instant later by a blackness, a numbness, rushing through him like a tidal wave.  The next thing he knew, he was lying on his stomach, the side of his face pressed against the tacky, blood-coated landing.  He heard the muffled sounds of walking, and his blurry vision could just make out the old man’s form as he knelt in front of him.  “You are a fool, Chosen,” the man said in a matter-of-fact tone.  “You would have been better to fight, to have died and watched your friends die with you.  It would have been a kinder fate, I assure you, than the one which awaits you and yours.  A fool,” he said again, then paused, grinning. “And soon a dead one.  Just like your father.”

At the mention of his father, an old pain, one he had carried with him since he was a child, cried out.  Alesh opened his mouth, meaning to ask the man what he knew of his father, but his tongue felt impossibly thick in his mouth, his head as if it had been stuffed with wool, and he couldn’t manage to get the words out.  He was still trying when the bishop gave another nod, and the man with the truncheon brought it down again, and Alesh knew nothing more.

 

 

 

Chapter Fourteen 

 

“Well?  You goin’ to play your hand or what, fella?”

Rion blinked, turning and staring at the man who’d spoken.  He’d told him his name, he knew, but he couldn’t remember it now, just as he couldn’t remember the identities of the other four seated at the table around him.  They were all watching him, looking for some answer, growing more annoyed by the second, but he barely noticed.

He was too busy feeling…panicked.  That was bad enough, and as far as Rion was concerned, he had spent far too much of the last weeks feeling that same way.  This time, though, it was different.  The fear he felt wasn’t for himself, or at least he didn’t think so.  Instead, it was for something or someone else.  Ridiculous, he thought.  You’ve nothing to worry about.  

After all, Alesh and all the others were safely ensconced at The Drunken Bard, sleeping (which meant they were a damned sight cleverer than Rion).  Hank had seemed a good enough sort, if a bit maudlin, and Rion felt confident the old man was no lover of the Dark who might betray them. Besides, Larin had trusted the retired soldier as well, and the grumpy old Chosen didn’t strike Rion as the type that trusted easily.  No, they were safe.  Who then? he thought.  His parents?  That, too, was a silly thought.  His parents were safe, as were Odrick and Fermin.  Rion had made sure of that before leaving Valeria.  

So who then?

A hand on his shoulder startled him, and he snapped his gaze down to it while his own hand went for one of the blades secreted in his tunic.  He’d nearly drawn it when he followed the length of the arm to see one of the other players staring at him, a confused expression on his face.  “—alright there, fella?”

“I’m fine,” Rion snapped, knocking the man’s hand away.  But the truth was, he wasn’t fine, not at all.  His heart was hammering in his chest, and he was breathing hard, as if he had just finished a race.  His skin crawled, as if dozens of spiders were walking all over him, but none of that was the worst of it.  The worst of it was the coin—the token he’d received from Javen and which he now always kept on him—had gone as cold as ice in his trouser pocket.  Suddenly, he didn’t want to be here playing cards.  He wanted—no, needed—to be moving.  

He abruptly stood, only passingly aware of the chair he knocked over in his haste.  “I have to go.”

“Already?” one of the men said.  “Well, stay a while yet, fella.  I’d like a chance to get my money back.” He grinned pleasantly enough, but there was a hardness in his eyes, one that said he wouldn’t appreciate Rion leaving without giving him that chance, wouldn’t appreciate it at all.

But in case the man’s expression didn’t make Rion’s situation clear enough, one of the others from the table—a thick chested man with arms the size of most men’s thighs—growled, “You ain’t leavin’ yet.  Why don’t you stay, play a few more hands?”

It was phrased as a question, but it wasn’t one, not really, and they all knew it.  Rion thought the right thing—the smart thing—would be to stay for a few more games, maybe a half hour or so.  He’d rein in his luck, do some folding, and make sure the men won enough of their money back to dull any inclination toward violence they might have had.  He’d done such before, many times, and it would be the wisest course.  He thought that, given the blessing of the God of Luck, it was even odds he could take all the men at once, if it came to that, and without too much difficulty.  But gambling had taught Rion a few lessons, and not the least of which was that any living man—if he intended to keep living, at least—needed to learn the importance of not taking any more chances than he had to, and he should always be focused on minimizing his own risk.  Whether that risk was losing more of his coin or, in this case,getting jumped in some dark alley.

God-blessed or not, it only took one knife in the back, one bad roll of the dice, to ruin a man’s day.  But as dangerous as those men might have been, even the thought of sitting down again, of playing on as if nothing had occurred, made his stomach churn dangerously.  “Sorry,” he said, “but I’ve really got to go.”

He reached for his stack of coins—significantly higher than those of the others seated at the table—but the big man’s hand clamped around his wrist, digging into it like a blacksmith’s tongs.  “Look, fella,” the man said, his tone surprisingly reasonable given his hard expression, “this ain’t the way to do things, you want to make friends, is it?  Now, relax.  Whatever it is, it’ll keep, won’t it?  We’re all nice enough lads,” he went on, gesturing at the others around the table, “and we know a man ought not to gamble with more than he can afford to lose.”  He paused, glancing at one of their number, a skinny, disheveled man who was obviously drunk, slumped in his chair and staring forlornly at his own tiny stack of coins. “Leastways, most of us do,” he growled.  “But what I mean to say is, well…” He tightened his grip on Rion’s arm, his fingers digging in, and Rion winced as his bones ground together. “You might hurt our feelin’s, you leave so soon.  You wouldn’t want that.  Would you?”

Rion fought the urge to draw his blade or, at the least, to give the man a solid punch in the eye with his good hand.  He’d dealt with the man’s kind before—though, it had to be said, this one was more polite than most—but he’d never had much patience for the flagrant use of intimidation and bullying to get one’s way.  He had made his disapproval known on many such occasions, in many such taverns, before, and, so far at least, he was still walking around breathing air.  Of course, he had also talked his way out of trouble more times than he could count on those nights when gambling with coins was enough to scratch the itch, and he felt no not-quite hidden urge to gamble with his life too.

This was one of those times, or at least, it was like them, for he had no interest in gambling at all now, had no thought for the cards and what they might be.  There was only the feeling, so powerful it was as if some giant invisible hand was squeezing him, increasing the pressure bit by bit, second by second, waiting for him to finally listen.  And however tight the big man might hold his wrist, however strong he might be, he could not hope to squeeze as tight as whatever other force now gripped him.  “Let me go,” Rion said.  “Look, I’ll return, and I’ll give you a chance at winning your money back, all of you.  But right now, there’s somewhere I have to be.”

“Oh?” the man asked.  “And where’s that?”

“I…I don’t know,” Rion said lamely.

“Look here, guy,” the big man said, “I think I’ve been pretty damned nice about this, but it seems you don’t want to make friends. He started to rise. “I—”

He’d levered his bulk halfway out of his chair when Rion knotted his other hand into a fist and hit him once, hard, between the legs.  The man let out a strangled whimper and would have toppled, but Rion grabbed him by the shoulders—the man’s grip on his wrist having fallen away—and eased him down into his chair.  

The stranger seemed to curl around himself, his head resting on the table, but Rion paid it little mind.  He would be up, soon enough, and he thought he’d best be gone before he was.  The others at the table, luckily, were too stunned to react, staring at the big man—their impromptu leader—with shocked, bewildered expressions, as if they couldn’t quite figure out what had happened.  Rion glanced at his pile of coins and realized, belatedly, he could have just offered to let them split the money between them.  True, he and the others were running low on coins and would need as many as they could get—Rion wasn’t sure a man could buy his way out from underneath an executioner’s axe, but he thought that, the way things were going, it was best to be prepared—but he could always get more.  

Too late now, he thought.  Either the men would come after him, or they would not, and he’d already done more than hurt the man’s wallet—he’d hurt his pride.  Such men—whose clothes and manner marked them as street toughs whose best days had since passed them by—had little else, and he wouldn’t take kindly to it.  With a shrug, Rion reached over the table, scooping up the coins and stuffing them in his pockets while the others at the table looked on with dazed expressions, as if they’d just woken and had no idea where they were or how they’d come to be there.  

And that was good—that was just fine.  They’d figure it out soon enough, and they wouldn’t remain so for long, of that Rion was sure.  He could only hope he put enough distance between himself and the men that they would decide it wasn’t worth it to keep hunting for him.  With that in mind, he turned and hurried toward the door, pushing his way past a small crowd of men and women who had gathered to watch what they had expected to be a fight.  Some—including the barkeeper—shouted for him to stop, but Rion ignored them, wasn’t sure he could have obeyed even had he wanted to. The power of the feeling that had overcome him had grown in those seconds it had taken him to deal with the man and scoop up his coins, and it was almost as if the invisible hand had decided to take matters into its own…well, hand, and was pulling him toward where it wanted him to go and never mind what he thought of it.

He half-suspected his feet were dangling inches above the wooden floor as he was pulled forward, impelled by a force he could not explain. But recent events had taught him a man was better off not knowing some things, and he did not look down. Instead, he reached the door and desperately threw it open.  At this sign of progress, the squeezing pressure abated the smallest amount, and Rion stared out into the dark street, gasping for air like a drowning man who, by chance more than design, has surfaced above the crushing currents and knows he might be pushed under again at any moment.

He half-stumbled, half-ran into the street, not consciously deciding which direction he would go and not needing to.  The feeling knew where it wanted him, and that was enough to keep him moving, pushing him along as if some powerful wind pressed at his back.  Javen’s coin had grown even colder in his pocket, so cold he thought there was a good chance when he took off his trousers he would see his leg had frosted over.  But even that cold, that pain, was a distant thing next to the urge, the need to move forward.

What few people were in the streets at this late hour watched him suspiciously as he sprinted like the Keeper himself was after him, but Rion didn’t so much as give them a second glance.  Alright, alright, damn it, he thought, I’m going there, okay, so just relax?  And he was, just as fast as he could, the breath rasping in his lungs as he turned down one alley, barreling through it and out into another street only to careen forward.  He was going there, wherever there was, and he doubted just then if the gods themselves could have stopped him.

He was so caught up in hurrying, so driven by the maelstrom of need, he didn’t realize he was retracing the steps he’d taken earlier when he’d risen from his bed, unable to sleep, until he was standing in the mouth of an alley, staring at the sign of The Drunken Bard, creaking as it rocked in heavy wind.  He didn’t know what possible reason he’d had to race back here so quickly, but Rion was past questioning it then, so instead he only took a step toward it, meaning to reach the inn as quickly as possible and rid himself of this heart-hammering feeling.

Or, at least, he meant to take a step.  Instead, his foot froze, hanging in the air as if he had turned into some statue.  Frowning, Rion tried to put it down, to finish the movement, but no matter how hard he strained his foot refused to obey.  At least, that was, until he tried to set it back down beside the other, and then it complied quickly enough.  Damned feet, Rion thought.  Damned gods and their damned coins.  Still, the force that had gripped him was gone, finally, and there was that.  Rion was still thinking on it, on what it had meant, when he noticed several carriages in front of the Drunken Bard.

Not all that unusual to see carriages in the finer parts of cities such as where the Bard was located.  After all, Rion was a nobleman, and he knew most nobles loved nothing more than flaunting their wealth at any opportunity.  It was a common enough sight to see the sons and daughters of Valeria’s most prominent noblemen and merchant class make such spectacles whenever they ventured into the city, hoping to attract as many admiring—or envious, on that they weren’t very particular—glances as they could.  Yet something about the whole thing seemed strange to him.

For one, the carriages were painted black, without the markings or designs so common on noblemen’s carriages, there to proclaim—as loudly as possible—who traveled within so those watching could know who they were.  Not much good making a man envious, if he doesn’t know who to be envious of.  For another, a quick glance around the street showed him no one shared it with him, at least, none he could see in the flickering lights of the lanterns hung at regular intervals on the sides of the nearby buildings.  

Not much good saddling your horses—or having your groomsmen do it—and taking out your carriage to flaunt your wealth, if there was no one to watch your flaunting.  Oh, noblemen ventured out in the night as well as the day but, in his experience, the men and women who did so generally preferred to keep their identities, if not hidden, at least not advertised.  After all, the day was the time for balls and putting on airs.  Night was a time for the rich and powerful to don cloaks and fancy themselves brigands and outlaws as they sought to sate their more perverse or, at least—and of more importance—socially unacceptable desires.   

So why, then, were there two carriages parked in front of the inn?  What’s more, the horses had not been unhitched and pulled into the small stable attached to the Bard, making it obvious enough that whoever had visited the inn did not intend to stay long.  Rion was still wondering on this when he saw a group of men step from the Bard’s front door and into the night.  They wore the robes of priests, but if these men were priests, they weren’t any kind Rion would be likely to confide in or ask for advice.  They wore grim, foreboding expressions, and they glanced back and forth around the street before the two in front began to slink toward the carriage.  Before that moment, Rion wouldn’t have even believed priests capable of “slinking,” but there was really no other word for it.  No, not the type of men to ask for advice.  Maybe the type to ask for mercy, if you got on their bad side, but that was about as far as Rion could imagine it going.  Though, judging by the look of them, he didn’t suspect these men had much mercy to spare.

One of the men turned and said something to another.  The man he’d addressed moved forward, and in doing so stepped within the circle of light given off by a nearby street lantern.  Not much, still mostly in shadow, but it was enough for Rion to see the crimson spatters on the front of the priest’s robe and face.  It appeared somebody already had gotten on their bad side, after all, and Rion’s breath caught in his throat.  

Bloody priests.  The Drunken Bard.  It didn’t take a genius to put the pieces together, even if he didn’t like the way they fit, and Rion’s fears were confirmed a moment later when he saw Alesh and Katherine being led out into the street.  Well, “led” wasn’t exactly the word for it—“carried” would have been better. Both were clearly unconscious, never mind the way the priests carrying them had their arms draped over their shoulders as if they were only friends who’d drunk too much for their own good and were now being helped to their carriage.  

Suddenly, Rion was bathed in a cold sweat.  There were nearly a dozen robed figures in all, far too many for him to attempt to rescue Alesh and Katherine.  And just how had the men found them, anyway?  Had one of the guards at the gate recognized one of them?  No, that didn’t make sense.  If that were the case, Rion and the others would already be sitting in a dungeon somewhere, probably being tortured while they waited on the headsman to take a couple of practice swings at the block, warm up his muscles.  

But if not that, then what?  Larin.  The name popped into his head seemingly on its own. But the Chosen had saved them, had blown up his whole damned castle to do it.  What sort of sense did it make that the man would now betray them?  No, it couldn’t have been Larin.  Or, at least, Rion hoped to the gods it wasn’t.  The old giant had seemed dangerous enough when he was friendly—the last thing Rion wanted was to see what he looked like when he wasn’t.  

But if it wasn’t Larin, who else could it have been?  The old innkeeper, Hank, had seemed trustworthy enough, and it didn’t make sense that he would—

Rion’s thoughts cut off as he saw others being led from the inn toward the waiting carriages.  Darl, Sonya, and the girl, Marta.  Oh, gods help me, he thought.  Alesh and Katherine had already been loaded into one carriage, and Rion watched, helpless, as the Ferinan—also unconscious—was loaded into the second along with the two terrified, pale-faced girls.  

Several of the priests followed the prisoners into the carriages, and Rion’s mind raced. There was no way to take on so many men, not at once, of that much he was sure.  Which meant he would have to wait until they got where they were going, that was all.  Once there, hopefully the men would lower their guards, and he might be able to rescue the others.  Or, more likely, die with them.  The thought was a sobering one, and he watched, his mouth unaccountably dry, as the remaining priests started to disperse, moving in random directions down the street.  One of which happened to be directly toward the alley in which Rion stood. 

Rion knew he needed to run, but he hesitated, hoping to see at least which direction the carriages went, so he might find them again.  A moment later, he was rewarded as they started moving, but his feeling of relief faded as he saw they were heading in different directions.  But why would they do that? he thought wildly.  It didn’t make any sense.  Was it only another attempt to keep from being discovered, to not draw attention to themselves?  Or were they truly taking the others to separate places?  Either option was bad, maybe really bad, for he couldn’t think of any good reasons why they might separate them.  Of course, he couldn’t spare any worry for that just now, for the priest was drawing closer to his hiding place and soon, darkness or not, the man would have to be blind not to see him. 

Rion took one last, desperate look at the departing carriages, then retreated into the shadows of the alley.  He glanced behind him toward the opposite end of the alley and realized then he’d waited too long.  There was no way he would make it to the other end, not before the priest was on him, and once the man saw him he would alert the others.  Such men as these wouldn’t want to leave any witnesses and how long could Rion hope to evade so many in a city he didn’t know?

Not long, but it seemed he would find out. In another few seconds, the priest would arrive and sound the alarm.  Frantic, Rion dove to one side of the alley, strangling a grunt when he struck the wall.  He scrambled at the stone wall desperately and, when then the priest stepped into the alley, Rion was seated with his back pressed against it, his head down, as if he was asleep.

Just another homeless man begging for coin who’d decided to take a nap.  Or, at least, that was what he hoped he looked like.  He was in fresh clothes without so much as a tin or clay pot to collect any money that might have been tossed his way, and he had to rely on the shadows to help conceal those betraying facts from the priest.  In another time, he might have found it funny or at least odd that a warrior for the side of Light might be forced to rely on the darkness to keep him alive, but just then, laughing was about the furthest thing from his mind.

The priest took a step into the alley, then another, and let out a small grunt of surprise when he noted Rion sitting against the wall, his head lolling as if he was asleep.  Rion was trying to decide what to do, knowing if he rushed the priest now, there was no way he would make it to the man and cut him down before he managed a shout that would draw more of the robed men down on him, when the priest spoke.  “My son?  Are you well?”

His heart racing, his hands clammy with cold sweat, Rion didn’t answer, only continued to feign sleep.  The priest moved closer until he was standing right over Rion.  “My son?  Might I help you, somehow?”

Sure, Rion thought, forcing down the shiver of fear creeping up his spine, how about you just, I don’t know, fall over, maybe die?  That would help me, Father.  That would help me a great deal.  But the man wasn’t so accommodating as that.  Instead, he knelt directly in front of Rion, studying Rion in the darkness, deciding maybe whether he was truly asleep.

Through his slitted eyes, Rion saw the priest reach in his tunic. He could have been reaching for a coin, or a handkerchief to wipe his brow, but Rion didn’t think so.  Men who kidnapped people while they were asleep who—judging by the blood—were more than willing to hurt them, if they deemed it necessary, weren’t the same type of men who gave coins to random beggars.  Or, at least, he didn’t think so, and he wasn’t prepared to gamble his life to see if he was wrong.  

So, before the man withdrew his hand, Rion reached into his own tunic, grasping one of his hidden blades and removing it with a smooth, fluid motion, something at which he’d had far too much practice of late.  The priest grunted at the sudden movement, but it was the only reaction he had time to muster before Rion buried the blade in his windpipe.

The priest hissed out a choked, rattled sound of shock and fell backward.  Rion followed him, surprising himself at his anger at seeing Alesh and all the others—even Marta who he’d often considered strangling himself—captured.  He sat on the man’s chest, ripped his blade free in a spurt of blood, and dragged it across the priest’s throat, the sharp steel digging viciously through flesh.  The man struggled, trying to dislodge Rion from his perch, but in seconds the dramatic loss of blood had its effect, and the priest’s efforts slowed, his hands dropping back down to his side.  

“You fucked with the wrong people,” Rion whispered.  “You’ve lived in the darkness—so go to it.”  Powerful that, he thought, something Alesh might have said.  Of course, his hands would have been wreathed in flame as he did, and that would have added a certain something.  But, since Rion didn’t have any flame handy, he leaned over so his mouth was inches from the dying man’s ear.  “Bastard.”

Not much, maybe, not even all that great, but the priest wouldn’t complain, of that much he was certain, for by the time he rose to his feet, the man was already dead.  Rion had been so caught up in the brief scuffle or, well, call it what it was—murder—he realized he hadn’t been paying attention to any of the priest’s companions and they could have all been running at him right now.  He shot a frantic look in the direction of the Bard, half-expecting to see an army of priests crowding the alley, probably drawing lots to see who got to kill him, but there was nothing.  No one.  The priest at his feet, it seemed, would be going to his death alone.  But, of course, everyone does.

Rion moved toward the alley mouth again and glanced down the street.  He could see the priests still spreading out, moving in different directions, and just managed to catch sight of the back of the carriages before they both disappeared around a corner and were blocked from his vision. He hesitated then, unsure of what to do.  He was only one man, after all, and it wasn’t as if he could follow both carriages, to rescue their stolen cargo.  The fact was, he thought it was all too likely he couldn’t rescue either, but there was no time to think about that, not now.  He needed to make a decision and—

“Hey, you!”

Rion’s breath caught in his throat.  He turned back to look at the inn, expecting that some of the priests in the street must have seen him despite the darkness, but none appeared to have.  Although, he noted with dismay, that several of the nearest were turning now, alerted by the shout and gazing in his direction.  

Rion spun back around and was shocked to see several forms moving toward him from the other end of the alleyway.  The one in the front held a lantern, and Rion kept himself from looking directly at it, knowing it would spoil his night vision and, if things kept going as they were, he was going to need every advantage he could get.  “Who are you?” he said, not liking the way his voice squeaked. 

“Oh, you know damned well who we are,” the man who’d spoken growled, “and if you don’t, by the gods, you’re goin’ to before this night’s done, that much I promise you.”

Something about the voice sounded familiar, niggled at Rion’s thoughts, but he still couldn’t place it.  “Look,” he said, risking a glance over his shoulder to see the priests were still moving toward the alley, drawn like flies to a flame by the other man’s voice, “I don’t want any trouble, alright?  I just want to—”

“If you didn’t want any trouble, you shouldn’t have run out on us, like you did, takin’ our money with you like some damned thief.  You’ll pay for that, just like any fella would, but I’m sorry to say that ain’t the worst of what’s comin’ to you.  You had no cause to hit me in my privates.  For that, fella, I think we’re goin’ to have to take all our coin back from you and maybe some blood besides.”

And then Rion realized with a shock who this man must be.  “Wait a minute, you’re the—the guy from the tavern?”

The man barked what might have been a laugh. “Sure, didn’t expect to see us again, did you?  Well, one of the lads here watched you leave, came back quick enough.  Now, you walk on over here and get what’s comin’ to you.  We got to come collect you ourselves, I promise you, it’s gonna be a whole lot worse.”

Another look behind him.  The priests were close now, would be here in a minute, maybe less.  Far too close for him to hope for any chance of escape that way, and the other man and his companions had spread out in the alley, negating any chances he might have had of breaking through them.  No way back and no way forward.  Rion looked around the alley, his eyes searching desperately for something to help him, but there was nothing.  Nothing, at least, save the dead priest lying at his feet, and whatever help the man might have offered, he was long past doing so. 

Nothing else.  Cobbled ground, stone walls and—Rion froze, his eyes catching on something, the vaguest of outlines, about halfway between him and the men crowding the alley.  At first, his frantic mind couldn’t seem to decipher what it was, as if it was some great puzzle, the solution of which eluded him.  Then, the thought came and with it a heady sense of relief.  A door.  It’s a door.  A back entrance into one of the shops lining the street, no doubt, but what were the chances a door like that wouldn’t be locked?  After all, criminals might not have been as common in the nicer parts of the city such as this, but they were still around—a man just had to glance back at The Drunken Bard and the murdering, kidnapping priests moving toward Rion to know that much.  

Javen, he thought desperately, look, I’m not much good at praying.  But unless you want to go through the trouble of finding yourself another Chosen, you’d better make damned sure that door isn’t locked.  Didn’t sound much like a prayer to him, not exactly the divine, wise sounding words he’d heard the priests utter on the few occasions he’d gone to one of Valeria’s churches, but it was the best he was capable of just then.  He thought the coin in his pocket—Javen’s token—might have cooled the slightest bit then, but it might just as well have been his imagination.  Either way, there was no help for it, so he walked toward the group of men, his hands raised.  “Alright, look, I’m coming to you, alright?” Moving closer to the door, refusing to so much as look at it now, for fear the men would see him looking and know his thoughts.

“That’s a good lad,” the big man growled. “Takin’ it like a man, and that’s the only way to do it.  After all, you were goin’ to take it either way. You know that, don’t you?”

“Sure,” Rion said, “and look, about the coins, I wasn’t lying before—I really was in a hurry.  But here…” he paused, reaching into his pocket and fishing out a handful. “Take them.”

“Oh, we’ll be takin’ the coins alright,” the man agreed, “but as I told you before, that won’t be the end of it.  You owe us a debt, see, and no amount of coins is goin’ to cover it, I’m afraid.  Still, I promise you we ain’t gonna do nothin’ to you a good long stay in a healer’s won’t cure, alright?  Except maybe the teeth, but a man don’t need all of ‘em anyway, that’s just bein’ greedy, you think about it.  And you, you ain’t a greedy fella, are you?”

“No,” Rion said.  Another step. And another.  “Not greedy, not me.  Still, there’s just one problem.”

“Oh?” the man asked, and there was a decidedly unpleasant sound to his voice now. “And what’s that?”

“Fuck off, that’s what,” Rion spat.  Not poetry, but it had the added weight of his own emotion behind it. He lunged for the door, his sweat-slick hand grasping the handle before slipping off.  Biting back a curse, he tried again, his efforts hampered by the way the metal handle seemed to squirm underneath his fingers as if taunting him.  Finally, he caught hold of it and gave it a twist before trying the door.  Oh gods, it’s locked, Rion thought.

“Hey, what are you doing?” the man shouted.  “Get that bastard!” Rion had his back turned, but he didn’t need to see the men to hear the sound of their heavy footfalls on the cobbles as they rushed toward him.

Shit, shit, shit. He tried the handle again, hoping against hope somehow it would magically open, and was so shocked when it actually did, when he actually heard the latch give way, that he only stood, dumbfounded, for several seconds.  Then, he realized that in his haste, he hadn’t turned the handle enough to disengage the latch.  The door hadn’t been locked, after all.  With a sound somewhere between a pant and a laugh, Rion pushed the door open and stepped inside, slamming it shut behind him.  

It was completely dark within the building, but Rion wasn’t worried about that, not just then.  Instead, he was searching for the door’s lock.  After all, he doubted getting beaten to death in some anonymous shop would be any better than dying in an alleyway, so he fumbled, finally finding the latch and throwing it.  A second later, there was a thud on the door as one of the men tried to force his way in.  Someone shouted a string of curses in the alley, but the sound was muffled by the walls and the door.  Still, the door was built of what had felt like solid oak, and he didn’t think it was likely to give way no matter how much the men beat on it, at least not too quickly.  

He turned and quested around him with outstretched hands, unable to see anything in the perfect darkness.  He touched something that felt like someone’s shirt and hissed in surprise, his other hand going for one of his knives before his blind investigations revealed it was some fabric stacked on a shelf, raw materials for a tailor’s shop, perhaps.  Of course, it could have just as soon been strips of fabric in a healers’ shop, ones used for bandages.  Without being able to see, there was no way to know, and it didn’t matter in any case.

What did matter was getting out of wherever he was and away before the men broke their way through the door.  They were still hitting it from the other side, but as Rion had hoped, the door appeared to be holding firm, at least for the moment.  He continued forward, his arms outstretched, feeling along the shelves until they ended, and another step took him to a stone wall.  

“Hey, what are you doing?” 

Rion paused at the sound of the big man’s voice, from outside in the alley.  He didn’t seem to be addressing him, and his voice, while still angry, also seemed possessed of a wariness that made it clear something was troubling him.  If the priests answered—for surely they must have arrived by now, and it could be only to them the man spoke—Rion could not hear it, and as he began feeling his way along the wall in search of the door, he heard the big man speak again.

“Look, you’d all best go back to whatever church you come from.  Those robes ain’t gonna protect you, you go messin’ about in things ain’t none of your concern.”

Still no answer from the priests, but Rion wasn’t paying much attention, too focused on finding a door and getting away from here.  He wasn’t sure whether the priests had seen him or not, but it was too much to hope they had showed up in the alley moments after he’d closed the door and, even if they had, they’d have to be somewhat curious as to why those men were gathered around it trying to force their way in.  Which meant, more likely than not, whoever ended up coming out on top of what seemed to be the approaching, inevitable violence, they’d be coming after Rion next, and that door wouldn’t hold them forever.  

So he ran his hands along the stone wall, his heart hammering in his chest, the sweat beading on his forehead not only—or even mostly—due to the surprising heat in the small storage room.  Finally, the stone beneath his fingers changed to wood, and he grinned in the darkness as he felt around for the door handle.  He was already planning what he would do next when he tried the latch and found it locked.   

He ran his fingers along the space where the door met the frame, hoping to find some space he might take advantage of to pry it open. But whoever had built the shop had done as fine work on this door as he had the last, and there was no separating groove which Rion might make use of to force the door.  Whatever craftsman had built the shop had clearly prided himself on his work, a man who refused to take shortcuts or leave a job half-done.  The bastard.

The door, too, seemed as thick as the first one, and Rion thought he had a better chance of waking up to find out this was all a miserable dream than to break his way through before the men made it to him.  Trapped.  The thought sent a thrill of fear through him, and he took a slow, deep breath, struggling to rein in his terror.  He’d just about got it under control when he heard the big man’s voice again, this time sounding as if it came from right outside the door, so close that Rion spun, half-expecting the man to be standing right beside him.

“Hey, damnit, answer me.  What are you—”  He never finished what he’d been about to say, for suddenly someone screamed, a loud, terrible wail of agony and fear.  

“They’re behind us too, Clive.”

“What the fu—” someone else began, and his words turned into a growl.  There were shouts then from outside, and the sounds of fighting.  Desperate now, Rion gripped the door handle and struck it with his shoulder, hoping he was wrong about the door’s quality.  He was rewarded by a thump that made his shoulder go numb, and the door didn’t so much as budge an inch in its frame.  

His breath rasping in his throat as the sounds of fighting continued from outside in the alleyway, he felt his way along the other wall, holding on to some sliver of hope the shop owner might have had another door installed, though what purpose such a second door might serve, he couldn’t imagine.  Less than a minute later, his hope died a quick, brutal death, similar, if the sounds coming from outside were any indication, to what the men in the alley were experiencing, as he stood once more at the door leading to the alleyway.  

He wracked his brain for some idea of how to escape. He was still thinking when the sounds of fighting from outside faded to the single, desperate moan of someone in pain.

“Please,” a voice rasped from outside in the alley, “don’t…” Rion heard footsteps, slow, unhurried, and the voice spoke on. “Don’t, gods, look, I—” There was the unmistakable sound of a blade striking flesh and then only silence.  A silence so deep, so profound, that Rion waited, unmoving, not daring to so much as breathe lest those outside hear him.  

A moment later, he heard more footsteps, and though the door muffled the sounds, they seemed to be coming directly toward him.  Still slow, unhurried, as if whoever made them was unconcerned by the blood bath that had just occurred.  They stopped just outside the door, and Rion thought he could feel them there, listening, considering.  He schooled himself to silence, scared to move a single muscle for fear of reminding them he was there.  His nerves were so taut with anticipation and fear he nearly screamed when the door handle began to rattle back and forth.

It seemed to go on forever, Rion barely able to contain the shout of panic he’d strangled in his throat.  Then, as abruptly as it had begun, it stopped, and there was only silence once again.  A moment later, he could hear breathing, slow and calm, from whoever stood on the other side of the door.  A second passed, then another, and he became convinced that whoever was standing outside knew he was there.  That they were perhaps, even now, waiting, blocking his escape, while others of their number worked their way around through the front of the shop to where he hid.

The waiting, the anticipation was unbearable, and Rion had pretty much decided to open the door and charge, promising himself he would at least cut down the man on the other side before being taken down himself.  After all, if the man’s cohorts were going around to the other side of the shop, they wouldn’t be able to get back into the alley before he made his escape.  Then he heard the unmistakable sound of a footstep ringing on the cobbles from the alleyway. Then another and another, several sets, as many as half a dozen at least, moving away from the door. 

He realized that, had he charged out, he would have been dead in moments. He waited until the footsteps faded into the distance, then he waited another minute, and another.  Finally, he heaved a heavy sigh and half-leaned, half-collapsed against the door, more than a little shocked to still be counted among the living.  Once he got his breathing and racing thoughts under control, he stood from the wall and contemplated his next move.  He did not want to go out into that alleyway—in fact, he would have preferred spending a day, maybe two, inside the shelter of the storage room.  The desire to do just that was a powerful one, but he forced it away, knowing it would be fool hardy.

Whoever owned the shop would notice him sooner or later, and he didn’t much care for the idea of explaining to the guards why he was hiding in a storage room while bodies littered the alleyway outside.  But that wasn’t the worst of it.  The worst of it was, while he’d been crouched in the storage room hoping not to be discovered, the carriages containing his friends had been making their way toward…well, toward wherever in the name of the gods they were going.  If he was to have any chance of finding them, he needed to get moving.  Now.  In fact, it might be too late already.

No, such a thought was useless and would do him no good.  He would find them.  That, at least, he thought he could do, assuming Javen didn’t decide to relinquish his favor at the worst possible moment.  And what will you do  when you find them? a voice asked.  It was part of himself, the voice devoid of any emotional attachment, the one who cared nothing for anyone else, only for his own preservation.  The voice had spoken to him before, of course, often in those nights when he’d spent far longer at the tables gambling than he should have.  It was the part of him that enjoyed the risk of it all, the thrill of it, the one that cared only for the tumbling dice, the cards not yet revealed.

Rion frowned.  I’ll save them, that’s what, he thought back.

Oh, will you? the voice asked, and there was an amused sound to it.  “Rion the hero,” is that it?  Nobleman turned gambler turned savior? It’s ridiculous.  Not a story found in even the wildest of childhood fancies.

Maybe, Rion thought, reluctantly agreeing, but then, it wasn’t as if he had much choice, was it? Two choices, both bad.  Try to save Alesh and Katherine—and probably die.  Or, instead, try to save Darl, Sonya, and Marta—and probably die.  Not exactly inspiring thoughts, maybe, but true ones.

There is a third choice.  A third…truth.

And since the voice was himself, Rion did not need it to explain any further.  The third choice was to run, to hide.  He’d been doing it, he thought, for nearly his whole life.  He was good at it—maybe as good as any man could be.  Blending in, pretending to be someone else, anyone else.  It seemed to him, then, that his entire life—years spent pretending at being a nobody in the common rooms of inns and taverns and more than a few whorehouses—had been practice for just this moment.  He could make it away, he thought.  Even with the priests chasing him, no doubt searching for the one they missed in their attack on the Bard, he believed he could make it.  After all, he was only one man, and it was a big city, a big world. 

He could run fast enough that they would never have a chance of catching him, could run far enough they would never find him.  And he could live.  It was an interesting idea, seductive in its simplicity.  Run and live.  Or stay—and die.  

The answer seemed so obvious even a fool could see it, and considering his actions over the last few weeks, Rion had to admit he probably was a fool.  What business did a man like him have with gods, with saving the world?  And what had the world ever done for him anyway?  Made his father’s business go broke? Left people like Tesharna in charge, gave people like Sigan all the power so he could threaten Rion’s family, could jerk them from their own home like it was nothing?  Rion had spent his life around nobles, the vast majority of whom cared only about themselves, their own wants, their own needs.  Men and women who cared more about what they would wear, of what ball they would attend next, than about the people in the city who were starving, about the orphan children forced to fend for themselves.  That was, if they thought about such things at all, and Rion suspected that most did not.

The world, he’d found, was full of cruel, greedy people who only cared about each other when it benefited them.  So why would a man want to save such a place?  Why would he risk his life to try?  In such a place, such a world, weren’t those who profited most those most willing to dismiss others, to take advantage of them? He’d met many rich merchants and rich noblemen while running his father’s business, and Rion had noticed something: none of those powerful, wealthy men were known for their kindness.  None stood in the streets handing out food to the poor or paying for healers for those who couldn’t afford it.  

No.  Better to worry about himself, to protect what was his as much as he could for as long as he could. If the gods themselves were unable to save the world, if some of them didn’t even want to, then what should that tell him? The truth was, a man couldn’t save the world.  He’d be a fool to try and soon a dead one.

Good, the voice said, well, at least we’ve got that straightened out.  So we’ll stay here another day, at least.  We can hide among the shelves in case the shopkeeper does come.  Then, once the priests aren’t roaming the street like a band of feral dogs, we can leave.  Sure, they might have a description from Tesharna or someone else, but appearances can be changed easy enough—it isn’t as if we haven’t done it before.  Some different clothes, maybe a hair cut or a hair-dye, then we’re just another man leaving the city, another man wise enough to know he can’t save the world, can only die trying and for no purpose.

Rion reached out and grabbed the door handle, wasn’t even aware he was going to do it until he did, then he hesitated.  It felt heavy beneath his fingers, impossibly so.  And not just heavy—solid.  Heavy enough to crush a man, solid enough to knock him down and not even feel it.  He told himself it was only a door, only a handle, but he knew it wasn’t.  It was a decision, possibly one of the biggest he’d made or would make in what could be a very short, very painful life.  It was a choice, one every man would make sooner or later.

No man can save the world, he told himself.  He clenched the handle in a white-knuckled grip, so lost in thought that he didn’t notice the way his arm trembled. Then, finally, he chose and, as he did, all the uncertainty, all the confusion and doubt, suddenly vanished from his mind. He smiled.  No man could save the world—it was true.  And when he turned the door handle, stepping out into the dark alleyway, the cobbles soaked with blood, he did it not to save the world, but to save two young girls, and a Ferinan man he had come to know and respect.  He did it to save his friends.

 

 

 

Chapter Fifteen 

 

What are you doing here? Odrick asked himself for what might have been the dozenth time as he walked through the grand entryway of Armiel’s father, Landon Hale’s, estate.  A servant bowed to him so low Odrick thought the man’s forehead might have actually touched the ground.  “Ah, Sir Odrick,” the gray-haired man said, “Lord Armiel will be most glad you have come.  Please, this way.”

Sir Odrick.  Even the sound of it was ridiculous. He was a blacksmith, that was all, as his father was, but Odrick didn’t bother correcting the man, only swallowed in a vain effort to rid himself of the nervous lump in his throat and followed.  The manservant led him through corridors lined with ostentatious drapes and paintings, many of which were of Lord Hale himself. Armiel’s father was—if the incredible display of wealth to be seen in the statues and embroidery didn’t somehow make it obvious—the richest man in Valeria.  

He was led past servants busily cleaning, wiping the floors or polishing some bust or visage of the rich nobleman and into a ballroom.  Odrick paused in the doorway, feeling even more out of place than usual as he stared at the vast gathering of noblemen and noblewomen crowding the huge room.  Long tables covered in velvet cloths lined either side of the room, their surfaces crowded with what appeared to be every possible manner of delicacy, fare ranging from steaks and roasted pig to stuffed olives and dates from the east as well as all kinds of soups and stews.  The air was redolent with the heady aroma of a dozen exotic—and no doubt terribly expensive—spices. Odrick felt a headache begin to form in his temples.

Light take me, what am I doing here? Despite the fine clothes his father had insisted on him wearing, Odrick felt like a mangy dog who’d had the audacity to walk up to sit at a feast of kings and queens.  

Surely, at any minute, one of the many noblemen and women would notice him, and they would laugh and scorn, ordering their bodyguards—thickly-muscled men, some bigger even than Odrick himself, who followed their masters or mistresses like obedient dogs—to throw him into the street with the rest of the trash.  

None did though, all apparently too busy flattering and being flattered, or strutting and showing off their newest clothes to pay him any mind.  Which was just as well, for if they’d stopped to notice him and to question his presence, Odrick wasn’t sure he’d be able to explain away why he was suddenly drenched in sweat, or why his cheeks were so red.  Still, he consoled himself that he would be far from the only red-faced man in the room as Lord Hale had not only provided food in abundance, but drink as well, as evidenced by the slurred speech and drunken stagger of many of the guests. Servants moved through the crowd, carrying polished silver platters loaded with all kinds of appetizers and goblets of wine as well as doing a surprisingly successful and discreet job of being there just in time to right the course of several drunk noblemen—and more than one woman—before they knocked something or someone over.

“Sir Odrick?”

Odrick blinked, pulling his eyes away from that milling mass of humanity to stare at the manservant.  Judging by the older man’s concerned, slightly annoyed expression, it wasn’t the first time he’d tried to get his attention.  “Yes?”

“I said Lord Armiel is this way, if you would like to follow me.”

Odrick swallowed again. “Of course.”

The manservant set off again, heading straight through the crowded room, and Odrick took a deep breath, squaring his shoulders, before following.  They moved through crowds of people laughing—or more likely pretending to laugh—at jokes, while others bent low in whispered conversations, brokering deals and contracts which could affect the lives of hundreds, maybe even thousands of Valeria’s citizens. The manservant slipped through the mad press with ease, navigating unerringly through the massive hall and soon they were standing in front of a wide, circular table.  

“Lord Armiel,” the manservant said, gesturing to the table unnecessarily, then bowing his head to Odrick who noticed that the bow wasn’t as low this time as it had been before, the man apparently having decided—and rightly so—that Odrick was probably the least important person in the room. “Sir.” Then the older man was gone, whisking his way back through the crowd.

Odrick watched him go before turning back to the table.  Lord Armiel was currently sitting with his head laid against the table, a line of drool leaking from it onto the finely-polished wooden surface.  Bastion, another son of a rich nobleman, one apparently being groomed for some high position in the Church, sat beside him, stuffing his face with a variety of foods which he seemingly picked at random from the several plates and trays laid out on the tabletop. Staring at the man’s incredibly large stomach, Odrick thought it was a wonder Bastion could stand, let alone walk, but if he kept at it the way he was going, he’d have to be carried out of the ballroom by some very unfortunate, pitiable servants.

Neither of the two had noticed Odrick yet—one too concerned with gorging himself, the other too concerned with whatever drunken dream had brought a small smile to his sleeping face.  Odrick considered leaving then.  He still could without having to deal with either of the noblemen—they were both kind enough, if spoiled beyond reason and, if he were being honest with himself, quite stupid—but they were annoying on their best days and judging by the state of them, this was not one of their best days.  He had even begun to turn with the intention of leaving the ballroom, when his father’s words ran through his mind.

Just see what you can, lad, that’s all.  Learn what you can.  His father had paused then, taking a moment to think about his next words as he often did.  It was where Odrick had picked up the habit.  No point striking the steel until you know where to hit it, his father always said. A thing done in haste often must be redone with care.  It was a common saying of his father’s, one he remembered hearing since childhood, and as he’d stood in the room of their blacksmith’s shop, a closed sign over the door despite the early hour, he’d expected his father to say it again.  Instead, he’d wiped his hands—covered in soot from the forge, for his father always preferred to get up early and begin the day’s work—on a rag he always carried in his back pocket while working, and gave him a wink. Who knows—you let yourself, you might even have a little fun.

Odrick thought that last bit unlikely—his palms were sweating, and his face felt flush with heat—but that was alright.  His dad had been right about the rest of it.  They needed to learn as much as they could about what was going on in the city, and Odrick and his dubious friendships with some of the nobles of Valeria was the best chance of doing that.  Since Rion had come and asked him to take in his parents and their manservant, Fermin who had refused to leave their side—even at the not inconsiderable risk to his own life of being associated with the parents of a man marked for death by Tesharna herself—Odrick had spent every waking second at his father’s shop.  He would even wake up in the night, from time to time, convinced Tesharna or one of her men would somehow know, just know the Tirinian family hid in the cellar of his father’s shop and would be breaking in even now, intent on arresting the old couple and torturing them to discover Rion’s location.  And never mind that they wouldn’t know, for Rion had told neither them nor Odrick little more than that he had to leave the city before running off into the night.  In many ways, Odrick realized he had led a sheltered life under his father’s protection—a protection not just built around the man’s thick muscles and lack of patience for what he considered nonsense—but mostly from his reputation as the city’s foremost blacksmith.

A sheltered life, but Odrick was not so sheltered that he didn’t understand that Chosen Tesharna did have torturers, and those torturers would ask their hard questions regardless of whether Rion’s parents had any answers, the same way an old fisherman might cast his net into a spot of water that hadn’t produced fish for days.  Not because he expected any fish, not really, but just because it was what he did.  

When his father had first mentioned it, Odrick had seen the wisdom of what he said.  After all, the Tirinians couldn’t hide in their cellar forever and, moreover, it would look suspicious if Odrick continued to sequester himself at the shop.  It was best to stick to normal routines, smarter.  It was also terrifying.  He had no doubt that if one of the guards he’d passed as he made his way through the city knew he was helping to hide the parents of a man marked for death, they would have been all too happy to clap him in irons and take him away.  The executioner could always use practice, after all.

He told himself he’d learned enough.  A quick walk through the city had shown him all he needed to see about whether or not Tesharna and her men had forgotten Rion and the others he’d escaped with.  Nearly every shop wall had been plastered with a flier with Rion and his companions’ names, many showing likenesses of them so they could be easily identified.  It had been a sobering thing, to see the first, and the effect had only increased with each subsequent flier he passed until finally Odrick had felt hunted himself, had been forced to fight down the urge to look behind him constantly as if expecting an army of guards to be following him through the streets.  

He decided he’d learned enough.  He turned, and had even taken a step into the ballroom, when he heard Bastion speak.  “Odrick?  Is that you?”

Odrick winced and turned to see the fat man’s mouth spread into a wide grin displaying several pieces of food stuck in his teeth.  “Gods, but it is you.  Well, sit with us, old boy, sit.  It seems it’s been a year since we’ve seen you.”

Odrick hesitated, not wanting to, but knowing to leave now would only cause even more of a scene.  Already, several of the people nearest him had turned to look at the future-priest’s shout.  Suppressing a sigh, Odrick made his way to the table and sat.  “Bastion,” he said, nodding his head to the man.  “I hope you’re well.”

“Oh, sure,” the fat man said, leaning back in his chair which creaked dangerously under his weight.  “As well as can be expected at any rate.  So tell me, what have you been up to, lately?  We haven’t seen you around much.”

Odrick shrugged.  “Nothing much.  Just working in my father’s shop—it’s been busy around there, lately.”

“Sure, sure,” Bastion said, his voice muffled by the sweet cake he’d just stuffed into his mouth.  He paused then, and Odrick wasn’t sure if he imagined the malicious gleam in the fat man’s eyes.  “You hear about Erondrian?”

Odrick felt as if those piggy eyes were seeing right through him to the truth of things, and he swallowed, nodding.  “I heard.”

Bastion shook his head disapprovingly. “A shame, that’s what it is.  As a future priest in Amedan’s service, I’m appalled at Rion’s betrayal—helping a criminal escape the way he did, even killing some of the Chosen’s men?”  He shook his head again.  “It’s unbelievable.  Disgraceful.  Isn’t that right, Armiel?”

The nobleman was still slouched over the table, his only answer what might have been a grunt or a snore, and Bastion grinned, winking at Odrick again before elbowing his companion in the side.  Armiel grunted then stirred, raising his head.  He glanced around him slowly as if trying to remember where he was, then he saw Odrick, and he smiled.  “Odrick!  Why, what are you doing here?”

Excited and eager, as Armiel always was.  Odrick had never thought Armiel was so bad, at least so far as most of the nobles went.  Not clever, that much was certain, a lech and a drunkard, but kind enough, in his way.  “Hello, Armiel.”

“And are you enjoying the party then?” the young noble asked, reaching for a half-empty goblet of wine in front of him and finishing it off in a long swallow.

“It is certainly…impressive,” Odrick said.  

“So it is, so it is,” Armiel said, grinning widely as if Odrick had just given him the highest of praise.  

“Odrick and I were just talking about Eriondrian,” Bastion said, “about his…situation.”

Armiel’s grin faded at that, and he seemed to sober a bit.  “A grim thing, that is.  I would never have thought it of Eriondrian but…” He paused, shrugging, convinced as no doubt many were that their leader, chosen by the gods themselves, would never lie to them. “The fliers make it clear enough.  Still, I was sorry to hear of it.  I always liked Eriondrian.  He made me laugh.”

“Oh, he was humorous, truly,” Bastion said.  Then, he puffed his chest up with importance, “Still, as a future servant of the Lightbringer, Amedan, I must confess I always did see something…off about our…acquaintance.  Something…dare I say, sinister.”

Future servant of Amedan, Odrick thought sarcastically.  If the man kept eating like he did, the only future he had was filling a coffin and soon.  Maybe two…his size would certainly make the thing an issue.  

“Oh?” he asked, feeling himself growing angry listening to this pampered, spoiled fat man talk about Rion in such a way.  “Is that so, Bastion?”

“Yes, friend Odrick,” the fat man said, nodding in what Odrick supposed he thought was a wise way. “Quite so.  It is regrettable, of course, as Amedan seeks to bring all to his bosom, to cast a light into every man’s soul, chasing away the darkness that hides in those such as Eriondrian’s.”

Odrick nodded, taking his moment, thinking it over.  It would be best, he knew, to leave it alone.  There was a time and a place for such things, and this was certainly not it, not while the Tirinians still sheltered in his father’s cellar. But the sight of the future-priest, nodding sagely while he pretended at a wisdom he didn’t have, all while the corner of his mouth was stained by some sauce, made Odrick angry. 

“And what of your soul, Bastion?” he said finally. “Is it so clean, clear of any darkness?  Tell me, since you seem to be so full of wisdom—it must have been in the sweet cakes—how does the Fire Bringer feel about gluttony?”

Bastion’s face turned red at that, and he gave up all pretenses of wisdom as his piggy face grew angry, his eyes narrowing.  “Do you mock me, Odrick?  You, a blacksmith’s son, who should feel privileged even to be in the same room as people like Armiel and my—”

“I’m sure he didn’t intend to mock at all,” Armiel said hurriedly, always the peacekeeper of the group. “We all know you’ve been learning much in your studies, Bastion, and while I myself saw no such signs, I’m not known for my cleverness.” A self-deprecating smile then, making a fool of himself in an effort to distract the two of them from their own anger. “And as for Odrick, he is the son of a blacksmith, but not any blacksmith—the city’s best.  Correct me if I’m wrong, Bastion, but doesn’t your father insist on having the horseshoes of his impressive stallions made only by Odrick’s father?”

The fat man grumbled what might have been assent, and Armiel grinned.  “See? And what’s more, from what I hear, Odrick is nearly as good as his father, maybe even as good.  And as young as he is, why, there’s a good chance he might be the finest blacksmith of the age in a few years.”

Oh, Armiel, Odrick thought sadly, you’re wasted among the nobility.  

“You’re right enough, friend Armiel,” Bastion agreed, though with obvious reluctance.  “I, of course, apologize, Odrick, for any offense I may have caused.  It is unbefitting for a holy man to argue about such inconsequential matters.”

Not the best apology Odrick had ever received, that was sure, but he didn’t expect he’d be getting any better.  Besides, he had more important things to worry about than the opinion—pompous and ignorant as it may be—of one fat fool.  “I’m sorry too,” he said. “It’s just been a trying few days and weeks, that’s all.”

“I can agree with that, certainly,” Armiel said, sighing heavily.  “Gods, between all the rumors of Dark friends among us, and being questioned by the guards about Rion’s disappearance, I’ve come in serious danger of being outright depressed.”

Odrick tensed at that. “Questioned?”

“Oh, sure,” Armiel said, “gods, but they haven’t gotten to you yet?” He shook his head. “The Chosen’s men have been combing the city, questioning anyone who knew Eriondrian or his parents.” He winced, “They’ve disappeared, you know.  His parents, that is.  Apparently,” he continued, speaking in a low whisper, “they have also given themselves to the Dark.  Or so the Chosen’s men told me,” he finished hastily, giving Odrick an apologetic look.

“Yeah,” Bastion agreed, “the Chosen’s men were quite thorough.” He shifted in his seat as if the very memory made him uncomfortable. “The way they spoke, it was as if they thought everyone in the city was a servant of the Dark.” He frowned. “It was ridiculous, a man of my station, of my devotion to Amedan, being questioned like some common criminal.  And their questions. How long had I known Rion, had Rion ever done anything to make me think he was a friend of the Dark.” He rolled his eyes. “As if the man would walk around laughing maniacally with his hands covered in blood or something, and as if I would associate with such a man, if he had.”

Odrick’s mouth felt terribly dry, and he swallowed hard.  “When did they question you?”

“Yesterday,” the fat man said in a sullen voice. “They pulled me from one of the priests’ lectures, and then practically accused me of being a nightling fondler, if you can believe that.  I’ll tell you, those bastards can shove it up their arse, that’s what they can do.”

“Not that you told them that to their faces,” Armiel said, glancing around as if expecting to see the guards bearing down on them with their swords drawn.  “They were hard men, Odrick.  The kind of men…well, let’s just say they sobered me up, quick enough.  They weren’t like your regular city guards, that much I can tell you.”

This was the kind of information Odrick needed, some inkling of what he and Rion’s parents were up against, and he could barely hide his eagerness.  “What other questions did they ask?” he said, doing his best to sound nonchalant, as if he were doing nothing more than passing time in conversation.

Armiel shrugged, giving another apologetic grin. “To be honest, it’s all a bit of a blur.  I had drunk too much, and I was mostly concentrated on not pissing myself. They asked if we’d heard any news of Eriondrian’s parents…” He paused to laugh. “As if we regularly exchange letters or something.  Asked who else we knew who had been close to Eriondrian, that sort of thing.”

Odrick jumped as Bastion abruptly struck the table with a chubby fist, causing several of the platters—most of which, he noted, were empty or nearly so—to shake and rattle. “It’s ridiculous,” he said, practically shouting. “Questioning us, treating me like a common criminal, like some lowly pick-pocket, when my father is one of the richest men in the city.  Those bastards should—”

“Not so loud,” Armiel hissed, grabbing the fat man’s hand, and the future priest reluctantly subsided.  Armiel shot another glance around them, swallowing hard, and Odrick noticed there was a distinctly pale cast to his skin. “These men mean business, Odrick.  Surely, you’ve heard the rumors.”

Odrick frowned. “Rumors?”

Armiel nodded, and when he spoke again he did so in a voice so quiet Odrick could barely make out the words. “Sure.  Talk of people going missing, being…taken in the middle of the night.  Acquaintances of Rion’s, friends of his parents from old.  They say Lady Claverton is still missing…” He laughed. “I don’t know, maybe I’m just being foolish, a child terrified of a ghost story, but…I don’t know. Maybe soon, Lady Claverton will return—as will the others—and we’ll find they had all just gone on trips or…or something else.  Maybe we’ll all laugh about it, about how foolish we were, how foolish I was, to be afraid.  But…those men.  They didn’t make me feel like laughing, Odrick.  Not at all.  And as close as I was to Rion, as close as we all were…well, I got the impression the only reason I wasn’t taken and questioned further was because of who my father is.”

“I heard something about Lady Claverton disappearing,” Odrick said, “but I’d thought it no more than a rumor.”

Armiel shook his head.  “No, she’s gone, I can tell you that much.  My father has some dealings with her husband, and he has told me of how distressed he’s been at his wife’s…absence. Still, I’m sure it’s fine, truly.  After all, those men only want the truth, right?  And as much as I liked Rion, if he really is a servant of the Dark, then those men are just protecting us by trying to find him…right?”

“Right,” Odrick said, forcing the word out past the lump in his throat.  Suddenly, he had heard enough.  More than enough, in truth. People disappearing in the night, never to be seen again, hard men asking hard questions, and Lady Claverton’s disappearance…it was all too much.  And if what Armiel had told him was true—and the man was too drunk and not clever enough to lie well—then Tesharna’s men were still combing the city, searching for anyone who might have aided Rion or his parents in their escape.  And if they found Odrick, if they asked him their questions, he doubted he would be able to convince them he was innocent.  He might not have been drunk like Armiel, but he, too, was not particularly clever.  No, men like that, men who were trained to tell lie from truth, they would see through him in an instant.  

He wouldn’t want to betray Rion’s parents, of course, would try his best to not answer their questions and give away Lord and Lady Tirinian.  But if they asked them hard?  Really hard?  Stronger men than Odrick had broken under torture, that much he knew.  Suddenly, his hands were slick with sweat, and his heart was hammering in his chest.

“Odrick, are you alright?” He started, jumping as Armiel’s hand fell on his arm.  “Gods, man they’re not nightlings,” Armiel said, “I didn’t mean to frighten you so badly.” He laughed at that, as if at the ridiculousness of it all, but his eyes weren’t smiling.  No, his eyes, Odrick thought, were terrified.

“I’m…fine,” Odrick said, “but I just remembered I’ve got to go.  It was a pleasure seeing you both again, and I’ll speak to you soon.” He spun and grunted as he bumped into someone he hadn’t known was standing behind him.  Looking up, he winced as he realized he’d nearly knocked down Lord Hale, Armiel’s father and one of the most powerful men in Valeria.  “Forgive me, my lord, I didn’t know you were there.”

“It’s quite alright,” the older nobleman said, wiping at an invisible speck of dust on his chest before holding up a hand to stay the two burly men flanking him on either side as they started toward Odrick. “Relax, gentlemen,” he said. “Sir Odrick did not see me, you heard him.”

“Apologies again, sir,” Odrick said, bowing his head, “now, if you’ll excuse me, I really must be—”

“Oh, surely you’re not leaving, not already?” Lord Hale asked in a disappointed voice. “I do think it would do my son good to spend more time with a member of the working class.” He paused to scowl disapprovingly at his drunken son who was busily studying the tabletop. “That way, he might get a clearer understanding of how good he has it, of how important it is that he not fritter away all the advantages he’s been given on drink and whores.”

Odrick suspected the “working class” comment was meant as an insult, but the thing that noblemen like Lord Hale and so many others didn’t understand was it wasn’t an insult for a man to work for his living.  After all, not all men were born into families of great wealth, and as far as Odrick was concerned, they were better for it.  Still, he was barely listening, too focused on getting away, of fleeing to the relative safety of his father’s shop and, of course, of sharing the news—none of it good, but that couldn’t be helped—of what he’d learned with the Tirinians and his father. “I’m afraid I really must be going, my lord.  My father—”

“Won’t object to you spending a few moments chatting with your friends and the father of one surely?” Lord Hale asked, smiling the way Odrick thought a snake might smile, were it able. “After all, I’ve spent enough on his work that I think a tardy son would be acceptable.  And, I must say,” he finished, scowling at Armiel, “it is a thing a father grows accustomed to, given time enough.  We missed you, son, when we took the stallions out this morning.”

Armiel winced, still refusing to meet his father’s eyes. “Forgive me, Father, but I wasn’t feeling well this morning and didn’t want to spoil everyone else’s good time.”

“Quite,” Lord Hale said, staring meaningfully at the wine glass in Armiel’s hand. “Anyway,” he went on, turning back to Odrick, “I hope you’ll understand I wasn’t eaves-dropping, but as I approached, it sounded as if you three were discussing the traitorous actions of the Tirinian family.  Am I correct?”

There was something about the way the man said it, watching Odrick carefully, his words almost a challenge, that Odrick didn’t like, but he was saved from having to answer by Armiel. “Yes, Father.  Eriondrian, as you know, was a friend of ours and—”

“Shut your drunken mouth,” Lord Hale hissed.  Armiel recoiled as if he’d been slapped and even Bastion paused in stuffing the latest bit of food in his mouth to stare, worriedly, at Lord Hale. Odrick tensed, a shiver of anticipation running down his spine. “No son of mine is friends with a Dark-worshipper, do you understand?” the nobleman demanded.  “Not now, not ever.”

“O-of course not, Father,” Armiel said, his face pale. “I only meant to say, before—”

“Forget what you meant to say,” Lord Hale growled.  Then he took a slow breath in a visible effort to calm himself, glancing around the ballroom.  The people nearest—who had stopped and looked toward the table at the nobleman’s shout—quickly turned away, apparently terrified to risk the displeasure of Valeria’s richest noble.  

Satisfied, Lord Hale turned back to his son. “The Tirinians are evil, do you understand? A blight on society, a plague which, if given time, could consume the entire world. They cannot, they must not be allowed to escape the justice which is their due.  Now,” he said, his eyes scanning the three young men and coming to rest on Odrick, “if any of you know anything—anything at all—about the whereabouts of Eriondrian or his parents, you must say so immediately.  I have even heard tale that Chosen Tesharna has promised a great reward to any who come forward with information about them or the other Dark-lovers who were their companions.”

Odrick forced himself to remain calm under the man’s piercing stare. “Of course, my lord. If I learn anything of Eriondrian or his parents, I will tell the authorities at once.”

Lord Hale nodded slowly. “See that you do, young Odrick.  For there is no telling what evil may befall those who align themselves—knowingly or not—with the enemies of Valeria’s blessed ruler, Chosen Tesharna.  And not just them,” he said, leaning in closer, studying Odrick as if he was some bug tacked on a wall for inspection, “but their families as well.  Their loved ones.”

Odrick’s heart was hammering in his chest, but he forced himself to meet the man’s eyes.  “Forgive me for asking, sir, but what proof do we have that Eriondrian and those others are actually guilty of any crime?”

Lord Hale laughed, but there was no amusement in it. “Truly, young Odrick? Wasn’t one proven to be a conspirator in the murder of Chosen Olliman, Ilrika’s ruler? The leader of the Redeemers attested to as much.  As for Eriondrian and the others, well, they aided this Dark friend in his escape, and that is clearly all we need to know, is it not?”

“I mean no disrespect, sir,” Odrick said. “I only meant the Redeemers….well, there have been rumors about them.  About them doing things, hurting people.  I even heard rumors from Ilrika that it was the Redeemers—” And Kale Leandrian himself, but Odrick thought it best to leave that bit out of it—“who were behind the Chosen’s death.”

Lord Hale snorted, glancing with a grin at his two bodyguards who shook their heads dutifully as if in wonder at Odrick’s foolishness. Then he turned back to Odrick, and there was no humor in his face. “More lies of the Dark, Odrick, that’s all. Chosen Tesharna herself has named these men—and the woman who travels with them—as traitors to the Light.  Or are you questioning the Bright One’s judgement as well?”

Odrick was suddenly very conscious of the two heavily-muscled men standing on either side of the nobleman, aware, too, of the stout clubs hanging from their leather belts.  “Of course not,” he said. “I’m sorry, it’s just…it is all so hard to believe, that’s all.  I have known—I knew—Eriondrian for a long time, and it is difficult to think he would do something so…terrible.  But, of course, if Chosen Tesharna says it’s true, then it must be.”

The nobleman seemed partially mollified by that, and he nodded slowly. “Just so, and you would be wise not to forget it.”

“Of course, Lord Hale,” Odrick said, bowing his head. “Now, I really must—”

“Be going?” the nobleman finished, raising an eyebrow.  

Odrick stepped past the man, but paused when he grabbed his arm.  “And Odrick?  Tell your father I said hello, won’t you?”

“Yes, sir.” Odrick said. Then he was making his way through the crowd of people, doing his best to appear as casual as possible and knowing he was failing.  Armiel and Bastion’s words about the men interrogating them had shaken him badly, and Lord Hale’s sudden appearance—as well as his piercing gaze that seemed to know things he had no way of knowing—had done nothing to help matters.  And you, acting a fool, he scolded himself, arguing with him about it as if there’s anything to be gained from it.  It was not like Odrick to act so rashly, to act from emotion. He was known for taking his time, thinking things over, and he cursed himself silently for allowing his feelings to get the better of him.  On a whim, he turned, glancing back at the table, and saw Lord Hale and his two bodyguards watching him.  That did nothing to settle his shaky nerves, and Odrick swallowed hard, pushing his way into the crowd.

 

***

 

He breathed a heavy sigh of relief as he exited the Hale manse and stepped into the open air again.  The street was filled with carriages on either side where the guests’ groomsmen waited, laughing and talking among themselves.  Several of them glanced at Odrick as he emerged, taking in the fine clothes he wore, and though their expressions were friendly, even subservient as they bowed their heads to him, he could see the judgement in their eyes.  

Just another rich noble, they thought, with no idea at all how the world really works.  

They were wrong—as far as Odrick was concerned, he knew far too much of how the world really worked and was learning more every second—but he had grown used to such looks since his father’s shop had become the talk of all the noblemen in Valeria, and he shrugged them off easily enough, starting down the street. 

His mind ran back over the conversation he’d had with Lord Hale and Armiel and Bastion. He didn’t like the way Lord Hale had spoken, something not so much about his actual words but about some meaning buried in them, and Odrick got the distinct impression the man knew more than he let on about Tesharna and what had happened in Ilrika.  Maybe even about Rion and Odrick’s role in his parents’ escape.  It was not a welcoming thought, not at all, and once he’d had it, he was unable to fight the urge to look back behind him any longer.

He glanced over his shoulder, and was only half-surprised to see one of Lord Hale’s burly bodyguards emerging from the ballroom, looking around the street as if searching for something—or someone—until his eyes finally settled on Odrick.  

The big man started toward Odrick.  Not running, not exactly, but not taking his time either. Odrick somehow doubted the man wanted to have a friendly chat.  He was fairly sure the man knew little, if anything at all, about friendly chats, suspected people usually left his “chats” unconscious.  It was possible, he supposed, that there was nothing sinister behind the man’s approach, but Odrick remembered the way Lord Hale had watched him, even while he’d been walking away.

He hesitated for a moment, then decided if the bodyguard wanted to talk to him, he could send him a letter or, better yet, not.  He turned and started down the street, not running himself—not quite—but walking quickly.  The streets were surprisingly deserted considering it was early morning, but he supposed that was due, in large part, to Lord Hale’s party.  The nobles and wealthy merchants who would have normally crowded the lanes were busy drinking and trying their best to impress their fellows in Lord Hale’s home.

Normally, Odrick hated crowds; they made him feel out of place and clumsy.  The fact that he was nearly a head or more taller than the average person, as well as considerably wider at the shoulders, didn’t help.  In truth, it made it worse.  Not only was he out of place among such crowds, but he seemed some giant buffoon, unable to blend in no matter how hard he tried.  He hated that sense of being closed in, surrounded—hated, too, the inevitable looks and smirks he got, but he would have given a small fortune for a crowd just then.  It wasn’t easy for a man of his size to hide in a crowd, but it would have been nice to have any opportunity to rid himself of the heavy weight of the bodyguard’s stare on his back.

I could go for a guard, could call for help. The thought popped into his mind in an instant, and he dismissed it just as quickly.  Any city guard who might have come to help in this area of the city would recognize the colors the bodyguard wore as Lord Hale’s, and more likely than not, Odrick would be thrown in the dungeons as a matter of course.  Besides, the guard who he hailed for assistance probably wouldn’t be one of the men Tesharna tasked with the special duty of interrogating Rion’s associates, but then, he might be.  No, it was a risk Odrick couldn’t take, not when the answers they would pull from him with their sharp instruments and deadly threats would be used to harm Rion’s parents. 

He cut down a nearby alley, heading for the poor quarter—it was the place where he felt the most comfortable, the most at home, despite his father’s success. He believed if he could make it there he would be able to lose his pursuer in the twisting alleys and winding backstreets.  One of the benefits of regularly delivering the goods his father’s patrons ordered was that Odrick knew the city and its streets better than nearly everyone, particularly those streets of the poor quarter which he had traveled since he was a child. If he made it there, there was no chance the man would be able to keep up.

As he strode down the alley, Odrick pulled up a map of the city in his head. He glanced behind him and saw the man hadn’t yet made it to the alleyway.  A good thing.  He quickened his pace, breaking into a run and feeling all the more like a fugitive as he thought over his fastest course.  

This alley would take him to Merchant Street, and a left there would lead to another sidestreet which would bring him to Tesharn Lane, a road named after the Chosen herself and one that set on the boundary between what was considered the rich—and safe—quarter of the city and the poor quarter.  

He reached the end of the alleyway and stepped onto Merchant Street.  Here, either side of the lane was crowded with merchants selling all manner of wares.  As every other time when Odrick had traveled Merchant Street, it was packed with Valeria’s citizens, men and women—and more than a few kids—browsing the merchants’ wares.  Husbands haggled with shop owners over items ranging from new tools for their trade such as saddles, to wax for candles, or new jerkins and trousers.  Wives looked at new dresses or fabrics to make their own, and children ran among the bustle, begging their parents for sweet treats or for one of the trinkets and toys available at several of the stalls.

At the sight of so many people, Odrick’s breath quickened in his chest, as it always did, but he reminded himself people were a good thing.  People meant witnesses, and witnesses meant it was less likely he’d be murdered.  At least, he hoped so.  He moved down the street, feeling awkward and clumsy again as he did his best not to bump into those he passed, yet still managed to send a few stumbling in his wake, their answering scowls and curses adding to his anxiety.

After he’d made his way into the crowds, he paused, glancing behind him.  One advantage of being considerably taller than those around him—some might say, some had said freakishly so—was that the press of bodies did nothing to obscure his sight lines.  So it was easy enough for him to see his pursuer step out into the street and look around.  It didn’t take him long to spot Odrick.  A moment later, the man was walking toward him, knocking people out of the way, his eyes never leaving Odrick.

The blacksmith swallowed hard, glancing around to get his bearings.  Then, satisfied he knew where he was and where he was going, he began pushing his way through the press once more, ignoring the calls of the merchants he passed. Dead men, after all, had little use for perfumes or new pairs of boots.  Soon, he made it to the sidestreet he’d been looking for and glanced back to see that the bodyguard—apparently completely willing to use violence to move the press of people along—had gained on him, leaving a trail of men and women who he’d knocked down behind him.

Odrick swallowed hard then headed down the alley, hurrying again but not running, for several people lingered in the sidestreet.  A husband and wife or, perhaps, the man’s lover, walked hand in hand, exchanging whispers.  Two kids dressed in dirty linen shirts and trousers—what practically served as the uniform of the city’s poor—sat huddled together on one side of the alleyway, playing with small, well-used wooden carvings.  

Odrick tossed the children a coin as he passed, waving away their thanks as he hurried on, intending to put as much distance between him and them as he could, so they wouldn’t become collateral damage in case anything should happen.  He was nearly at the end of the alley when he glanced back to see that the bodyguard had just stepped into the opposite side.  

Bastard’s quick, Odrick thought.  He turned back and his breath caught in his throat as he was forced to remember an important detail.  Lord Hale had been accompanied by two bodyguards, not one.  One stood behind him, had been pursuing him since he left the noble’s residence.  But the other, equally big and equally menacing, stood at the other end of the alley now, a club in his hand.  And even that wasn’t the worst of it because. Odrick saw why the second bodyguard hadn’t been with his companion following Odrick down the street.  Apparently, he had gone to get help, and judging by the uniforms of the two men—both with drawn swords—standing on either side of him, the “help” they had chosen was Tesharna’s own men.  

It didn’t take Odrick long to realize these were the men Armiel had warned him about. Not normal city guardsmen, not these.  Hard men who looked meaner and more purposeful than their city guard counterparts.  

Now that what he feared had come to pass, Odrick realized he was no longer afraid, at least not for himself.  Whatever would happen would happen, and he would do his best.  No more uncertainty, no more concerns.  It was him and the four men, a puzzle that, unfortunately, probably solved itself.  But he promised himself he wouldn’t make it easy on them, would make sure that, whatever happened, none of them was going to have a good day.  And when they took him to wherever they intended, when they asked their questions and asked them hard…well, he would do his best then too.  He would be a man, as his father had taught him. For as long as he could.  

He balled his hands into fists at his side.  “Come on then.”

The four men obliged readily enough, stalking toward him down the alley.  Odrick was just about to rush the lone man, thinking if he could somehow get his weapon from him, the stout length of wood would at least give him a better chance against the others.  But then he heard a quiet, scared whimper, and turned to see the two children a little way down the alley.  In the stress of the situation, he had forgotten they were there at all.  The youths had given up whatever game they’d been playing and were both now huddled together, doing their best to disappear into the stone wall. But they couldn’t, of course. There was nowhere for them to go, and nothing Odrick could do to protect them.  He only had to hope the men would care nothing for the children, but he suspected men like this, men who would accost another in broad daylight, probably didn’t leave witnesses.

Just do what you can, he told himself. That’s all you can do.  With a growl, he turned and rushed the lone bodyguard.  When he drew within range of the man, he swung, his fist powered by his not inconsiderable strength and size.  The blow, with his full force behind it, would have been enough, he was sure, to knock the man out—no amount of training strengthened a man’s face and jaw.  The problem, of course, was that the strike never landed.

Whatever else he was, the bodyguard was clearly better trained in fighting than Odrick, a fact painfully apparent when he easily ducked under Odrick’s wild swing, grinning maliciously as he did.  A man doing what he’d been made to do, that was all, and pleased to be doing it.  Instead of making use of the club he held, the man struck with his other hand, and his fist caught Odrick in the stomach.  A hit powerful enough to knock the wind from most. But while he had forged weapons in his father’s workshop, Odrick had also been forging himself, cutting away the excess dross and fat, replacing it with hard, unyielding muscle.  So then, the air was not knocked from him by the blow.  Instead, he grunted, staggering back. 

There was a brief flash of what might have been surprise across the bodyguard’s features that Odrick hadn’t gone down, then he struck again, still disdaining to use his weapon.  His fist lashed out with shocking speed, again and again. Under the barrage, Odrick staggered, backpedaling until he struck the wall.  Fool, he thought, why in the name of the gods did you think this would go any other way? Never mind the other four, this one is more than enough.

Another blow struck his stomach in the same spot as before, and he grunted.  He didn’t double over, not quite, but he bent at the impact, enough to add extra force to the bodyguard’s uppercut as it took him in the chin.  Odrick’s head rebounded off the wall, and the coppery taste of blood filled his mouth.  Through his blurry vision, Odrick saw the bodyguard raise the truncheon, and he threw his hand out desperately, managing—more by luck than design—to catch the man’s wrist.

Growling, the man tried to force the truncheon down, his grin faltering with the effort.  But for all his greater skill, the bodyguard could not break free of Odrick’s grip.  Here, finally, Odrick was able to bring his greater strength to bear, and he gave the man a bloody grin.  “My turn.”

There was time enough to see the bodyguard’s eyes open in surprise, then Odrick grabbed him by the front of his jerkin, lifting him off the ground.  The man kicked, trying to break free, but Odrick hurt all over now, and he barely felt the added blows.  With a growl, he pivoted and hurled the man through the air.  The bodyguard sailed into the opposite wall of the alleyway, crashing against it and collapsing to the ground.  He lay there, unmoving, as Odrick bent and retrieved the truncheon from where it had fallen.  Then, he gave his head a shake in a failed attempt to clear it before turning to the others.

“Look, big fella,” one of the guards said, “we don’t want to hurt you, alright?  Just got some questions for you is all.”

Odrick hefted the truncheon.  “Ask your questions.  I’ve got your answer right here.”

The man scowled, looking at the remaining bodyguard.  “Take him down but be quick about it.  We don’t want to be out here any longer than necessary.”

The bodyguard grinned, craning his neck until it popped.  “Happy to.”

The man came forward, brandishing his own truncheon, and Odrick watched him, feeling a growing sense of despair. The man moved smoothly, and Odrick suspected that this one, like the other, would far outclass him in skill.  Lord Hale, it seemed, had not been lax in hiring his bodyguards. 

Odrick staggered then, falling into the wall and catching himself with his free hand.  The bodyguard laughed as he righted himself. “Poor big bastard.  You can barely stand.  Well,” he said, shrugging, “there’s no help for it.”  He rushed toward Odrick, and although the blacksmith had been waiting on him to do just that, the man was so fast he still almost missed his swing as he rose to his full height, abandoning the broken, weary stance he’d given to fool the man.

But he didn’t miss, not completely.  Instead of striking the man in the face, as he’d intended, his heavy, wide swing hit the man in his arm.  Something cracked, and the bodyguard screamed, stumbling away. Odrick took a second to glance at his truncheon.  Still intact, with no noticeable dent or crack.  Not what had broken then, and another look at the reeling bodyguard and the arm, now hanging at an unnatural angle, confirmed it.

The bodyguard howled in pain, and Odrick started toward him. “Seems you’ve broken your arm.  Well,” he said, baring his teeth, “no help for it.”

The man backed away desperately, and his path took him into the two youths who seemed to be frozen with fear.  He grunted as he hit one, and Odrick saw the thought come into the man’s head.  Before he could shout a warning, the bodyguard reached down and snatched one of the boys, wrapping his arm around the shouting child’s throat.  “S…saw the way you, looked at them,” he said, spreading his mouth in a grin that looked equal parts grimace. “Well, I’ll tell you this blacksmith, you come one step closer, I’ll snap this little bastards neck.  Do you believe that?”

Odrick did believe it, so despite the anger rushing through him at the naked terror on the kid’s pale face, he stopped.  “Let the boy go—he’s got nothing to do with this.”

“Well,” the man hissed, “that’s up to you, ain’t it? Now, why don’t you drop that stick.”

Odrick did. There was nothing else to do.

“Good, that’s good.” He turned to Tesharna’s men. “Alright, he’s yours.  And about the coin I was promised—”

“You’ll have it,” one said, stepping forward. “Chosen Tesharna always pays her debts.” Odrick had known, in some way, that Tesharna had to be behind what had been going on in the city. According to Rion, she was actually in league with the Darkness.  But knowing a thing and knowing it, actually hearing it from one of her own men was a different matter, and he felt a thrill of fear run up his spine. 

He wondered what had happened to those who had disappeared, the ones Armiel and Bastion had spoken of.  Had they been caught in some other alley by men like this? Had they been asked the same questions the men would ask him?  He thought maybe they had, but either way, he would find out soon enough.  He turned back to look at the boy in the bodyguard’s grip, his lip trembling, wanting to cry but wanting not to as well.  “It’s going to be okay,” he said, though whether the words were for himself or for the youth, he couldn’t have said for sure, and it didn’t matter much in any case.  After all, it was clear neither of them believed it.

What strength he had seemed to leave him then, and the blows he’d taken from the first bodyguard made themselves known, and he did not feign it, this time, when he staggered, nearly falling. 

“That’s alright, big fella,” one of Tesharna’s men said, almost crooned, “that’s alright now.  We’ve just got a few questions for you, that’s all.  Then we’ll get you to a healer and they’ll set you up fine, how’s that sound?”

It sounded like a lie, more than any Odrick had ever heard before, but there was no point in saying it.  And, the truth was, he wasn’t sure he could have, even had he wanted to.  His vision was swimming, the men little more than shifting blurs as they moved toward him.  The hit he’d taken to the head must have been worse than he’d realized. The world around him suddenly shifted, and the next thing he knew, he had fallen to his hands and knees. 

“Tell us, blacksmith, about Eriondrian Tirinian.”

Odrick said nothing. It was all he could do to keep from falling face-first onto the cobbles.

“That’s alright,” the man said, and he was close now, standing right over him. “You will tell us, you know.  Sooner or later.  We can be…persistent, my companion and I.”

Odrick felt weak, weaker than he could remember feeling, and he thought the man was probably right.  He would try to say nothing, to give away nothing, but he thought, sooner or later, they would ask their questions, and they would get their answers.  

Sorry, Rion, he thought. I tried. I really did. Then the world spun, the light blurred and shifted again, dwindling away from him, further and further, and soon there wasn’t any light at all, only darkness.  And within that darkness—questions.

 

***

 

Odrick was pulled back to consciousness by hands on his shoulders.  He didn’t know how long he’d been passed out, and it didn’t matter, for those hands aroused another, more urgent thought.  They’re taking me.  To wherever it is they ask their questions, to somewhere quiet and dark, and there will be only the questions and nothing else.  Except the screams. He thought there would be screams soon enough. 

“—you alright?”

Odrick frowned, still just barely conscious, his eyes not opening, and he wasn’t sure if he wanted them to.  Maybe they weren’t taking him, after all, maybe they were already there, wherever that place was, the questioning place.  Still, it was not the question he’d expected. “…fine,” he muttered. “But…the kids.  What about…” He trailed off, suddenly unable to finish.  His tongue felt too thick, his mouth fuzzy, as if it had been filled with wool, but not just his mouth, his mind too. 

“They’re fine, Sir Odrick.  Truly.”

Sir Odrick.  Mocking him now, having a laugh at his expense, the big clumsy blacksmith who had dared to rise above his station. 

The hands under him pulled him upward, and he heard a grunt of effort from his kidnappers. Something to be thankful for, anyway. Let the bastards struggle.  

“Can you stand?”

He realized then that the voice didn’t sound like a torturer’s.  In fact, there was something familiar about it.  Slowly, with great effort, he opened his eyes and saw that he’d been pulled to a sitting position.  After several confused, dazed seconds, he realized he was still in the alleyway, and he looked up at his kidnapper only to find it wasn’t his kidnapper.  Instead, the wrinkled face peering down at him, blinking owlishly, was one he recognized.  “F…Fermin?” he asked.

The manservant for Lord and Lady Tirinian winced.  “I’m afraid so, sir.”

“What…I don’t…”

“Forgive me, Sir Odrick,” the man said, looking almost physically pained by interrupting, “but…well, the assassins are waiting for me.”

“I…what?”

But then Fermin was stepping away, and Odrick blinked, looking after the man and, in so doing, really looking at the alleyway for the first time since he’d awoken.  Bodies lay sprawled along its length.  The two bodyguards, but others, too, the guards who’d attacked him. All dead, and even as he watched, a man bent and began removing crossbow quarrels from one of the bodies.  The bolts came free with wet, sucking sounds that made Odrick’s stomach rumble threateningly, but if the sounds bothered the man, he didn’t show it, wiping the bloody tips on the dead man’s tunic before sliding them into a quiver at his back. 

Odrick forced his eyes away to where Fermin had gone to speak to a group of three other men.  They all held crossbows slung over their shoulders, and though they were a grim, dangerous looking lot, they seemed friendly enough to the manservant, even so much as clapping him on the shoulder as he retrieved several coins from a purse he withdrew from his tunic and handed them to the nearest one.

Then, the man who’d been removing the crossbow bolts finished his task and came to stand with them, and a moment later they were walking down the alley again.  The manservant watched them go then turned and made his way back to Odrick.  “One sometimes hears about the vileness of assassins and rogues,” the manservant said, “but I must admit, Sir Odrick, those men are really quite polite.”

Odrick glanced at the four dead men lying in the alleyway.  “They might disagree with you.”

The manservant blinked then followed his gaze to the corpses before looking back at him once more.  “Oh, forgive me, Sir Odrick, as I don’t mean to be disagreeable, but I don’t believe they will.  I’m sure they’re all quite dead, you see.”

Odrick grunted.  “The kids?”

“The two young men who were here?” the manservant asked, “Oh, they’re quite alright, I assure you.  They left a few moments ago, in haste but in good health.  Now, would you like to depart? I have some tea on, at your father’s shop, and I believe it should be just about ready.”

Odrick grunted with the effort of rising to his feet, and still wouldn’t have made it had the manservant not helped.  “You know what, Fermin?” he asked, glancing around at the dead men.  “That’s twice you saved me.”

The older man studied his feet, obviously uncomfortable.  “Well, sir, I’m sure you would have effected your own escape soon enough, had I not arrived.”

No, no I wouldn’t have, Odrick thought, and we both know it.  Unless, I suppose, death could be considered an escape. “How do you know assassins?” he said.  “I mean, how did you even find them?”

The older man gave him an offended look. “A manservant must be able to find whatever his masters require, sir.”

Though his entire body hurt, and he’d very nearly been killed or, more likely, tortured then killed, Odrick grunted a laugh. “You know what, Fermin?” he asked, taking one more look around the alleyway, “I think I will take some of that tea.”

“Very good, sir,” the manservant said with a bow. “Oh, and sir?” He reached into his tunic and withdrew a fine white linen handkerchief.  “You have a little something,” he gestured vaguely in an embarrassed sort of way, “on your face.  I don’t want to alarm you, but I think it might be blood.”

Odrick grunted, taking the proffered handkerchief. “Come on, Fermin.  Let’s go have some tea.”

“With pleasure, sir.”

 

 

 

Chapter Sixteen 

 

While her scream of ecstasy still rang in the air, Tesharna climbed off and collapsed on her back in the bed, gasping. Her mind, her thoughts, felt comfortably, pleasantly numb, and she stretched languorously, not bothering to repress the moan of pleasure as she did.  The feel of the silk sheets on her skin was a thrill all its own, adding to her enjoyment.  

She stared at her bedchamber’s ceiling, with its ornate carvings, as she had so often before, and smiled to herself as she regained her breath.  She noted, after a few seconds, that the breathing of her lover was even and unstrained.  The corner of her mouth ticked at that, but only for a moment.  An annoyance, yes, but nothing of major importance.  After all, she had done the work. 

His bare, muscular chest rose and fell in a steady rhythm and, to Tesharna’s surprise, he was not looking at her.  Instead, he too was staring at the ceiling.  As if there is anything there to match my own beauty. She felt one of her lips snarl at that, but she forced it back down, struggled to get a smile on her face, to retrieve some of that fragile post-coital bliss she had felt only moments before. “Sebastian Aralta himself crafted this ceiling,” she said.  “Do you like it?”

“It’s nice.”

Said in a bored, distracted way, but that wasn’t what struck her most.  Instead, it was the way he had not even called her Tesharna, let alone by her title of Chosen.  She felt another spike of anger and hurt at that, but she kept it hidden, told herself she didn’t even know his name, did she? Rolf or something she thought, but couldn’t be sure.  He was just a guard in the castle, and his name was of no real importance to her just as, in truth, what he thought of Aralta’s work was of no interest.  It wasn’t the man himself which had struck her and sparked her interest or, at least, it hadn’t only been that.  True, he was handsome, and his body was muscular and though not perfect—one of his biceps, she had noticed, was slightly bigger than the other, and there was an unseemly mole on his chest—he was physically attractive.  

But the truth was, his name, who he was didn’t matter, not truly.  What mattered was that feeling of want, of desire.  What mattered was being the object of that desire, to watch their pleasure and gratitude as she took them to her bedchamber.  This one—Rolf, wasn’t it? Or Roger, perhaps—had shown such pleasure even through his mask of servile, passionless obedience.  It had been hidden well, but she had seen it, and it had only made her desire stronger.

That had been a week ago when, frustrated by yet more failures by the Redeemers and the Broken to locate Alesh and the others, as well as the failures of her own men in the city to discover any news of the Tirinian traitors, Tesharna had chosen him and ordered him to accompany her.  What had followed had been a night full of passion, pleasure and, perhaps most importantly, much needed release.

Such a good night, in fact, that she had called him back to her bedchamber several times since, attempting to discover once again that catharsis she had found the first time, that moment in which all of her worries and fears had fallen away, if but for a few seconds.  She had been nothing but a creature of beauty and pleasure whose own satisfaction was increased by that reflected in her lover’s eyes, and she had felt young and beautiful, had felt desired.  

But now that they had lain together on multiple occasions, she thought her lover’s sounds of pleasure were not as strong as they once were, his passion not as burning hot as it had been. Silly, of course.  She was Chosen Tesharna, the most beautiful woman in the world.  For years, she had been an object of desire and lust for every man in Entarna, an object of envy to every woman.  Hers had been—is, by the gods, it still is—a face which inspired poets and bards to create their finest works, masterpieces which celebrated a perfection never before seen in the world, one never thought to be seen again. Her body—full, voluptuous curves, a thin waist, and long, supple legs—was one which tempted even the most faithful of husbands into faithlessness.

Now, though, this man, this lucky guardsman, more fortunate than mere words could convey, did not stare at her, sheathed in sweat, at the glistening beauty of her skin beside him.  Instead, he looked at the ceiling, on his face an expression that might have almost bored. “A priceless ceiling,” she said, effecting a level, calm tone, “a one-of-a-kind masterpiece by the world’s foremost engraver.  I am thinking of changing it into something new.  After all, it is only a ceiling and, priceless or not, I grow tired of it.  What do you think?”

He still did not look at her, only rolled one of his muscular shoulders in what might have been a shrug. “If you think so. It’s your ceiling.”

“It’s your ceiling, Chosen,” Tesharna said, carefully controlling her voice.

He did look at her then, turning his head a fraction, and giving her a small smile. “Of course.  Forgive me…Chosen.” And was there a tone of mockery in his voice?

He brushed her arm the barest bit, his fingers running along it, and she felt her skin tingle.  He was smiling, obviously pleased to be with her. Perhaps any sort of sarcasm or humoring she thought she detected in that smile was only a figment of her imagination.  He was content, was grateful—how could he be anything else? “I will keep the ceiling,” she said softly, “since you clearly like it.”

He looked up at it again as if seeing it for the first time. “Well.  It’s a ceiling, I guess.  I don’t know much about art myself, but if you say it’s a masterpiece, I believe you.”

Tesharna felt her mouth tic again, that unconscious, involuntary gesture which sometimes accompanied her annoyance, one which had been happening doing considerably more often of late. “You don’t have to believe me,” she said, and though she tried her best to keep her tone neutral, some of her anger came out, “anyone who knows anything of art knows it’s a masterpiece.”

“As you say,” he repeated.  Then, he pulled the covers aside and began to rise. Tesharna put a hand on his back, enjoying the feel of the rippled muscles beneath her fingers as he moved. 

“Don’t leave,” she said. “I don’t want to fight.  I just…it doesn’t matter.  Forget the ceiling. It’s these traitors in the city, and those the Broken and the Redeemers still haven’t been able to find. These fugitives—the Dark friends.”

He bent and retrieved his trousers from the floor, turning to her. “There has been no news?”

Again, he neglected to use her title.  This will be the last time.  With him, at least.  But she had had such thoughts before, had said such things before.  Yet, when the pressures of her station grew too difficult to bear, she found him, called him to her, and for a time she was able to forget. She could forget the man, Alesh, and all those others with him, those who threatened to spoil all her plans, if they were not taken in hand soon.  In her lover’s embrace, she could almost believe she did not feel her goddess’s displeasure with each day that passed without results. “No,” she answered finally. “Nothing.”

He smiled then, a small, almost knowing smile, as if he was quite aware of his slip in forgetting to use her title, just as he knew she would say nothing about it, would not risk causing a disagreement between them. That smile, the arrogance it showed, was enough to kindle a rage in Tesharna, one that begged her to make use of her power.  And despite what many thought, she still had power.  Admittedly, she could no longer access those abilities granted her by Amedan, not since she had sided with Shira.  But the Dark offered its own powers, its own rewards.  

She had killed men for such impudence before, had watched their bodies writhe as she grasped them with her goddess-gifted powers.  But she would not, not this time.  For one, that power always came with a cost—evidenced by the shock of gray and the relative dullness of her once lustrous dark hair.  For another, the truth—a truth she would not even admit to herself—was her need to vent her frustrations on the man, to show him that a man who played with fire often got burned, was not as great as her need to be desired, to be wanted.

So she only smiled back, telling herself the sparkle in his eyes had been imagined or, if it’d been there at all, was only a symptom of his desire for her, that and nothing else. “Come back to bed,” she said, propping up on one arm, giving him full view of her naked form.  She smiled demurely as his eyes roamed her body.  Her breasts, still full, though she thought, perhaps, that they might have begun to sag the slightest amount—not noticeable, of course, to any but her.  His gaze traveled down to her thin waist, her legs, and her skin tingled as it did, as if she could actually feel his eyes settling on her, glorying in the beauty of her.

“Later,” he said, still smiling.  “I’ve got to get to my shift—the captain’ll be wondering where I’ve gotten to.”

A lie, and they both knew it.  The captain knew that Roger—was that it, Roger?—was with Tesharna, and so he would make do, not even considering questioning his ruler on something so trivial as a single guard being late for shift.  Tesharna sat there, dumbfounded, so shocked at the man’s refusal she could barely speak, and was still sitting so when he finished dressing and left without a word, closing the door behind him.

She sat in the empty room, staring at the door, and suddenly she did not feel beautiful.  Instead, she felt ugly, an old, wretched thing.  She pulled the blankets over herself, covering her naked form, with an involuntary motion she didn’t even notice, at least not at first.  When she did, a black rage came over her, and she thrust the blankets aside, jumping from her bed and grabbing the nearest thing to hand—a priceless, porcelain vase from far-off Welia—and threw it at the door with all the force she could muster, screaming as she did.  

The vase struck the door and shattered into dozens of tiny pieces. Though her anger was not appeased, it was tempered enough by that small bit of destruction that Tesharna only stood there staring at it, her chest heaving, her hands clenched into fists at her side. She regarded the remains of the vase, broken shards, so destroyed that one could not even guess at the beautiful piece it had once been.  A thing of beauty, a thing that was, in its way, perfect.  Hours spent in the making, a shaping requiring time and effort and love, destroyed in a careless moment and as easily as one might draw a breath.

She regretted it, wished she could take it back, for the vase had always been a favorite.  But she could not.  Beauty lost was lost forever.  Flowers bloom only to wilt and die, and puppies, cute and cuddly as they may be, will eventually grow up to be mongrels, feasting on trash in alleyways, leaving piss and shit so a woman walking by might step on it in her newly-purchased shoes—and so the cycle continued.  No.  No, she told herself.  Not all beauty fades.  You are no dog, no flower, and your beauty will be eternal—Shira has told you as much.

And as for the guardsman, her lover, well, he would have to be educated on what it meant, on the privilege he was being granted to lay with her, to be with her in a way thousands of men once would have coveted.  And they still do, she thought desperately, almost frantic now. Gods, they still do. Besides, she knew she would do nothing to him.  She had promised herself the same the last time, when he’d acted similarly, as if she were some whore which might, for a coin, be lain with one moment and ignored the next.  But she had not then, and she would not now.  She knew this just as she knew that his name was Rolf, had always been Rolf, and that there was no confusing it.  

Young, muscular, beautiful Rolf.  Arrogant, yes, but then the most beautiful things must be possessed of some arrogance—it was a truth Tesharna knew well.  Peacocks were beautiful, of course, but their true beauty was found when they embraced what they were, when they, in their pride, spread their tails and puffed out their chests, strutting so the world might see their magnificence. 

In some way she could not define—in some way she was scared to define—Rolf’s beauty, his youth, had become essential to her belief in her own.  Besides, she was sure she was reading too much into it.  The smile had been just a smile, the lack of her title in his speech not brought on by neglect, but by that gentle confusion, that sensation of careless floating so common after coupling.  That was all.  She would have to talk with him, to patch things up and show him she understood.

She glanced down at her body and suddenly felt ugly and weak. How could he care for one such as you? she thought, hating herself, in that moment, more than she had ever hated anyone or anything. Look at you.  A withered old hag, a husk.  The wretched remnants of a priceless vase, scattered carelessly and destroyed.  Only, it had not been she who had destroyed that beauty.  No, it had been the gods themselves, and Amedan specifically.  She had served him faithfully for years, had sacrificed much of her youth to do his bidding, to fight his wars against the creatures of the night.  And how had he rewarded her? With wrinkles, with breasts that sagged and drooped no matter what ointment she applied, with legs that had begun to show the first signs of those creeping veins which seemed to always appear in the very old or the very overweight and never mind that she exercised regularly.  

Many—Olliman, himself, no doubt—would have claimed she had abandoned, had betrayed Amedan and the Light, but they would be wrong.  She had not betrayed them—they had betrayed, had abandoned her.  While she had been fighting wars, making use of her military genius to defeat the god’s enemies, her body had been slowly but surely succumbing to the ravages of time, and while she stood, at Amedan’s behest, as a shield protecting the realms of men, the god had used none of his power to shield her from the march of years.  But she would have her beauty back, have herself back, and Amedan, for his careless neglect, would be made to suffer, would be forced to watch the world which he had created, the people he held so dear, go through terrible travail.

Tesharna.

She was so deeply lost in her own thoughts that, at first, she almost didn’t hear the voice, might have taken it for her own, or for nothing but the slight rustle of the wind through a window not fully closed.  But it was none of those things.  In an instant, all worries about Rolf faded from Tesharna’s mind as, too, did the concerns over beauty’s transience.  At least, most of them.  

“Yes, Mistress?”  This spoken aloud as she was the only one in the room and had no worry of being overheard.

Come to me.

“Of course, Mistress.  Only, if you will allow me but a moment to clothe myself, I wi—”

Now.

The word struck her like a hammer blow, and Tesharna cried out, staggering and just managing to catch herself on the small nightstand beside her bed. “O-of course, Mistress,” she gasped.

She made her way to her wardrobe, all too aware, as she walked, of the movements of her body.  Once, walking would have only accentuated her beauty, a slight sway to the hips, a tightening of a clingy summer dress against her form, and she would have reveled in the thought.  Reveled, too, in the inevitable eyes such things drew and the attention she had once been foolish enough to think would always be hers.  Now, though, she was aware of her body in different ways.  

The gentle sway that had done the most to show off her curves had turned into a modest shamble.  She had bounced and rocked when she had walked as a young woman, but in all the right places.  Now though, she felt it in flab on her legs no matter what she did, in the underside of her arms which had begun to droop, like balloons from some Fairday celebration with all of the air let out of them.  

She forced her thoughts away as best she could and opened the wardrobe, sliding the clothes away so she could see the mirror hidden behind them.  She then removed the black cloth draped over it, doing her best to hide her reluctance, for conversations with the goddess were never pleasant.

As always, the mirror’s surface was completely unreflective, showing only darkness.  Then, storm clouds began to gather and bursts of what appeared to be lightning went off in the mirror as tiny sparks, but though the lightning itself was tiny, the distant roar of the resultant thunder sounded real enough. 

Ah, Tesharna, the goddess said, speaking directly into her mind, and Tesharna winced at the power in her words.  So beautiful, aren’t you? So…perfect.

Tesharna could hear the mocking in the goddess’s tone but chose to ignore it. “How may I serve you, Goddess?”

So eager aren’t you, Tesharna? So very eager to prove yourself, to receive your reward. 

“I live to serve you, Mistress.”

You live to serve only yourself, Tesharna, now as always.  You wish to appease not me but your vanity.  But then, all beauty fades, does it not, Tesharna?

“If you say so, Goddess.”  Except mine.  You promised.

Very well.  Now, Bishop Orren has reached out to me through the rituals and has informed me he has succeeded where you failed and captured my husband’s Chosen and those others with him.

“Bishop Orren, Mistress?” Tesharna asked.  At first, she couldn’t place the name, then she remembered.  A disgraced follower of Shira, one who, along with others, all now dead, had allowed Alesh to escape Shira’s wrath when he was but a child. 

Disgraced no longer, Tesharna, Shira said, reading her thoughts easily. And you would do wise to remember it.  Bishop Orren has succeeded in doing what you could not; he has brought my enemies low and offered their lives up to me.  You will send men and collect the one called Alesh.  The others, including those chosen by my foolish son and daughter, are to be killed. 

“Of course, Mistress.  In your name, I will kill them.”

No, Tesharna.  In my name, Orren will do so—he is already seeing to it.  What you will do is send men to Peralest and take this Alesh in hand.  

“It will be done as you ask.”

It had better be, Tesharna, for your sake.  You have had my husband’s Chosen in your power once and allowed him to escape.  You will not do so again.  Do you understand?

The last words exploded into her mind, and Tesharna gasped, falling to her knees, her hands going to her ears.  “Yes, Goddess,” she gasped, “I understand.” But Shira was already gone.  Shaking from surprise and pain, Tesharna took her hands away from her ears to see that they were stained with blood.  Not much, but enough to leave no doubt as to what the goddess might do, should Tesharna displease her.

She glanced at the bell on her wall.  One which, when rang, would summon one of her servants to see to her needs.  She started toward it, knowing she must act in haste, then hesitated, remembering her nakedness. Another wave of self-loathing rolled through her. It would not do to allow one of the serving women to see her in such a state—she was quite sure they whispered about her already, rumors and gossip brought on by jealousy, but there was no need to give them more opportunity.

She hurried back to her closet and withdrew a dress, slipping it on before ringing the bell.  She waited impatiently, pacing back and forth, and in a few minutes, there was a knock on the door.  “Enter.”

A matronly woman, old and wrinkled and obviously overweight, pushed the door open, bowing her head low. “You needed assistance, Bright One?”

Tesharna frowned at the slovenly woman, but despite her appearance, Arabella was Tesharna’s personal assistant and had proven her worth time and again. “So I do, Arabella.”

The woman beamed, as if it was the world’s greatest compliment that Tesharna should remember the name of one so lowly as her. “I am here to serve, Chosen, if it pleases you.”

“I will tell you what does not please me, Arabella,” Tesharna said, gesturing at the shattered remnants of the vase lying in the floor, “is that, having returned to my quarters, I came here to find that someone—no doubt a foolish servant—knocked over a priceless artifact in their oafishness, and did not even bother to so much as clean it up.”

“B-but, Chosen,” the woman said, “you asked no one be in to clean—” She cut off at Tesharna’s forbidding frown and bowed her head instead, accepting the rebuke. “Forgive me, Chosen Tesharna.  I will look into the matter personally.”

“Yes, and you will clean it personally as well,” Tesharna said. “But first, I have another task for you. I wish for you to scribe me a letter.” She gestured to the nightstand. “You will find parchment and ink within the drawer.”

“Of course, Chosen.” The woman hurried to the nightstand, apparently unconcerned with the way her own body moved disgustingly as she did. A moment later, she retrieved the pen and parchment and turned back. “I’m ready, Bright One.”

“Very well,” Tesharna said. “Now, write that it has come to my attention that those who we have sought for so long have been found in Peralest and that—”

“Forgive me, Chosen,” the woman said, wincing as if expecting to be struck for interrupting, “but who might the letter be addressed to?”

Tesharna frowned, glancing at the shards of the vase still lying in the floor. “Why Arabella,” she said, “to the Broken, of course.”

 

 

 

Chapter Seventeen 

 

Marta came awake slowly. Her head throbbed painfully, and she winced as she opened her eyes. Sonya was unconscious beside her and, at first, she had the wild idea that the girl was dead, but saw a moment later that her small chest was rising and falling nearly imperceptibly.  

Suddenly, she was jolted by something, and she groaned as the pain in her head grew worse.  Grunting, she sat up and saw she was inside a carriage.  She and Sonya sat on one side while two men in the gray robes of priests sat on the other.  Their expressions were blank, impassive, and they said nothing.  

“What do you want with us?” she said, trying her best to sound angry but unable to ignore the whimper in her voice.  Neither of the men answered, didn’t so much as move or glance in her direction.  “Hey,” she demanded, or at least tried to demand.  What came out sounded far too much like a plea for her liking. “What are you doing with us?”

Still no answer, and she felt a spark of hope.  She was invisible again, as she had been for most of her life.  The men had seen her in the inn only because they came on her while she was sleeping, and she hadn’t been able to tell herself the lie that she was invisible, to make them believe it—normally, an easy enough thing to do.  

Now though, she seemed to have gained her invisibility once more.  She glanced at Sonya, still unconscious, then made a decision.  She would go and find help, would find that old grumpy bastard Larin.  He would know what to do.  She reached for the door of the carriage, knowing she would have to be quick, for though the men might not notice her, they would certainly notice when the door opened on its own.

Her hand was only halfway there when one of them reached out and slapped her across the face, almost casually.  Marta cried out in surprise, recoiling.  The taste of blood filled her mouth, and she stared at the man, shocked.  “You don’t…you can’t…” She trailed off, unsure of how to finish.  The man didn’t bother responding, only stared at her with a blank, almost dead expression.  Oh, he saw her alright.  For the moment, the how or why of it didn’t matter—only that he did.

That’s okay, she told herself, pretending at far more confidence than she felt and doing a fairly convincing job. After all, she had spent her life pretending, what some people called “lying.” As if the truth were so important, so great.  And maybe their truth was great.  Marta was only twelve years old and considered young in Entarna, but in some places she would have been considered a woman grown.  And young or not, she knew one thing—people who had time to sit back and judge others probably hadn’t spent their day evading roaming gangs of thieves and worse. And in the poor district, for a young girl, there was always worse.  She suspected few of them had been dropped off at the doorstep of orphanages where they remained, mistreated, until they realized orphanages were nearly always worse than the streets from which they were meant to protect their wards, and snuck out one dark, rainy night.

Let those same people with their perfect houses, their perfect families and their perfect lives spend the night huddled in an alleyway, using the piles of trash that regularly accumulated in the far-less maintained poor quarter byways as both blanket and camouflage, and Marta thought maybe they’d learn that the truth could be a weapon as well as a shield, could hurt as well as help.  It was better, then, to lie, better to believe that the moldy, hardened chunk of bread you ate was a Fairday turkey than to pause and look at it.  Better to convince yourself that the painful bites the rats got in before you woke from a restless sleep to knock them away again were only the playful nips of a puppy, eager for your affection and your love, one that, maybe, your loving parents had bought you for your birthday.  Not that Marta could remember her birthday—none at the orphanage had ever bothered to tell her, even if they had known it—and that wasn’t the point, anyway.

The point was that the truth might be a shield, but sometimes it was a flimsy one. Lies, she’d found, could be whatever kind of shield you needed them to be.  If you told yourself you were dry and warm and safe long enough, then you might even start to believe it, might not feel, quite so much, the chilling rain or the hard stares of men who lurked in the shadows, waiting for an opportunity to take what little you had. 

Lying offered an escape when there was none. So what if you had to make-believe the gentle hand patting you on the head, so what if you had to imagine the woman’s voice, warm with love and caring, telling you she loved you?  Marta thought there were worse things than that, thought, too, that the truth was a worse thing.  Brutal and sharp and unbending like the blades the men in the shadows sometimes carried, sometimes used on children too slow or too foolish to evade them.

Still, no amount of lying would get her and Sonya out of the carriage, no amount of imagining would make the two robed men with their hard, dead stares go away. Marta had seen other children, in other times, taken by men with just such stares, men who had made some irrevocable separation in their minds, making Marta—and those like her—not people, not anymore.  Only things to be used and discarded as it suited them.  She had relied on her wits—and her lies—to get her out of such situations before, far before the old god in the ragged clothes picked her, but now they failed her. 

Now, she could not see past the truth, could not see around it, for it was too there, too real to be ignored. “What are you going to do with us?” she asked again.  The men did not answer only watched her, a dim twinkle of what she thought might have been eagerness in their eyes.  She sat back in the carriage bench, feeling small and terrified and cold.  She did not ask the question again.  She was afraid that, if she did, they just might answer it.  

 

 

 

Chapter Eighteen 

 

Orren leaned back, collapsing in his chair and letting his bishop’s medallion slip from where he’d been clutching it to fall heavily on his desk.  He stared at it, panting, and then at his hand which had gone a deathly white—except for the design of the medallion which stood out red and angry in what appeared to be almost a brand on the inside of his palm.  A torch and a hand holding it high, one of the symbols of Amedan, the God of Fire and Light and father of all the gods save Shira herself to whom he had been wed before the world began.

Had they known the truth, some might have thought it strange that Orren’s link to Shira, to communicating with the Goddess of the Wilds, was the symbol of the husband she so loathed, but Orren understood well enough.  The goddess was powerful and wise, but she was not kind and, when it came to her husband, she possessed a cruelty unrivaled even by the world’s most savage beasts.  She enjoyed perverting the things her husband held dear to her own uses, just as she had with men, making use of their baser desires, feeding them, until the worst of them became the nightlings with which she intended to destroy her husband’s creations.

Orren did not know why Shira hated her husband and his creations so much, and he did not spend much time considering it.  Such matters were far above him.  But he knew well why she’d chosen this particular medallion to be his focus, that which he might use to contact and commune with his goddess directly.  It was the first item of any real value Orren had ever owned, for after his escape from the light merchant—Alesh’s father—and his wife, Orren had been both rewarded and punished.

Rewarded for helping to rid the world of the two parents, two of the Light’s greatest agents against the Dark as well as leaving the boy, Alesh, future Chosen of Amedan, as an orphan.  Punished, of course, for fleeing and leaving his brothers, including his leader of the time, to die at the hands of the light merchant and his wife.  An unjust punishment. After all, it had been Bishop Deckard’s fault, not Orren’s, that they had failed to kill the others as he had been so intent on gloating before doing the job.  The only reason the parents had died at all was because Orren had destroyed their light shed.  If he had stayed, he would have died and to no purpose, for how could a dead man serve his goddess’s desires?

He had made his case once returning to those higher in Shira’s favor, explaining each of these things, but the fools—something he would never think to call them aloud—would not listen.  Tesharna herself had not listened.  They had all insisted he be punished for fleeing, labeling him a coward and banishing him to this backwater city in the middle of nowhere, so far from civilization to live out his days in exile.  Their reward, such as it was, had been the medallion, marking him bishop, and for all the hate that Orren had held for them—still held for them—he did not hate the medallion.  For it was a symbol of his worth, a symbol he had contributed to the goddess’s cause and, in so doing, been given charge over other men as Bishop Deckard had once so carelessly commanded him.

Given charge of what, exactly? he thought bitterly.  A backwater city no one cares about?  A familiar resentment rose in him.  He alone had survived to tell of the parents fleeing into the dark; in fact, he was the sole reason they had in the first place.  It was not his fault the nightlings had failed to kill the boy, not his fault the others had allowed Alesh, a frightened child, to make his way to Ilrika, and it was certainly not his fault the boy had been taken in by Chosen Olliman himself, raised and protected.

Still, he consoled himself with the fact that his circumstances would change soon enough.  When Tesharna sent her men to collect Alesh and the woman, when Shira’s enemies were destroyed, he would be rewarded greatly.  No longer would he be exiled to Peralest.  What reward might the goddess offer to the man who made it all possible?  He did not believe it too ambitious to think he might find himself rising in power and influence within the ranks of Shira’s worshippers, perhaps even to rival or surpass Tesharna herself or Kale Leandrian, the new ruler of Ilrika.  

But all the thoughts of his promising future could do nothing to quell the headache pounding in Orren’s skull, and he winced, rubbing at his temples.  It was always so, after speaking with his goddess, as if the power of her voice was so great it could not be properly heard, at least not without pain from he who heard it.  But a terrible headache—one that, he knew from experience, no herb or medicine could alleviate—was a small price to pay for the blessings his goddess would soon give him. The blessings she had promised, as soon as Alesh and the woman were dealt with.

There was a knock on his door, and Orren nearly cried out as it felt as if it were coming from inside his skull, rattling his brain.  “Come in!” he shouted.

A robed figure opened the door and bowed low before stepping inside.  Vastel, one of his most trusted priests.  This one, at least, was far above the dregs he was usually sent—young, ignorant priests unwanted by anyone else.  As always, Orren noted a slight bulge in the front of Vastel’s tunic, one he wouldn’t have noticed, had he not known to look for it.  He knew that, should he ask the veteran priest—and, more importantly, veteran of Shira’s service and one-time assassin—to remove his tunic, he would do so willingly and without hesitation.  And, once he had, Orren was sure that what he would find would be two long, cruel knives in the use of which Vastel was an expert.

“Yes, Vastel?”

“The prisoners.  They’re secure.”

Unlike most of the other priests, Vastel did not use his title when addressing him and, unlike those others, Orren never made a point of reprimanding him for it.  Vastel had proven his loyalty on too many occasions to count, after all, often with those blades he kept secreted. “How secure?”

The other man shrugged, the motion wrinkling the long scar at his throat where, it was rumored—but Orren had never asked—he had once been hanged to no great effect.  “Fairly.  Chained.  Hung in the altar.”

Vastel had never been a man to waste words, and even those few he’d uttered were more than Orren often heard him speak in a single sitting.  “The chains are quite thick?”

“Fairly.”

Orren nodded. “Double them, Vastel.  This man and woman have both escaped the goddess’s clutches before—far too many times to count, as far as I’m concerned.  I will not take any chances of it happening again, not on my watch.”

“Sure.”

The man turned to go, moving toward the door.  “And Vastel?”

The priest turned, glancing back, his face expressionless.

“What of the other, the one who wasn’t at the inn? Any news?”

“No.”

Orren sighed.  “And our brothers?  Are they back yet from their…task?”

“No.”

Orren forced down the frustration he felt at that.  It was troublesome that they had not found the other man, the one called Eriondrian, but Orren did not doubt they would, given time.  After all, the man was in a city he did not know with no friends to count on and, what’s more, from what Orren had been told, he was a noble.  Nobles had their uses which recommended them, but Orren had never met one that knew anything of subtlety.  Yes, the man would be found soon enough and, if not, he would send Vastel.  If anyone could find him, the once-assassin could.  

A thought struck him, and Orren smiled. “The prisoners, Vastel—lead me to them.”

“This way.”

Orren, of course, knew how to get to his own secret altar, but thought it would be wise to keep Vastel close, just in case.  The altar had been excavated beneath the church years ago, the entrance hidden behind a bookshelf in the private sanctuary reserved in the back of the church for the priests.  In fact, Orren himself had been the one who had commanded its creation, who had, by necessity, had the workers who had created it slain once it was finished.  As he followed the priest through the church halls, Orren thought of what blessings awaited him, and a slow smile crept onto his face.

 

 

 

Chapter Nineteen 

 

Rion was panting heavily by the time the carriage finally stopped in front of a ramshackle house in the poor district.  It had taken him a frantic, exhausting hour of sprinting through alleyways and sidestreets to find the carriage carrying Darl and the two girls. His legs burned and there was a painful stitch in his side.  As he nearly collapsed against the side of a building, he promised himself, not for the first time that night, that he would start exercising regularly and drinking less.  If, that was, he survived the night.  Probably a promise he wouldn’t have to keep, then, so that was something to be thankful for.

The driver and the two priests climbed out of the carriage before pulling Rion’s companions out.  The Ferinan had been blindfolded, but even from this distance and in the moonlight, Rion could see the side of his head was stained with blood.  

The two girls weren’t blindfolded.  Marta looked at the house then, in a panic, tried to break free of her captors, managed to get one arm loose before the man holding her slapped her in the face, hard. The girl cried out as she was knocked to the ground only to be pulled roughly to her feet a moment later.  Rion glanced at the house and couldn’t blame her for her fear.

No lights were lit within—there wasn’t so much as a candle to fend off the darkness—but that wasn’t what bothered him.  It wasn’t even that the house was ugly and crudely built—after all, houses in the poor quarter most always were, their owners unable to afford repairs.

Instead, there was something else about the house that troubled him.  While it was similar in appearance to those others around it, there was something about this one that gave off a feeling of menace, of despair.  It seemed to squat, hunched in the darkness the way some beast might wait for its prey.  It had a look about it that made Rion think it was plotting.  That was dumb, of course.  A house couldn’t plot, and it was no more than the materials from which it was constructed, boards and nails—far too few from Rion’s judgment—put together to create a place in which someone might live.  Or in which someone might die.  The other houses in the poor district were equally ugly, in equally pitiable states of disrepair, but they, at least, seemed like places for living.  This house, though, felt like a place of death, and as he watched the priests lead Marta, Sonya, and Darl inside, Rion’s breath caught in his throat.

He didn’t have to ask himself what they planned to do with them once they were safely hidden behind the house’s walls—he thought he knew all too well.  Things acted according to their natures, always.  Women lied, men cheated, dice rolled, and this house…this house killed.  And if he didn’t go in soon, he was confident there would be no point in going in at all.

The priests would no doubt want to get their business finished quickly, so they could go on with their lives and do whatever it was they did for fun.  Maybe kicking puppies and growling at babies. There was no time to come up with an elaborate plan—which he probably wouldn’t have been able to manage at any rate—and no time to find help.  No time to do anything at all except to go in and probably die with his friends.

Then that’s what I’ll do, Rion told himself, and the passion in that inner voice surprised even him.  He had never been a man with many friends.  Those few people he’d hung around with, Armiel and Bastion chief among them, were nothing more than familiar faces with which to pass the time, bodies he recognized to sit across from him at a hand of cards or a game of dice.  The only true friend he’d had—which he’d discovered only recently—was Odrick.  Now though, he found himself completely willing to throw his life away for these two girls and Darl.  Strange maybe, completely against his character, but there was it, and there was no denying it.

He waited until the priests were all inside and the door was closed, then he started down the street.  He glanced both ways to see if anyone was watching him, but there was no one, and that was no great surprise.  Rion the Gambler had spent enough time in the poor districts of Valeria to know its citizens developed a very specific condition.  Call it “willful blindness.”  They knew things happened, but they avoided talking about it, avoided seeing it, the same way a child might cover her eyes, thinking something wasn’t real, not really real, unless she saw it.

And perhaps they were smart to do it.  After all, Rion didn’t feel particularly clever just then, walking as he was toward a house in which lurked at least three murderous bastards.  He reached his hands into his tunic and withdrew his knives, glad to feel the familiar weight in his hands and glad, also, that they hadn’t somehow managed to slip out in his flight through the city.  That would have been just perfect, a knight showing up like some hero in a storybook, there to rescue the damsel—or in this case damsels—in distress only to realize he’d left his sword, his horse, and all his common sense in his other suit of armor.

Rion walked up to the door and raised his hand as if to knock—a habit ingrained in him since birth—then realized how stupid he was.  Somehow, he didn’t think a polite knock would change the murderers into sweet old grandmas who would come out and offer him a cup of tea.  Unless, maybe the tea was poisoned.  Shaking his head at his own foolishness, he tried the door and was unsurprised to find it latched from the inside.

Still, the door was poorly built, uneven in its frame, and it was an easy enough thing to slip the blade of one of his knives through the slit beside it.  After a few seconds, he found the latch, wincing at the metallic scrape of the blade against it.  He paused then, suddenly overcome with the worry—the near certainty—that someone sat on the other side of the door, maybe more than one someone, crossbow drawn, waiting to ruin the day of the fool stupid enough to try to break his way into a house that practically had the words Die Here painted across it.

But the latch was thrown, and there was no going back now.  Javen, he thought, if you’re listening, I imagine you’ve got a lot going on, what with your mother being crazy as shit and all.  But here’s the thing: my friends are in this house, and I’d like to save them, if I could.  Also, despite appearances, I’d rather not die.  So if you’ve got some god blessings lying around, maybe burning a hole in your pocket, I think now’s the time to use them, eh?  Perhaps the coin in his pocket grew cooler, as if in answer, but there was no way to know for sure.  The night was cold, and there was a slight drizzle, so the rest of him was pretty well freezing anyway.

Just let them all be asleep, he thought, as he stepped inside, and this thought, at least, was for himself. That’d be just fine by me.  They weren’t though, and it seemed there were limits to even how much the God of Chance—if he had even been listening—might bend luck.  Rion had no sooner thrown the door open than he heard the unmistakable—and under the circumstances, supremely terrifying—click of a crossbow release.  

This was followed directly by the sound of someone screaming in pain, and Rion froze for a brief instant in the doorway, quite sure he was the one who had been shot and that he was also, despite being unaware of it, the one screaming in pain.  He wasn’t though.  Instead, a quick look into the room showed him that two men had been waiting on the other side for anyone stupid enough to try to break into this particular house.  

One man sat at a table, a half-empty mug of ale in front of him.  But this wasn’t what drew Rion’s attention.  Instead, it was the fact that the man had slid his chair away from the table and was currently holding a crossbow he had clearly just fired.  Rion traced the path of where he thought the bolt would likely have flown, and his task was made all the easier by the howls of pain coming from only a foot or two away.  There was another man lying on the floor, writhing in agony, a crossbow bolt protruding from his gut, a sword—one he’d no doubt held moments before—lying beside him.  It was clear the man had been waiting directly on the other side of the door, sword raised, ready to cut down Rion as soon as he’d made it into the room.

Of course, he hadn’t—for which Rion was grateful.  A crossbow bolt to the gut had a way of making a man forget his immediate plans.  There was no questioning the coolness of the coin in his pocket now, and Rion forced his thoughts away from the numb surprise he felt and without hesitating any further, charged the seated man.  The man, thankfully, was also in a state of surprise—shooting your friend on accident probably had such an effect—and was fumbling at the crossbow, doing, all-in-all, a piss poor job of getting the weapon reloaded and aimed.

A good thing, that, since Rion struck a table in his haste and went sprawling across the ground, turning it into a roll the smoothness of which was slightly dampened by the way he fetched up against the thick, oak leg of a table halfway and found himself stuck, head down, back propped against the table.  Cursing, he tried to right himself, managed it after several panicked moments.  He was surprised then when he gained his feet with no extra holes in him than he’d started the day with.  Rion looked frantically in the direction of the crossbowman a few feet away and went to throw his blade—in an effort to buy himself time more than anything else—only to realize it had slipped from his fingers.

He didn’t have to look for it though, and that was something.  He could see it clearly enough, sticking from the crossbowman’s throat as it was.  The man was slumped back in his chair, his head lolling over the edge of it, blood sluicing out onto the front of his leather tunic as if from a punctured wine skin. The crossbow had slipped to the ground, and the man was pawing at his throat, a confused look in his eyes as if he wasn’t really sure what had happened.  Rion understood the feeling as he wasn’t quite sure himself.  All he knew for certain was that Javen’s coin had become a small chunk of ice in his pocket, numbing his leg. “Well,” he said finally as he started forward to withdraw his blade from the man’s throat, “that’s lucky.”

By now, the screams of the man struck by the crossbow bolt—now dwindling to low, incomprehensible moans of gibberish—had drawn the attention of the others inside the house.  A door at the side of the room opened, and Rion, guided more by instinct than conscious decision, gave the table he stood beside a heave, spilling the mug of ale in the process, and the heavy oak landed heavily on its side.  

He ducked behind it and was rewarded less than a second later with the thud of a crossbow bolt striking the table.  He blinked at the steel point which had appeared, as if by magic, only inches away from his face, cool terror urging him onward. He scrabbled across the ground for the dead man’s crossbow, grasped it in a sweaty grip and was relieved to see that the man had managed to get it loaded, after all.  He rose high enough to see the man—dressed in leather similar to the two dead ones—standing in the doorway he’d entered from, reloading his own weapon.  

Rion didn’t give him the chance, rising and firing.  The bolt took his opponent in the chest, and the man grunted as he was thrown back through the doorway by the force of it to collapse half inside the room and half in the other.  There were shouts from inside, but Rion barely heard them.  He was busy crawling toward the first crossbowman, keeping the table between him and the open door in case any others decided to come out in the next few seconds.  He reached the dead man and saw what he was looking for peeking out from behind his back.  Grunting with the effort, he rolled the corpse over and retrieved the quiver upon which he’d been lying.  

He loaded the crossbow, then holding it in one hand, his knife in the other, he rose enough to look at the doorway.  No one else had yet dared to venture out, presumably not wanting to find a similar fate as their recently-alive but now inarguably-dead friend.  It would have been easier had they come at him one by one, as the man had, but Rion had enough experience with dealing with blood-thirsty murderers—far, far more than he would have liked—to know the bastards rarely made killing them easy.  

He eased his way around the table, keeping to the side of the door, so he wouldn’t be seen by anyone peering out of it.  He moved as quietly as he could, his heart beating a frantic rhythm in his chest and soon he reached the side of the doorway.  Rion hesitated, listening for any sounds, anything that might give away the number or position of the men waiting inside.  

“We’re in he—” a scream began, then there was a grunt of frustration, and the sound was quickly muffled, but Rion recognized the voice as Marta’s.  

He hesitated, unsure of what to do.  It would be a damned foolish thing, he thought, to step through that doorway.  Sure, you may just be walking into a room, but more likely you’ll be stepping directly into the Keeper’s Fields.  You know that, don’t you?  And he did know that, knew that what waited on the other side of the door was most likely only his own death.  But he knew, also, that he was going to go through it, had always been going to go through.  So he sighed, checked the crossbow again to make sure it was loaded, and stepped inside.

He did not feel the expected impact of a crossbow bolt. A lantern hanging on the wall showed three priests and no one else save their captives.  That was a relief.  Less so that each of them had an arm around one of his three friends, a knife or sword held against their throats.  A stand-off, then, a waiting game to see whose will would crack first.  “Not another move there, bastard,” the priest holding Darl spat, “or I’ll slice this savage’s throat and see what—”

He never finished the sentence.  Rion’s crossbow bolt took him high in the face, driving through the area where his nose had been, through cartilage and flesh.  The priest screamed, and Darl knocked the sword away from his throat, snatching it from the priest’s hands even as the man staggered away, hands going to his ruined face. The Ferinan moved in one smooth motion, spinning and dragging the sword across the wounded man’s stomach.  Blood and worse fell from the deep gash, but Darl barely hesitated, moving to the second priest who, in his panic at the unexpected bloodshed, had let go of Sonya who fell to the ground in a sobbing heap.  

The man shouted in anger, meaning to rush the Ferinan, but he’d no sooner taken a step than Darl was on him, his blade moving in a blur, and in seconds the man fell, dead.  It all happened so fast that Rion had a hard time processing it, as did the third priest whose grip on Marta must have loosened in his distraction, for she managed to knock his arm free and lunge away from him.  

He seemed to snap back to his senses, and he reached for her, perhaps meaning to kill her outright or to use her as a hostage, a means of escape.  Whatever it had been, Rion would never know, for Darl was on him before he could catch her, his sword slicing a clean, if shallow, cut across the man’s reaching arm.  The priest cried out, swinging his own blade in a wild blow which the Ferinan easily parried.  “Darl,” Rion shouted, “maybe we should—” then cut off as the Ferinan stepped into the robed man’s guard and buried the blade in his chest.

A savage glee seemed to dance on the Ferinan’s face, the first joy in violence Rion had ever seen from the man, and he pulled his blade free, letting the third and final priest collapse at his feet, before turning to Rion.  Rion opened his mouth to speak but couldn’t seem to find words.  

“I’m sorry, you were saying something?” Darl asked, as if he’d been distracted by a hand of cards, maybe, instead of the swift and brutal murder of two men. 

“I…that is,” Rion managed.  “I was going to say we should leave one alive…you know, to question.”

“Ah,” Darl said, glancing at the two corpses and then wincing as if embarrassed.  He turned back to Rion. “They were going to kill the girls,” he went on, as if that explained everything, and Rion thought that probably it did.  The Ferinan moved to the weeping Sonya, scooping her from the floor and hugging her tightly to his chest, whispering soft words of reassurance, ones which Rion wished he could hear.  He could have used a bit of reassurance just then.

“Well, sure,” he said, his mouth dry. “I’d say they learned their lesson.  But…if you don’t mind me saying so…I thought your people used spears, not swords.”

The Ferinan glanced at the blade in his hand then back to Rion. “We use what tools the gods make available to us, friend Rion.  And just because a man chooses not to use a thing does not mean he doesn’t know how.”

“I’m sure they’d agree with you,” Rion muttered, glancing pointedly at the corpses.

“Uncle Rion!” The little girl, Sonya, extricated herself from the grinning Ferinan’s arms, and ran toward Rion, her little feet scampering in the pooling blood of one of the dead men as she did.  Rion was thinking that if there was ever any proof needed that the world was well and truly fucked, it could be seen in that simple thing—a child’s bloody footprints on wooden floorboards. Then she embraced him with such force, that he stumbled and nearly fell.  “You saved us,” she said.

Rion hesitated awkwardly, then finally returned the embrace.  He thought, then, that it had been worth it, all the risk, all the danger, to have saved this little girl, to have saved them both.  Of course, had he been one of the men lying dead on the floor, he might have thought differently, but he wasn’t, and he didn’t.  He had saved them, his friends, Darl, and Marta, and Sonya—and he was glad.

“Messed up, you showin’ up like you did,” Marta said. “I was just about to make my move.”

Well, Rion thought, I’m mostly glad. Finally, the little girl let loose her tight embrace, and Rion was both relieved and disappointed it happened so soon.  He glanced at Darl, and the Ferinan grinned as if reading his thoughts easily enough.

“What now?” Rion growled, suddenly embarrassed.

“Alesh and Katherine?” the dusky-skinned man asked in response.

Rion winced, glancing at the little girl, Sonya and her hope-filled eyes, then shook his head slowly.  “They were taken somewhere else; I don’t know where.  I followed you.”

“But what if they’re hurt?” Sonya asked in a scared voice as she glanced between Rion and Darl. “What if—”

“They will be alright, little one,” Darl said, coming to kneel beside her and putting a handle on her shoulder.  “We will find them.”

“But how?” Rion said. “All I know is they went a different direction than you—the priests carried them somewhere else.”

“That is good,” the Ferinan said, nodding.

“Good?  How in the name of the gods is that good?”

Darl met his eyes.  “Because, friend Rion, the carriage in which we rode led to death.  It is likely the one which carries Katherine and Alesh, having taken a different path, leads somewhere else.”

To a terrible death, maybe, Rion thought, but he didn’t bother saying so. “Alright, so what do we do?”

“We go back to the inn,” Darl said, meeting Sonya’s eyes and giving her a small smile. “And then we will see what we will see.”

Perfect, Rion thought. What better place to go than the place from which you were all just kidnapped by a bunch of murderous priests? Well.  It had been an interesting night so far, and it didn’t look as if it was going to slow down anytime soon.  Sighing, he followed Darl and the others as they walked from the house, leaving the dead to themselves.

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty 

 

The first thing Alesh was aware of when he came awake was a deep, terrible throbbing in the back of his head, as if there were a man inside, hammering away at his skull to check for—or perhaps to create—flaws.  The second thing was a stinging in his cheek, a pain far less than that in his head, but of a different, sharper kind. 

“Ah, the Son of the Morning stirs.” The words were said mockingly from someone in front of him.

Alesh opened his eyes with an effort, his eyelids feeling as if they’d had lead weights tied to them and saw the old priest from before standing in front of him, a small grin on his face.

“You.” The word came out in a dry, rasping croak, and Alesh lunged forward at the man.  Or, at least, he meant to.  He was abruptly brought up short by chains that bit painfully into his wrists and ankles.

The older man’s grin widened.  “Ah, yes.  Sorry about the hospitality, but we have heard you are a bit of a…shall we say, troublemaker, and I thought it best to take precautions lest your stay here be more unpleasant than it need be.”

Alesh ignored the man and his gloating for the moment, instead craning his neck as much as his bonds would allow to look around the room.  Barely a room at all, really. Earthen walls and floor, more like a cellar than anything.  His eyes fell on Katherine, and his heart skipped a beat.  Her wrists and ankles had been manacled to the wall.  Her head drooped, her chin resting against her chest, and Alesh had wild, frantic moment before he noted the gentle rise and fall of her chest.  Alive then.  But a prisoner.

“What do you want?”

The priest waggled a finger at him. “We’ll get to that soon enough.  But first, I believe proper introductions are in order.  You, of course, need no introduction as you are the savior of the world.” Again in the mocking tone, and he paused to wink, as if to make sure Alesh got the joke.  “I, on the other hand, am Bishop Orren.”

He said the last as if decreeing some life-changing pronouncement and watched Alesh steadily as if looking for some reaction. “What you are—or will be, soon enough—” Alesh said, “is a dead man, if you don’t let us go.”

The old man’s grin faded, and he gave a look of annoyance before slapping Alesh across the face. “You may not know my name yet, but you will soon enough.  That much, I can promise you.  Now, if you behave, your stay here need not be any more painful than necessary.  Soon enough, Tesharna will send men to collect you.  Until then, you will behave.”

“Where are my friends?  What have you done with them?”

“Ah,” Orren said, nodding, mock sadness on his face. “The two girls and the Ferinan.  Well, I’m afraid they were expendable.  The goddess and Tesharna did not insist on seeing to them personally as they did you.  I’m sad to say that, by now, they are all quite, irrevocably dead.”

Alesh snarled as rage bloomed inside of him, and that part of his mind—the animalistic part that hid, he’d discovered, much closer to the surface of a man than most believed—erupted into wakefulness.  He lunged forward again and again, fighting against his chains with a strength borne of fury, a desperate hunger, the need to kill this man roiling through him like a storm.  He was rewarded by feeling the slightest easing of the tension in the chain on his right arm as it began to work loose from the wall.  He thought with another few tries, he could free his arm, but then the bishop spoke. 

“Vastel, if he continues to act so abominably, kill the girl.  The goddess will not be too terribly upset, I’m sure, just as long as she is able to have this one to herself.”

Alesh froze at that, his muscles tensed. He glanced over to the side of the room where the bishop was looking to see two men he hadn’t noticed at first standing in the shadows, just outside the illumination that the single lantern hanging from the opposite wall provided. 

“Sure,” one said, and as he stepped into the light, withdrawing a long, cruel-looking knife from inside his tunic. He moved toward Katherine, his blade held casually, as if he were preparing to slice meat instead of commit murder, then glanced at Orren, an eyebrow raised as if in question.

“Now,” the bishop said to Alesh, “are you going to behave?”

“You killed them,” Alesh said.  He couldn’t believe it.  After all his fears, all his worries and all he had done—all the terrible, bloody things he had done—Sonya had died anyway, along with Darl and Marta. 

“Well,” Orren said as if already bored by the subject, “not personally.  But, yes, I catch your point. I suppose I did.”

“You’ll die for that,” Alesh said in a quiet voice. “I’ll kill you, for that.”

Orren frowned as if considering that, then moved closer.  Abruptly, he struck Alesh in the stomach.  Pinned against the wall as he was, Alesh couldn’t curl around the blow or dodge, and the breath wheezed out of him at the punch. 

“No,” Orren said matter-of-factly, “you won’t.  Now, how about you leave off your bravado, at least for the moment.  It’ll be less painful for you.”

Alesh gasped, struggling to get his breath back, his eyes locked on the bishop.

“Such anger,” the bishop said, shaking his head and making a tsking sound. “Not what I’d expect from the world’s savior.  Though, it seems I recall your father having a similar look.”

Alesh’s eyes went wide, and the bishop smiled. “Oh, yes, I knew your father.  Or, perhaps, it is fairer to say I met him, once upon a time.  I suppose, if we’re being honest, it is equally fair to say I am the reason why he—and your dear, sweet mother—are dead.”

“What are you talking about?”  Alesh managed.  “That isn’t…that’s not…my mother and father were killed by nightlings.”

“So they were,” Orren agreed, clearly pleased by the reaction he’d caused. “I and some others were sent to kill them, you see, and your mother and father escaped, choosing to run into the night rather than stand and fight.  Cowards, both of them.” He shrugged again, as if it made no difference. “But Shira’s will is not so easily balked, and the night took them just the same.  Just as it will take you, when your time comes.”

A thousand questions came to Alesh’s head, a thousand things he’d always wanted to know, concerns and thoughts saved up over a lifetime of being an orphan, of wondering why his mother and father had been out in the woods at night, but not just that.  He wanted to know them, to know anything about them, needed it, in that moment, the way a drowning man needs air, or a dying man comfort.  But he resisted the urge to ask, for he knew the bishop was nothing but some cruel cat, playing with its prey and seeing how much pain he could cause.  Any answer he gave would be tainted if not an outright lie. To have the answers to so many of his questions right in front of him but still so far out of reach was maddening. “Damn you,” Alesh said.

“Oh, it is not the damnation of the gods I seek,” Orren said, “but their blessing.  And I will receive it soon enough, once you and your woman here are taken.  Isn’t it amusing that, in the end, I’ll be the cause of not just the deaths of your mother and father, but yours as well?”

“I will kill you,” Alesh said again, not a threat, only a promise, one spoken with absolute certainty.  Whatever else happened, he would see this man dead—that, at least, he would do.

A look of what might have been unease crossed the other man’s features, but he banished it quickly enough, was just opening his mouth—no doubt to utter some cruel rejoinder—when there was a shout from somewhere in the distance.  He frowned glancing toward the other man still at the wall. “See what that is.  I suspect it will be the others returning. Tell them to keep it down, would you? The last thing we need is for the city guard to come investigate because there was a complaint about the noise.”

“Of course, Bishop, sir,” the man said, nodding his head and moving toward the exit.  Alesh watched him go, paying close attention to where the door was, for in the gloom of the cellar it lay hidden in darkness.  The man reached it, fumbled with a latch, and light spilled inside, causing Alesh to wince and turn away.  Still, he noted the door was far closer than he’d thought, the room considerably smaller than it had at first appeared.  Not that it mattered.  The door could have been only a few feet away, and he wouldn’t have been able to reach it, not bound as he was. 

Still, it was something, a step in the right direction.  Chosen Olliman, the man who had taken him in when he’d just been a stumbling, exhausted child who’d just witnessed his parents murders, had always taught him that in battle—as in life—it did a man no good to worry about things he couldn’t change.  Instead, he must focus on those things he could, no matter how small.  For enough such small things, though seemingly inconsequential at first, could make all the difference in the world, given time.  The problem, of course, was that Alesh didn’t think he and Katherine had much time.  

And what of the others? It was his voice in his head but there was a hysteric note to it he did not like, as if at any moment it—he—would devolve into mindless, incoherent ramblings of rage and sadness.  It might have felt good to give such a release, for Sonya and the others, but it would serve no purpose. Don’t worry about the things you cannot change.  Worry only about those you can.  It had been good advice then, and it still was.  So instead of giving into despair as part of him desperately wanted, Alesh forced himself to remain calm, gathering the ragged remnants of his will and meeting Orren’s eyes. “You don’t honestly think Shira is going to bless you, do you?”

The old man frowned, but for once said nothing.  And that was fine—Alesh wasn’t going anywhere.  The man had made sure of that.  “You?” he prodded. “A failure? A man who, with the help of his friends, couldn’t even kill a light merchant, his wife, and their child? A man who she only deemed worthy of watching over this pathetic little backwater of a city?”

“Shut up,” the bishop said, a warning note in his tone.

But Alesh didn’t.  It wasn’t as if the man could kill him twice. “You failed then, Orren,” he said. “Failed miserably. And you’ll fail now as well.  Do you know why? It’s because you’re useless.  Shira knows it, Tesharna knows it, gods even I know it, and I just met you.”

“Shut up.” This time, the man’s voice was louder, angrier.

“You’ll never amount to anything,” Alesh went on, “nothing but a dried-up bishop left to wither and die in the middle of nowhere, a man who Chosen Tesharna wouldn’t even trust to walk her dog, let alone allow into her inner council.”

“Shut up, shut up, shut up!” The bishop stalked to him and punched him in the ribs. Alesh groaned with pain, but the older man wasn’t finished, hitting him again, and again.  But on the fourth strike—one meant for his stomach—Alesh finally managed to pull the manacle attached to his right arm free, and he caught the man’s fist.

The bishop had time to let out a squawk of surprise before Alesh pulled him close and wrapped his arm around his throat.  The bishop’s scream for help turned into a strangled gasp as Alesh flexed his arm tight against his neck. The older man began to thrash wildly, desperate to break free, but Alesh held on grimly, baring his teeth and refusing to let the man go no matter how much he kicked and squirmed.  “I told you I’d kill you,” he hissed in the man’s ear.

“Let him go.”

Alesh looked toward the sound of the voice to see the scarred priest standing beside Katherine who was just beginning to rouse. He grabbed a handful of her hair and gave it a vicious jerk, pulling her head back, and she cried out in surprised pain.  A moment later, he brought the knife he still held to her throat.  He said nothing else but then, he didn’t need to.  

Alesh held onto the bishop for a moment longer, not wanting to let go, trying to find some means of turning the situation to his advantage, but there was none.  If you’re going to fight a battle, make sure you stand a chance of winning it. Another one of Olliman’s bits of wisdom, this delivered after Alesh, as a child, had been picked on by a group of other young boys who served in the castle.  Alesh had grown angry as they made fun of his parents, and he had fought them, but there had been too many, and in the end, he had been left bruised and bloody. He couldn’t win that battle, not then, just as he could not win this one now.  So, finally, he released the bishop, pushing him away, and felt some satisfaction at seeing the wheezing old man stumble and collapse to his hands and knees, desperately sucking in air.

“A failure,” Alesh said again. “It’s all you’ll ever be.  And we’re not finished yet; I promise you that.”

The bishop didn’t answer for several seconds, maybe couldn’t answer, was far too busy taking frantic, desperate breaths. Then, he finally clawed his way to his feet, and the fury on his face as he turned to Alesh promised murder. 

And would that really be such a bad thing? Alesh thought.  After all, if Tesharna and Shira had their way, he would suffer much worse than just being killed, of that much he was certain. 

“Y-you…dare,” Orren gasped. He spun to the other priest, all reason gone from his face. “Vastel,” he croaked, “kill h—”

The rest of the man’s words were drowned out as, suddenly, another scream came from somewhere up above, this one closer than the last. Fear bloomed on the old man’s face. “Go, Vastel, and see what that is, and if it’s someone who isn’t supposed to be here…well, you know what to do.”

“Yes.”

The priest stalked toward the exit, drawing another long knife from his tunic as he did. Alesh watched him go, feeling a spark of hope within him.  Had Darl and the others somehow escaped Orren’s men?  And what of Rion? Alesh had not seen him back at the inn, when he and the others were taken, but the truth was he hadn’t even thought to look, had been too busy dealing with Orren and the other priests to even consider the nobleman’s absence.

He glanced to Katherine and, in the flickering light of the lantern, saw a look of hope on her face to match his own.  The bishop though, had mastered his fear, and now looked only annoyed, seemingly confident that whatever trouble was happening upstairs would be dealt with soon enough. And why wouldn’t he be? Alesh thought.  Even if Rion, even if Darl and the others had somehow escaped their captors, what were two men and two young girls supposed to do against an entire church which had turned to the Darkness? For all his skill, the Ferinan wouldn’t be able to take on so many, and not even Rion’s luck would be enough to balance the odds in such a fight.

You do what you can, he told himself, and when all else fails, when there’s nothing left, then there’s still hope.  And so Alesh hung from the wall of the dungeon in which he’d been imprisoned, feet away from the man who meant to turn him over to people who intended to torture and kill him.  And he hoped.

More sounds of fighting from upstairs, a heavy thunk as something or someone was knocked to the floor, and dust rained down from the ceiling.  There was another crashing impact, followed by another, like the sounds of nearby thunder, then there was only silence.  

“There now,” the bishop said, regarding Alesh once more. “Where were we?”

He withdrew a small, thin knife from his trouser pocket, not nearly as big as the ones his man had carried, but even in the dim light Alesh could see it was sharp.  Then, smiling cruelly, he stalked toward Katherine.  She fought against her bonds as did Alesh, but though he had one arm free, the rest of his bonds would not budge even so much as an inch.  By the time the bishop reached her, Katherine had stopped struggling, apparently deciding there was no point.  Instead, she turned to Alesh, her green eyes shimmering with unshed tears. “I wish…I wish we had more time,” she said. “This isn’t your fault, Alesh.  And there’s something you need to know.  I—”

She cut off as a bestial roar erupted from somewhere up above. An instant later, the door leading up to the church shattered as a body came flying through it to crash to the cellar floor.  Alesh stared down at the crumpled form in shock, his dazed mind taking several seconds to realize the bloody form was Vastel, the priest who had left moments before.  One of the man’s legs was bent at an unnatural angle, a long stark white shard of bone showing, slathered with blood.  His left arm was also broken, but it was his head which drew Alesh’s attention. 

The man’s skull had been crushed, looking like nothing so much as an overripe tomato someone had squeezed in his hands. The priest did not stir from where he’d fallen, obviously dead, and Alesh was glad for that at least, for enemy or not, he could not imagine the agony the man would have felt, had he somehow still drawn breath.

Alesh finally managed to pull his eyes away from the corpse, raising his head to peer at the dark outline of the doorway.  A moment later, a large shape lumbered through, the figure having to stoop to work its way inside, and once the newcomer stepped into the light, he was shocked to see it was Chosen Larin.  The old giant bled from what looked like a dozen wounds, and his tunic was little more than crimson stained tatters of cloth hanging from his massive frame.  His thick arms were also cut in several places, and blood dripped in fat droplets from the clenched fists at his sides, falling onto the floor with wet plops. 

One look at the man’s face showed that it, too, was coated in blood, and his eyes, more than a little wild, reflected the pain he must be feeling.  Alesh thought it a wonder the man managed to stand at all but stand he did.  And not just stand.  He shuffled further into the room, each step appearing to be a trial, until he stood feet away from the bishop who gazed at him with a pale, stricken face as if he was the Keeper of the Dead himself come to claim him.

The knife trembled in his hand, forgotten, as the giant stalked closer. “Stab a man in the back, will you?” Larin growled.

“Y-you can’t b-be here,” Orren said, “y-you s-should be dead.”

“Not yet,” the Chosen said, but Alesh didn’t miss the way he paused, swaying on his feet for a second and taking time to gather his strength before continuing toward the old man.

The bishop whimpered, all thoughts of making Alesh or Katherine suffer as forgotten as the small knife he held.  The Chosen took another step toward him, and the old priest screamed in fear, throwing the knife.  The giant slapped it away, and the old priest burst into motion, trying to move around Larin toward the open cellar door.  But the big Chosen snatched the back of his collar before he made it past, hefting him off the ground like a puppy caught by the scruff of the neck.

Orren tried to break free, but wounded or not, Larin possessed far more strength than a normal man, and he held the bishop with ease.  Orren tried to kick the giant, but then he was sailing through the air to strike the earth wall.

Orren collapsed to the ground in a heap and did not move.  “Bastard stabbed me,” Larin said as if by way of explanation, then he staggered toward Alesh, producing a key from inside his blood-soaked tunic.   Alesh stared at it surprised, and Larin grunted. “Fella upstairs didn’t want to give up the key. I talked him into it.”  He grinned widely displaying a row of bloody teeth. “I asked him nicely.”

A moment later, the man was fitting the key into Alesh’s bonds, and there was a metallic clink as the manacle at one of Alesh’s ankles came free, followed soon by the other, then those at his wrists.  He stumbled as he struck the ground but managed to keep his feet, rubbing at his arms where the bonds had bit deep during his struggles. “Thanks, Larin, I—” His words turned to a grunt as the big man’s legs suddenly seemed to lose their strength. He started to fall, and Alesh caught him with a gasp.  The man weighed more than Alesh would have imagined possible, and he would have fallen himself, if his back hadn’t fetched up against the wall.

“Sorry about that, lad,” the Chosen said, finally managing to get some of his strength back and stepping back where he wobbled dangerously before seeming to stabilize.  “I’m a bit tired, I’m afraid.”

Alesh thought the man was a lot more than “a bit tired,” but he didn’t think saying so would help anything, so he took the key from him and made his way to Katherine.  Soon, he had her unlocked as well, and he was surprised when she pulled him into a tight embrace.

“I thought we were going to die,” she whispered in his ear, and despite their situation, Alesh felt a thrill at the feel of her warm breath on his neck.

“It’s alright,” he said, holding his arms around her, “we’re okay.”

She pulled away a little then, meeting his eyes. “And the others?”

“We’ll find them, Katherine,” he said. “I promise you.  And if…if anything has happened to them, then we’ll make those responsible suffer for it.”

Her eyes misted over with tears then, and she nodded. “Alesh, I…that is…”

“Just kiss her, lad, and get it over with already.”

They both turned to see that Larin had propped himself against the wall. The haggard look of the man who had come to save their lives, the man who wouldn’t have even been here if not for Alesh bringing death to his door, stole any romantic thought he might have had. He took Katherine’s hand in his, meeting her eyes. “We’ll talk later.  Okay?”

She smiled. “Okay.”

Alesh opened his mouth, wanting to say more and having no idea what it would be, but Katherine was already moving past him toward Larin.  As she drew closer and was able to get a better look at him, she gasped.  “Oh, gods, Larin.  We have to see to your wounds.”

“It’s alright, lass,” the Chosen said. “A little bleedin’ never killed anybody.”

No, Alesh thought, but you left a little behind hours ago, and a lot of bleeding, well, that’s been known to kill quite a few people.

“We have to see to them,” Katherine protested, “you’ll lose too much bloo—”

“Forget it, lass,” the man said again in a surprisingly gentle voice. “It’s okay.  What’s done is done, and there ain’t no changin’ it. Besides, we don’t have the time.  Or, well, I should say you don’t have the time.  I dealt with the bastards upstairs, but for all I know there might be more.  Even if there ain’t, you can be damned sure the city guards’ll be here directly.  It’s not too often a blood bath takes place in a church, and I imagine they’ll have some questions.” He looked embarrassed. “And if I’m honest, I wasn’t a man ever known for bein’ subtle or quiet.”

“Wait,” Katherine said, her voice desperate, “surely, you don’t mean for us to leave you here.  You’re hurt and—”

“That’s exactly what I mean,” Larin said in a voice that brooked no argument. “Besides, this,” he continued, gesturing with one of his hands—the one he wasn’t currently using to hold himself up against the wall—to his wounds, “ain’t nothin’.  Why, I’ve had worse than this from people I like.”

She must have given him a dubious expression in line with how Alesh felt, for he barked what might have been a laugh. “If you ain’t noticed, I’m not exactly the easiest person to get along with.  Now, go on up and keep an eye out. You see anybody comin’ looks like they’ve got blood on their mind, why don’t you give us a holler, yeah? I’d speak to Alesh for a minute, if you wouldn’t mind.”

Katherine studied him for another second, hesitating, then she finally pulled the man into a hug.  Larin grunted in surprise at the unexpected embrace and wrapped one of his arms around her as well, patting her back.  “That’s alright, then.  That’s just fine, lass.”

When Katherine pulled away, Alesh saw tears were running down her face. “Thank you,” she said, “for saving us.”

“Ah, shit, you’re welcome,” Larin said, grinning and looking embarrassed and pleased all at once. “I didn’t have anywhere else to be, I guess.”

She still hesitated, and he nodded at her as if to tell her it was okay. “You go on now.  We’ll be along.”

She glanced at Alesh as if for reassurance, and he gave her the best smile he could muster, nodding.  There was nothing else he could do.

“I’ll see you both in a minute?” she asked, still watching Alesh.

He had a lump in his throat and didn’t trust his voice just then, so he only nodded again.  In another moment, she turned and walked out, pausing to glance back at Larin once more before leaving through what was left of the door frame.

“Ah, but she’s a fine one, lad,” Larin said. “And unless you’re a bigger fool than I reckoned, you need to let her know it.  Soon.  The sun shines bright and hot sometimes, boy, but take it from an old timer—it ain’t gonna shine forever.  You understand?”

“I think so,” Alesh said, his voice little more than a whisper, his thoughts a jumble of emotions so thick he couldn’t have separated one from the other if he’d tried.

“Well,” Larin said. “Now, why don’t you have a seat with me? I’d talk to you for a minute.  There’s some things been needin’ said for a while now, and I guess I just been too much of a coward to say ‘em.  Now, though, well, seems as good a time as any to get them done.”  With that, he put his back against the wall and slid down until he was sitting with a thick arm over either knee.

Alesh was desperate to discover what had become of the others, to help them if he could, and he didn’t like the idea of Katherine being up above alone.  It would only take one man left alive, one with a knife she didn’t see coming, and something terrible could happen.  Still, Larin had said he’d dealt with everyone in the church, and the man wasn’t the sort to lie, even if the lie was more comfortable.  A direct man with no subtlety in him.  Besides, he had just finished saving Katherine and Alesh’s life, had—if his wounds were as bad as Alesh feared—quite possibly given his own in the process.  Spending a few minutes talking to him seemed like the least Alesh could do in return, so he walked over and sat down.

Several seconds passed in silence. Alesh was beginning to fear that the man—whose face was mostly covered in shadow up against the wall as he was—had succumbed  to his wounds. But finally, the old man spoke in a voice somewhere between a growl and a whisper. “I knew your parents. Good people, both. The best of people, really.  I served with them, for a time.  Or…” He grunted. “Perhaps closer to say I served around them.”

Alesh frowned. “What do you mean?”

The big man craned his neck, studying Alesh. “They were servants of the Light, your father and mother.  Spies, I guess you could call them, but they were a lot more than that.  Your mother was well-known as a genius, thought to have a mind for tactics and strategy that, in another time, could have rivaled Tesharna herself.  She was also beautiful and kind, and I reckon just about every man I knew was in love with her.  This was after the wars, understand, and the Church began to take more of a…well, they’d call it subtle approach to battling the Darkness, but I think it’s safe to say they got lazy, saving their coin instead of hiring more troops, that sort of thing, thinkin’ the battle was over and done with.  Fools,” he said quietly, “they were all fools.  The darkness can be beaten, Alesh, but it can never be destroyed.  Remember that.”

He hissed, pausing as if in pain before going on. “Anyway, what I’m tryin’ to say is she was a good woman, a great one, and all us old soldiers, sittin’ around with so much time on our hands we could drown in it, well, we didn’t have much to do but drink and talk.  A lot of the talk around then was about her, and about your father too.  He was also a great one.  Truth is, I don’t recall ever hearin’ a bad word spoke about the man.  He was noble and honest—both qualities the rarity of which I’m sure I ain’t got to explain to you—but more than all of that, he was good.  Do you understand?”

“Not…really,” Alesh said.

Larin sighed. “Gods, but I’m not the man for this. Brent Olliman would have said it clearer and in far less time. Still, I reckon it’s good to know Amedan still has his sense of humor after all that’s happened.  What I mean is your father was good.  Not just at fighting—which he was.  Not just at being a spy—and I’ll tell you, he was the best there ever was.  He was good.  Good the way a sunrise is good, good the way a warm fire on a cold night is good.  Your mother too.  Both of ‘em, you ask me, didn’t never belong in this bitch of a world in the first place.   I don’t know what all happened with your parents that night when you were a kid—Brent might have known more, but he and I lost touch over the years.  Still, the bastard seemed to make a career of knowin’ more than me, so I expect he did.  But what I can tell you, is they…” He paused, shaking his head slowly. “I’m not very good at this, lad.  Spent a long time alone and a long time before that wishin’ I was.  What I’m tryin’ to say is your parents loved you, boy.  They were both the best at what they did, and they gave it up, gave it all up for you.  I thought you ought to know that.”

Alesh swallowed past the lump gathered in his throat.  “T-thank you, Larin.  That…it means a lot.”

“Sure.  And one last thing then…” He cut off, overcome by a bout of coughing, and when he was finished, a line of blood trailed down his mouth. “You look after the others, alright?” He put a hand on Alesh’s shoulder.  “I know it ain’t no easy thing, boy, bein’ Chosen.  Lot of folks think it’s all drinkin’ and partyin’, havin’ whatever woman you want, but it ain’t that and, far as I’m concerned, it shouldn’t be.  It’s a hard life, harder’n most, and just like all the others, you’re gonna die at the end of it.  But you do what you can when you can, alright?  And you look after those folks can’t look after themselves.”

“I will.”

Larin studied him for several seconds, then nodded.  “I believe you.  And it’s alright to be angry, Alesh.  We’ve all lost, all had things taken from us.  Just make sure, at the end of the day, you’re the one usin’ the anger, and it ain’t the one usin’ you.  And look after that little girl, Sonya.  She loves you, and she’s sweeter’n this shitty world deserves.”

Alesh felt a deep compassion for Larin then, this man who was bleeding from dozens of places, who looked as if he could scarcely even talk.  Yet, he was talking, telling Alesh anything he thought might help him, taking the time to tell him about his parents, to give him what wisdom he had.  A man who had wanted nothing to do with the world, yet a man who had done what was required, who had abandoned his self-imposed exile—or been taken from it—and then had done everything within his power to help those who had stolen it from him. 

“I will,” he said again.  

“Good,” Larin said, leaning his head back against the wall and closing his eyes.  “That’s good then.  Now, you get on out of here.  Your lady’ll be waitin’ on you, and I imagine she’s just about ready to throw a fit.”

Alesh nodded, rising and offering the Chosen is hand.  “Come on—I’ll help you.”

“Ah, that’s alright, lad,” Larin said, making no move to take it. “You and your friends have helped me enough already, helped me see what a fool I’ve been.  You go on now—I’ll catch up.”

Alesh studied him for several seconds, hesitating.  “You’re sure?”

“I am.”

He nodded again. “The Broken and the Redeemers are coming—I don’t know how, but Orren apparently got word to them and Tesharna about us being here, in the city.”

“That’s as may be,” Larin said, “but I wouldn’t worry about it none, lad.  I’ll be gone long before they get here.”

Alesh wanted to ask the man what “gone” meant, but his courage failed him, and he didn’t think he needed to in any case.  He felt all too sure he already knew. “Thank you, Larin.  For everything.”

The Chosen smiled then, the most genuine expression he’d ever seen on the man’s stony face. “You’re welcome.  And do me a favor, Alesh.  Be better than me, be an example to others. I never had the knack myself.  Sure, the world might be a shitty place, but it doesn’t have to be.  I think—and this might seem funny, comin’ from me—but I think people are mostly good.  They just forget it sometimes.  They just need someone to remind them.  You need to be that someone for them.”

“What if I can’t?” Alesh asked, his voice little more than a whisper.

“You can, lad.  I believe in you.  Shit, look at what you managed with me,” he said, glancing down at his bloody form and giving a laugh that quickly turned into a cough.

Still, Alesh understood what Larin meant, with what feeling the words had been spoken, and he started toward the door, not trusting himself to speak.  He paused at the doorway, glancing back at the old giant propped against the cellar wall.  “What should I tell the others?”

Larin smiled, but when he spoke this time it seemed to take all his energy to get the words out. “You just tell ‘em not to worry about old Larin.  I’ll be along directly.”

 

***

 

She was waiting for him in the church proper.  If, that was, it could even be called a church anymore.  Certainly no services to praise Amedan—or, more likely, Shira—would be held here, not anytime soon.  Several of the pews had been overturned, and the bodies of robed men were scattered among them, broken and battered like dolls cast away by their owners.  None of the robed men moved, didn’t so much as whimper or mewl in pain.  Larin might not have been subtle, but no one could say the man wasn’t thorough.   

Katherine watched him, a question in her eyes, one she didn’t need to voice, for Alesh knew it well enough. He pretended not to see it there, not yet ready to speak about the Chosen, his mind a whirlwind of thoughts and emotions. So, instead, he only took the time to grab a knife from one of the fallen priests. “Come on—let’s go see about the others.”

The question was still there, hanging between them, but perhaps Katherine saw some of his inner turmoil in his face, for she let it remain unasked and only nodded. “I was thinking…I didn’t see Rion among the others, nor did Orren mention him.”

“Escaped, probably,” Alesh said. “There’s something to be said for being the Chosen of the God of Chance and Luck.”

“And the others?”

“We’ll find them,” Alesh said, and he did not have to feign the confidence with which he said it, for he knew then he would find them, would go to any length necessary to do so.  And if, when he found them, something had happened to them, something had been done to them, then he would track down those responsible, and deal with them the same way a man dealt with a rabid beast.  You didn’t reason with the beast, didn’t ask it to trim its claws or pull its teeth, for the beast would understand neither.  You put the beast down.  And when that was finished, he would have more work ahead of him. 

Larin had asked him to be the man, the Chosen, that the world needed him to be.  He wasn’t sure he could, wasn’t sure he was capable of that, but he would try, and Orren and his evil followers were hardly the only dangers the world held. There were other beasts slinking among the lands of men, other fangs that had drawn blood and would continue to do so until they were stopped.  Kale.  Tesharna.  Shira.  The Broken.  That other, the shadow figure Alesh did not fully understand, but that he had chased for miles to retrieve Sonya.  All beasts waiting to be put down, and it was up to him to do it.

He was struck by an idea then.  A wild, crazy idea, but when the world was crazy, he thought maybe those were the best kind.  “Wait here,” he said. “I’ll be right back.”

 

***

 

Katherine watched Alesh walk back into the cellar, and though she couldn’t quite define it, there was something different about the way he walked.  It was as if he were lighter, as if his steps weren’t as heavy as they once had been.  It didn’t make sense, but she saw, felt it just the same. Despite their situation, despite all they had been through and that they’d nearly been killed, he seemed to be more content, more sure than at any time since she had met him. There had been a change in him—perhaps a change still happening—and she thought, whatever it was, it was for the good.  Had Larin said something to him? Katherine thought he probably had, was curious about what it might have been, but she decided she wouldn’t ask him.  Those words, whatever they had been, had been for Alesh and he alone.

Thinking of what the Chosen might have said, reminded Katherine of her own words while they’d been trapped in the cellar.  What she had said but, even more so, what she had nearly said. She blushed then, her face heating.  As one of Chosen Alashia’s agents, she had often found it necessary to hide her true identity, her true feelings, and she had become very good at it.  Over the years, she had learned to hide them even from herself.  After all, it was important that her role as one of the Chosen’s agents wasn’t discovered, and Katherine had often been forced to go to great lengths to keep it so, staying in some of the worst inns and taverns a city had to offer, relying on her own wits—and Darl’s skill in combat on more than one occasion—to keep her safe from the inherent dangers in such places. 

But Alashia was dead, and Katherine was her agent no longer.  Instead, she was something else, a woman Chosen by Deitra, the Goddess of Art and Music herself. That made her think of what had happened back at the Drunken Bard, and when her face heated again it wasn’t with embarrassment but with shame.  Irrational, of course.  After all, those men she had slain had come to kill her and Alesh as well as the others.  She had only been defending herself, defending her friends, yet the shame was there just the same, and it wasn’t so easily banished by something as simple as logic. She realized to her horror she couldn’t even remember the number of men she had killed, had lost track of it in the throes of the song she had sung, one to which she could not now remember the words or even the melody.  For while it had gripped those around her in its power, it had gripped her as well, pulling her along, making the knife in her hand only another instrument, one which contributed to that bloody, crimson dirge of pain and death.

Had it been three she had killed? Four? In truth, it could have been as many as twice that, and try as she might, she could not remember.  It didn’t seem right to her.  She thought if a person killed someone—or several someones—then she should at least have to live with the knowledge of those lives she had taken, should have to recall, as a sort of penance, the exact manner and circumstances in which she had done so.  Yet, even as she stood there waiting on Alesh, she noted that her memories of the fight at the Bard—if it could even be called a fight—were fragmenting, dissolving like mist before the rising sun.  She only remembered bits and pieces: the weight of the knife in her hand, the feel of the blood, warm and tacky on her fingers, so she had to concentrate on not letting the blade’s handle slip from her grasp.  And the looks of the men.  Those she remembered well enough. The looks of frozen terror and horror as they watched her come, unable to even so much as raise a hand to defend themselves as their death fell upon them. 

The scar of what she had done, of what she had become would remain for the rest of her life, would follow her always.  Perhaps to be forgotten for a week, or a month, but then to return again, the shame a bitter thorn in her soul that could never be dislodged. She thought then that the worst wounds a person received, the very worst, were always the ones they caused themselves.  And if she continued her course, if she continued to act as Deitra’s Chosen, the night’s work at the Bard would not be the last to scar her soul.  

And what of it? she thought.  Sure, she could abandon the mission to which she’d been called, could leave Alesh and all the others to fend for themselves.  She did not think Deitra would punish her for it.  Yet, how much pain and suffering would others endure if she chose to do so? True, she might never have to look that death in the face, might not have to carry the memory of it with her for the rest of her life, but it would still happen whether she saw it or not, whether she knew of it or not. “No,” she told herself, “you’ll stay.  Because someone has to.  And,” she went on, having the thought even as she spoke it, “because Alesh needs you.”  She didn’t know how she knew it, only that she did.

“What’s that?”

Katherine jumped, startled by the sound of his voice in the stillness. “Nothing,” she said, turning to where Alesh was coming out of the cellar door and forcing a smile. “I was just talking to myself, that’s all.”

Alesh nodded, glancing around at the dead men, frowning. “Well.  Beats the company, I’m sure.”

He stepped fully from the door then, and Katherine was surprised to find he was leading a familiar robed figure behind him. “Is that the bishop?”

Alesh glanced back at the wavering, barely-conscious robed man standing behind him, his wrists bound with rope. “Was. I think it’s fair to say the privileges of being a bishop in the Church of Amedan are revoked once you start trying to kill innocent people.”

He gave her a smile then that might have seemed almost flippant in other circumstances, but it didn’t, not to Katherine.  She thought she saw what hid beneath it, the well of emotions churning under the surface, held in place by that fragile expression, so she smiled back. “I think that sounds about right, and, I mean, you are Amedan’s Chosen, after all, so if anybody gets to make those sorts of decisions, I guess it’s you.”

He winced at that but nodded.  “Anyway, I thought we’d bring him along.  I’ve got an idea he might come in handy.”

“Along where?” she asked. “It’s a big city, and we’ve no idea who might be on the side of the Dark.”

“First?” Alesh asked. “I think we should find a more comfortable place for him.” He cocked his head at the dazed old priest. “A nice quiet room in an inn where no one will trouble him.”

“And then?”

“Then we find our friends.”

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-One 

 

Kale Leandrian examined himself in the tall looking glass.  His quarters were dark, for he had ordered the servants to stop lighting candles and lanterns days ago, the light always seeming too bright, hurting his eyes.  The only illumination came from the window on the room’s other side and the pale morning sunlight filtering past the drawn curtain. Yet, for all the darkness, he could see himself easily enough thanks to Shira’s blessings, and he did not like what he saw.  Scales, not just on his arm now, but on his face, on his whole body.  Dark scales, nearly black, that seemed to shimmer in the poor light.  When they had first began to appear in other places, Kale had tried to rip them off, had pulled and pulled at them and suffered great pain in the attempts, yet they would not be dislodged.  They were a part of him, and he could no more pull them off than he could pull off his skin.

“I am a monster,” he said, and even the sound of his voice sounded hoarse and grating to his own ears.  The voice of a wolf, if it could speak. He half-expected the Proof to answer, to recite some saying about Shira’s blessings, but the man was not there.  Not a man, a part of Kale’s mind corrected in a panic.  This same part sometimes gave him the urge to throw himself through the room’s window.  The scales were strong, just as he himself had grown stronger, but he doubted even they would be able to withstand the hundred-foot fall from where his quarters were located at the top of the castle.  It would be over then, and he would be a monster no more. 

But that voice, that human part of him, was growing harder to hear with each passing day, increasingly drowned out by new sensations, new feelings.  New needs. He had not put those needs into words, not yet, had refused to do so even within his own mind, but they were there, digging at him, shouting to be heard.  And as time went on, their shouts grew louder, their demands more insistent.  No, he told himself, it is only your imagination that’s all.  You’re still a man—you’re still you.  It was a lie he had told himself much over the last days, and one becoming increasingly more difficult to believe.

As for the window…well, it would always be there, should the worst come to the worst.  For now, Kale was not yet prepared to give up on his life, thinking something might still be done.  He would do Shira’s will, would accomplish that which she wished, and then he would be returned to normal, a man once more, the Chosen of Ilrika who would reign over not just the city but over the entire country of Entarna.  The Proof said Shira had promised it, and so Kale believed it.  He had to believe it.

“Proof?”  There was no answer from Shira’s creature, but that was no real surprise.  When the rash had first appeared on Kale’s arm, it had seemed the Proof was there with him every moment, always waiting in the shadows, ready to offer comfort and reassurance.  Now though, Kale would often turn to speak to him only to find himself alone, the Proof off seeing to his own business.  When Kale asked him about it, often angry and, in some strange way, jealous of the creature’s time, the Proof always assured him he had been seeing to the goddess’s business, ensuring Kale’s success in any way he could. 

Kale believed him—again, he had no real choice—but that didn’t keep him from feeling lonely.  He hated himself for that feeling, scorned himself for being pathetic, but it was there just the same and hating himself did not change it. With the alterations in his body, he could not go out and socialize as he once had. Instead, he was forced to stay in his quarters lest someone discover what had happened to him.  True, the city had already given itself to Shira, done so in a night of lust and violence which had been the culmination of Kale taking power within Ilrika. Yet, it would be disastrous for the people to learn their ruler was nearly a nightling himself, a beast with fangs and scales on his skin.  

And so he remained in his rooms whenever he could, covering himself from head to toe when he was forced to attend an audience or some important meeting with the heads of the city’s various guilds, perpetuating the lie that he had been in a terrible fire, and would heal, given enough time.  And so far, though they probably had their suspicions, they all seemed willing enough to believe it.  After all, they, like him, had no real choice.  But should they be confronted with the truth, should they be forced to see it, Kale did not like to think of what might happen.  For even though the city had, as a whole, given itself to the worship of Shira, the Goddess of the Wilds, there were some groups still loyal to Amedan.  And despite the best attempts of his spies and agents, their identities could not be discovered.

Yet, they were still there, in the city, plotting Kale’s downfall, plotting against the goddess herself.  That, at least, there could be no denying, for though his agents might not have discovered any of the identities of those conspirators, they had discovered other things.  Engravings appearing on walls where there had been none a day before, engravings illustrating a hand clenching a burning torch, one of the symbols of the God of Light and Fire. Others were more specific, words etched into the sides of buildings claiming that Shira was a Goddess of anger and hate and following Amedan was the only true way.  

Kale had such markings removed as soon as they were discovered, yet for every one he took down, two seemed to crop up.  So far, there had been little more than the signs, no more than cowards whistling in the darkness, but should the thick woolen bandages he wore to cover his face be removed, should the people of the city see him for what he had become, then he believed it would be more than that.  It was not even beyond the realm of possibility to think these conspirators—whoever they were—would come for him, would march on the castle, a mob carrying swords and torches.  And it was not the swords he feared, not really, but the torches, the light and fire they brought.  

So he remained sequestered within his rooms, a prisoner within his own castle, and his hate grew.  A hate for Amedan, for the people of the city, even for himself.  But a hate, most of all, for Alesh.  After all, it was his fault the people had suspicions about Kale, he who had named him traitor.  And somehow, despite the fact that the man was outnumbered and being hunted, he was still alive.  But at least there was some good news there, for Shira had told him Alesh and the rabble traveling with him had been captured in Peralest and would soon be within Tesharna’s clutches.  

Kale’s hands balled into fists at his sides as he thought of Alesh, of all the trouble he and those with him had caused.  He felt his muscles—stronger now than they had ever been—clench and tighten at the thought of what he wanted to do to the man. This was his fault, all of it.  Kale’s difficulty in gaining the respect of the city and its people, the change overcoming him. After all, had it not been Alesh and the affections Olliman had shown him that had driven Kale to this point? Even those who truly worshipped the goddess Shira could not help but notice Kale’s inability to bring this one rebel to heel. He knew that they whispered, even now, was told as much by the Proof who had no cause to lie.  And, if what Shira’s servant said was to be believed, the whispers were growing louder as the days passed, men and women sharing meaningful glances behind Kale’s back, perhaps rolling their eyes in disgust.

The thought of those ungrateful traitors sent a fresh wave of anger rushing through him, and the next thing he knew, his fist lashed out, striking the mirror.  The surface which reflected the face and body of some half-man, half-monster, shattered into a thousand crystalline pieces, many of which flew back and hit Kale but were unable to penetrate the scales covering his flesh.  He stood there, his breath heaving in his chest, staring at the remaining shards of glass, at the creature, dozens of him now, reflected in their surface.  Foolish, to have done that.  A servant would be required to clean it, and that would risk him seeing Kale.  Foolish, but he could not deny it had felt good.  Sometimes, he’d learned—and was learning more everyday—it felt good to break things.

There was a knock on his door.  Kale spun with a speed he had never before possessed, raising his hands and extending his fingers, curled slightly at the tips, by instinct.  He stood there, poised to attack, then realized how ridiculous he felt.  What did you intend to do, he thought, claw him to death? He tried to make it a sort of joke to himself, to relieve some of the tension and unease he felt, but it didn’t work.  After all, joke or not, ridiculous or not, it was true.  He had intended to claw this person, to claw him—or her—like a dog.  

Or a nightling.

That last thought had claws of its own, and they sunk into his mind, his consciousness, so deeply he wasn’t able to draw breath.  I’m still a man.  Gods, I’m still a ma—

The frantic scrabbling of his mind was interrupted by another knock at the door.  “Go away,” Kale growled desperately.

“Forgive me, Bright One,” came the familiar voice of Barnabis, the head of his servants, “but I’m afraid I have urgent news.”

“What is it?” Kale demanded, glancing back at those creatures within the mirrors’ remnants, dozens of those scaled faces watching him with what might have been dark glee.  

“The representative from Welia awaits you in your audience chamber, sir.”

Kale bared his teeth.  The Welian ambassador had arrived days ago with his retinue.  Apparently, he did so every year to discuss trade agreements, yet another bit of knowledge Olliman had neglected—or refused—to share with Kale.  “I already told you to tell him I have been in an accident and I would make sure to see him before he left,” Kale said, struggling to get the words out past his anger.

“Forgive me, Chosen,” Barnabis answered, “but I did as you asked.  Only…”

“Only what?” Kale growled at the door.

“Well, sir,” the man went on, obviously reluctant to speak further, “it has been a week.  Representative Lazadar insists he and his retinue must depart tomorrow lest they risk the terrible storms that sometimes come upon the sea in winter during their long journey home.  He instructed me to tell you that, should he leave without a meeting, he will be forced to tell his king the trade agreements between Ilrika and Welia are null and void, and they will be left with no other choice but to seek out other partners with which to establish trade.”

Kale hissed in anger, barely resisting the urge to tell Barnabis that Delegate Lazadar could be damned all the way back to Welia.  That would be foolhardy, he knew, and far more difficult to fix than a broken mirror. Guildmaster Balen, the head of the merchant’s guild, had told him on more than one occasion that the majority of Ilrika’s trade revenue came from Welia. Particularly from the exotic wine and spices they offered.  

He hesitated, knowing he could, probably should send Representative Lazadar away, but that would cause its own host of problems.  And if he did, if he refused to see the man, what excuse would he give if the counselors asked about it?  How long before Guildmaster Balen showed up demanding an audience because of the money he—and the other members of the Merchant’s guild—would be losing on a daily basis without the trade agreements with Welia?

The truth was that as powerful as Kale was and even though Ilrika possessed one of the largest single-city armies in Entarna, he couldn’t produce coin out of thin air.  There were still matters to be seen to, and many of those would require money.  The bald truth was that Representative Lazadar could, if he so chose, go a long way toward crippling Kale’s power and reach, undermining what had taken so much effort to build over the months since he’d assumed command of the city.  And then the rumors would begin in truth, whispers that would soon grow to stern words, then shouts as men and women—Guildmaster Balen no doubt among them—turned people against Ilrika’s rightful ruler with promises of plenty.

No.  As dangerous as seeing the representative was, it was the best option Kale had.  “Proof?”  There was still no answer, Shira’s servant off on one of his excursions which he had long since stopped even discussing with Kale.  “Damn you,” Kale muttered.  It hurt him to admit it, but he had come to rely on the Proof, on his counsel, and was that any real surprise?  After all, he had no one else in which he might confide the nature of his problems.

“Very well,” Kale said finally, “but I am feeling quite ill and out of sorts and my wounds pain me.  I’m sure Representative Lazadar will not be insulted if I should ask him to meet me here, in my quarters?” This last was asked with a challenge in his voice, daring the servant to contradict him.

“I-I’m sure that will be quite acceptable, Bright One,” Barnabis replied. “When would you like for him to visit your—”

“Now,” Kale snapped. “If I am not going to be allowed to rest until it is finished, then I would see to it as soon as possible.  You tell him if he wants to see the Chosen of Ilrika, he will come.  After all, we are not the only ones who benefit from the trade agreements.”

“Of course, Chosen.  I will fetch him at once.”

 

***

 

The representative must have been waiting nearby, for Kale had barely had a chance to dress—and, of course, put on gloves and wrap his face with bandages to cover everything but his eyes—before Barnabis knocked on his door once more.

“Come in,” Kale answered, seating himself at the small writing table which he had dragged to the far end of the room only moments before.  There were no lights in his room, and he would have to rely on the gloom and his disguise to conceal him. 

A moment later, the door opened, and Barnabis’s familiar, squat form, bowed low. “Representative Angiel Lazadar, Second Word of the Kingdom of Welia and cousin to its king.”

Barnabis retreated from the doorway then but barely in time to avoid the representative himself who swept in with his arms extended to either side as if he were some king coming out to see his people instead of a stranger in a land not his own, walking into its ruler’s bedchambers.  The wide sleeves of his robe hung down so low it gave the man the appearance of having wings.  His nose had an arrogant tilt, and he was possessed of the sharp, aquiline features of many of the older noble houses. He didn’t walk inside so much as strut. “Chosen Leandrian,” he said, the words coming out in a practiced, musical lilt that made Kale think this man spent a lot of time talking into mirrors, “we of Welia wish fruitful bounty upon you and your lands.  It is my honor to—”

“Close the door.”

The man paused, frowning. A normal person wouldn’t have been able to detect the expression in the gloom, but Kale could see it readily enough with his goddess-gifted sight. A troubled look passed across the man’s eyes then, “Chosen, that won’t be nece—” He cut off as Barnabis swung the door shut, and the sound of its closing seemed to echo in the air of the room.

Some of the arrogance left the representative’s expression as he glanced around, peering into the gloom and clearly straining to make out Kale seated at the opposite wall.  Kale smiled at the man’s obvious discomfort. “It is customary, Representative Lazadar, to kneel when addressing the Chosen of Ilrika.”

The man’s handsome face—and there was no denying its handsomeness, for Kale had concerned himself with his own appearance for most of his life—twisted at that, but he hesitated only for a moment before kneeling and bowing his head.  “Of course, Chosen Leandrian.  Now, if you will permit me, it is quite dark.  I will ask your man—”

“No,” Kale growled, with far more emphasis than he had intended. The man looked taken aback, but Kale went on, trying to make his voice sound more reasonable.  “It is the light you see, Angiel.  Since I received my injuries, my eyes cannot stand it.  My healers tell me it has something to do with the orbs themselves being singed in the flame, but that they will heal, in time.” A lie, of course.  Kale hadn’t asked for any of his healers in some time and would not, not at least until he had completed Shira’s tasks and gotten his own appearance back.

The robed man ran a hand through his long, oiled beard from which hung several golden rings, a nervous gesture, Kale assumed, but when he spoke, his voice was confident enough. “Forgive me, Chosen, but it is Representative Lazadar.  In Welia, only wives call their husbands by their given names.”

Kale bared his teeth at that. You are not in Welia any longer, he thought. “Of course.  Now, what was so urgent you found it necessary to disturb me in my infirmity?”

The man opened his mouth as if to address the fact that Kale had still not used his given title but apparently decided against it. “The trade agreements between our two countries,” he said, again adopting that arrogant tone of pronouncement telling Kale he had practiced this speech, “have long benefited us both and cultivated peace and prosperity between us. I, as Second Word of Welia, have been sent to—”

“What of the First Word?”

What might have been anger flashed in the man’s deep brown eyes. “The First Word, Chosen Leandrian,” he said in a clearly offended tone, “remains, as always, by the king’s side, ready to say what words His Highness believes—”

Kale knew he should be calm, diplomatic.  After all, the money Ilrika received from Welia was considerable, there was no denying that.  But he did not like the handsome man and his arrogant features. “Is your king mute?”

The representative chose that moment to stand, and Kale noticed for the first time what the thick, voluminous robes had hidden.  The man showed the musculature and physical poise of one who had been trained extensively in combat.  Though he carried no weapon on him now—Kale’s guards would have insisted it be stripped from him long before he drew anywhere close to his chambers—Kale was certain he usually did.  Beneath his robes was the body of a warrior, trained over years of practice, honed to a razor’s edge.  And almost certainly possessing no scales, he thought bitterly.  

“King Ashakar stands closest to the gods among any mortal, Chosen,” the representative said in a voice tight with anger. “And so it is that he uses another to translate and voice his will to his people.”

“The First Word,” Kale said.

“Yes.”

He sat back at that, considering.  “Still, it is quite odd, isn’t it? King Ashakar wishes to continue his trade agreements with my city, yet he does not come himself, does not even deem me worthy of sending his First Word.  Only his Second.  Gods, for all the lack of respect it shows, he might as well have sent The Dozenth Word, mightn’t he?”

“There is no ‘Dozenth Word,’” the representative said in a voice choked with indignation. “There are only Three Words, just as there were only three words which The Dawn Bringer first spoke upon whispering life into my peop—”

“Forgive me, Second Word,” Kale said, giving the title emphasis and satisfied to see the anger in the man’s perfect features, “but I am not well and have very little patience for listening to the myths of your people.”

“Myths?” the man demanded, not bothering to try to hide his outrage now. “Chosen Leandrian, you would do wise to watch your tongue, for the creation of my people was no myth.  Amedan himself—”

“Cares nothing for you and your pathetic, forgotten people,” Kale interrupted. “At least, no more than I do myself.” He rose then and was overcome with a powerful urge to pounce on the man, to tear him limb from limb. He resisted it, barely, instead making his way to the room’s window. “Your king is weak, with no significant army with which to do battle, should it come to that.  And somehow, in his arrogance, he thinks to send what is little more than his manservant to treat with me.”

“Manservant?” the ambassador demanded, and Kale, turning away from the window to look at him, noticed the way the man’s hand went to his side by instinct, reaching for a sword that was not there. “I will not be talked to in such a manner, Chosen Leandrian,” he went on, letting his hand drop. “Chosen Olliman himself, your ruler, and the man who would still rule Ilrika had misfortune not befallen him, would never have treated me so.  He was a wise ruler, and it is a disgrace to see who has been picked to replace him.  I pity the citizenry of Ilrika and—” He cut off as Kale launched himself forward.  

Despite the gloom and the fact that he could almost certainly pick out only the faintest details of Kale’s outline, the Second Word dropped into a fighting crouch, his hands extended to either side, his fingers pressed together, his palms down, in a style Kale had not seen before.  Kale had aimed his punch for the man’s midsection, but the representative glided to the side of it, striking him in the wrist with a whip-crack of motion, and Kale stumbled away.  There was no pain, though, for the scales, covering his wrist as they did every other inch of him, protected him from it, would protect him, he believed, from any but the mightiest of blows. 

“Are you mad?” Lazadar demanded, his voice high and shocked with none of the heavy, formal quality it had during his speech. “King Ashakar will hear of this—an assault on one of his Words is as an assault on himself!”

“Do you think I care about your pathetic king or your pathetic kingdom?” Kale asked, genuinely curious as he stood and watched the man.

“Pathetic you say,” Lazadar responded, his chest heaving from his anger, his eyes wild with it. “Yet, for all our lack of an army, our land is more prosperous than your own city has ever been—particularly now since you have taken over rulership.  My king could buy and sell your city a dozen times over and still not notice the smallest dent in his fortune.  Yet he and Chosen Olliman were friends.  What cruelty of the gods brings one such as you to the throne?”

Kale smiled. “Oh, but the gods can be cruel, Lazadar.  Just how cruel, you cannot imagine.”

“So I hear,” the representative said, and though the anger was still in his tone, there was something else there too, something like satisfaction. “After all, Ilrika herself has gone through some terrible times of late, has it not? The assassination of their rightful ruler by nightlings—a feat which beggars the imagination, for I have visited this city many times and always considered its defenses against the creatures of the dark as some of the best in the world.  Not to mention, of course, the night of the fires where it is said hundreds, possibly even thousands died.  And no one to know for sure what caused it…” He shook his head. “Of course, there are rumors.  Rumors that Chosen Olliman was not the victim of happenstance. Rumors that his assassination was planned.  That the creatures, the Bane, were…helped.  It is shocking to think so, but some even believe that you, my lord, are responsible for the Chosen’s death.”

The small part of Kale’s brain which remained rational, what he thought of as the human part, was drowned out then by rage and fear at how close to the truth the man had come.  Gone was the part of him which cautioned against angering this representative of the far off, affluent kingdom of Welia.  Gone, too, was the voice whispering that he might have need of Welia’s coin in the future.  There was only the rage, that and nothing else. Before he realized what he was doing, he lunged at the representative again. 

Again, the man moved with that gliding ease, his feet seeming to slide in some intricate dance like water given form, and again Kale was struck, but this time on his temple.  The bandages padded the blow some, but the scales beneath were sharp, as hard as diamond, and Lazadar cried out in surprise, stumbling away as his knuckles were sliced open.  Blood poured on the ground, and Kale shook his head, righting himself and grinning. 

“What’s wrong, Lazadar?” he asked the man whose face had gone pale in the gloom. “You seem as if something is bothering you. I must admit, you obviously have skill, and a strange way of fighting I have not seen before.  But, in the end, it does not matter—it cannot.  You cannot match yourself against the Chosen warrior of the Goddess herself.”

The representative retreated a step, going back into his fighting crouch, but the arrogance was gone from his face. “The Goddess,” he repeated, a snarl on his lips. “I had heard rumors you and the city had embraced the Dark Goddess, but I had not wanted to believe them, to believe Ilrika had fallen so far into shadow.”

“Shadow,” Kale mused. “Yes, I suppose we have fallen into shadow, but tell me, Lazadar, why is it you believe this to be a bad thing?  After all, where the shadows hide evil, they might also hide good.  And some good, some treasures, can only be found in the darkness. Besides, since the people of Ilrika have accepted Shira as their patron deity, there have been no more attacks by the nightlings.  The goddess keeps us safe.”

“The shadows whisper only lies, Kale Leandrian,” the man said. “Even the youngest child in Welia is taught as much.  Now, will you allow me to leave? It is clear my presence is not wanted here, and you care nothing for the agreements that have stood between our people for decades, since we fought alongside your own troops in the Night War.”

“Of course you are welcome to leave, Lazadar,” Kale said, smiling.

The Second Word gave a single nod, rising and starting for the door without speaking, but stopped as Kale lunged forward, grabbing him by the arm.  “You’re welcome to leave,” he said again, grinning behind the bandages, “but first, a lesson.”

He squeezed the man’s arm, calling on his newfound strength, and the Second Word cried out in shocked pain. Then Lazadar twisted, his entire body seeming to spin on his arm as if it was a wheel rotating on its axis. He moved with surprising speed, and had Kale not possessed a strength far greater than his—or any normal man’s—he didn’t doubt the Welian would have broken free easily enough.  But Kale did possess that strength, and so the brown-skinned man was brought up short, crying out in pain as Kale gave his arm a vicious wrench.

Something popped, and the man lashed out with his good hand, striking Kale in the face.  The blow didn’t hurt much, but it surprised him, and Kale stumbled backward, releasing his hold.  He blinked, shaking his head to clear it, and looked at the man, saw the anger on his face slowly turn to terror.  “By the gods,” Lazadar breathed, “what…what are you?”

Kale was confused for a second then with a building terror, he reached a hand to his face and discovered the man’s last blow had knocked the bandages loose, exposing his scaled features.  He trembled, not with rage but with fear, with shame and disgust as the other man stared at him, a look of revulsion on his face.  Kale was still standing so, shocked to stillness by the powerful self-loathing he felt, when the representative threw open the door and disappeared into the hallway.

Oh gods, he thought, he’ll go back to Welia, and he’ll tell everyone.  He’ll tell…But what could he do? It wasn’t as if he could go chasing after the man, not in his current condition.  The man might yell and scream, but the castle servants would believe he had caught a glimpse of Kale’s burned features and panicked…wouldn’t they?

Kale wished desperately that the Proof was there.  For whatever else he was, man or beast, the Proof always seemed to know what to do. He wasn’t though, and so Kale stood, frozen by indecision, until enough time had passed and the decision—as so often was the case when a man hesitated—made itself.  When he finally roused himself from his stupor, he knew too much time had passed.  The representative was gone.  

Think, damnit, Kale told himself, think.  Kale had never considered himself a great mind, had always mocked those scholars with their dusty robes and ink-stained fingers who sat around pondering the meaning of life while others lived it.  But now, he needed to think, to consider his options and quickly.  Yet for all his desperation and, perhaps, in part because of it, rational thought was slow in coming, drowned out by what he was coming to think of as his animal thoughts.  Bestial rage and wild, doe-eyed terror chief among them. Whether predator or prey, animals learned that, to survive, they must be able to hide, whether in preparation of pouncing on their victims or as a means of protecting themselves from those creatures hunting them.

And he had been discovered. The man with his handsome face and arrogant, melodic way of speaking, had learned the truth of what he was, of what he had become, when those closest to him had not.  And what would such a man do with that kind of knowledge?  Kale realized the whole situation might have been avoided had he only been polite to the man.  It would have cost him nothing to do so, and the relationship that had long been established with Welia had benefited both of them—the Second Word had spoken the truth in that much, at least. 

So why then? Why had he antagonized him so?  But he thought he knew the answer to that as well.  The man was obviously wealthy—evidenced by the fine robes and jewels he’d worn—and he also had power, though power not as great as Kale himself.  Yet, it had not been the man’s wealth or his power Kale had resented.  Instead, it had been his looks, his handsome features, no doubt sought after by many women in his homeland just as Kale’s had once been sought after by the nobleborn women of Ilrika.  But no longer.  Call it the blessing of Shira or being burned in a fire, but either way, gone were the women who had once fawned over him, who had once sought his favor, the son of the richest noble in Ilrika and man destined to take over the rule of Olliman himself.

Now, he had become a monster, hiding in the darkness, ashamed and hateful. And he had let that shame, that hate, cause him to act recklessly, to lose an ally when he already had far too many enemies with which to contend. After all, Alesh and his companions had not yet been brought to heel, and even that wasn’t the worst of it. There were other cities within Entarna, dozens, hundreds, and far too many, he knew, still worshipped the false god, Amedan. Should they hear of Kale’s true nature, he did not doubt they would gather their armies and march upon the city. They would strip him of all the power he had sacrificed so much to gain all because of a reckless moment of shattered vanity in which he’d lashed out at a man who’d seemed so like the man he’d once been.

Suddenly, Kale felt weak, and the great strength which he had possessed only moments before abandoned him. He nearly fell but managed to stagger to his bed, sitting down heavily, and bringing his hands to his lap.  He saw that one of them—the one that had grasped Representative Lazadar’s arm and refused to let go—held a scrap of something.  Upon closer inspection, he realized it was a piece of torn fabric apparently ripped free of the Second Word’s robes during the brief scuffle.  On a whim driven by some desire he did not understand, Kale brought it to his nose and sniffed it.

The heady smell of some expensive perfume filled his nostrils but beneath that, there was another earthen smell.  A man smell.  Kale did not know how he knew that just as he did not know how he was suddenly seized by the thought—the certainty—that the odor, though similar to others, was unique to the man, Lazadar, but he knew it just the same. 

And what of it? he thought furiously. So what if he could smell the man, could pick his aroma out from any other? That wouldn’t help keep those who would come for Kale at bay.  Here, the people might not believe Lazadar, if he went about telling them their ruler had turned into a monster.  But what of back in Welia, when he told the same story to people who had known him all his life, people whom he trusted and who trusted him? 

Kale needed to think, to formulate some sort of plan, but no matter how hard he wracked his brain, nothing would come—nothing, that was, except a weariness seeming to increase exponentially. He realized that he was tired.  No, not tired, exhausted.  He had slept little of late, so caught up with his own worries, his own fears, that sleep eluded him, a rabbit running from its prey.  He would close his eyes, creeping upon that white fluff nearly obscured by the tall grass, but just as his talons were about to close around it, it would seem to sense him behind it, and it would dart away, leaving him frustrated, angry and, most terrible of all, awake.

It had been this way for days now. In the last week or longer—since Shira had wrought her changes in his body, anyway—he had slept less than a handful of hours altogether.  It was probably the reason why he was unable to come up with a solution to the problem the Welian representative posed.  In fact, it was probably the reason there was a problem in the first place.  Had he been well rested, Kale thought he wouldn’t have acted so rashly, angering and even challenging the man to a fight.  That had been foolish, he knew, the impulsive act of a child, not the measured, thoughtful approach of the ruler of Ilrika.  Still, the man had been arrogant, and he could not deny that he had enjoyed wiping that smug look from his handsome face.  A man, Kale thought, used to getting his way, much as he had once been, and a man who, like him, had been forced to learn that his position—or his relation to people of importance—would not always protect him from life’s dangers.

A lesson the man had needed to learn. But in retrospect, Kale thought perhaps he should not have been the one to teach it to him. Now, the trade agreements were the least of his troubles.  Besides, he could not think of them now, not through a mind growing fuzzier, more muddled by the moment as exhaustion stole over him.  He realized he was lying down on his bed without remembering ever doing so.  And it was soft, so terribly, terribly soft.  As he fell asleep, Kale thought of Representative Lazadar, the Second Word of Welia, and the man who could, if left alone, destroy him.  And when he dreamed, the dreams that came to him were crimson ones.

 

***

 

He was running.  The trees surrounding him were a blur, little more than green and brown splotches at the edges of his vision. Despite his speed he skirted them with ease.  He was running on all fours, a thing he had not done before and had never expected to do, but he spent no time thinking of such things just as a wolf, closing in on its prey, thought of nothing but the kill to come.  And he was closing in on his prey.

He paused, the breath smooth and even in his lungs despite his exertions. He cocked his head, listening.  He heard the snapping of twigs and rustle of undergrowth as the small animals of the forest fled before his coming.  That was as it should be, for such creatures had a bestial intelligence, an understanding that what came was dangerous.  And not just dangerous—hungry.

He bared his teeth, glorying in the freedom he felt, at the feeling of being alive that suffused him.  Then he sniffed the air.  At first, he did not find what he was searching for, only a green smell.  The smell of roots growing in the darkness, of leaves rustling in the wind—an aroma that a man would have been unable to detect. But then, he was not a man.  At least, not only that.  He had become something more, something better. For him, the smell was unmistakable, and he knew it for what it was, just as he knew that the quiet, nearly imperceptible pitter patter he heard above him was a squirrel rushing up a tree to hide in a hollow. 

The rodent needn’t have worried, for he was hunting bigger game this night.  He bared his teeth in a grin at his companion standing beside him, those amber eyes shining in the darkness with an eagerness to match his own.  The creature’s tongue lolled from its mouth, salivating at the prospect of the kill, just as he was.  His companion watched him, waiting for him to lead, and he sniffed the air once more, catching the faint but distinct smell of perfume combined with a man smell, and not just any man, but the one for whom they hunted.  

He howled at the darkness then charged into the underbrush once more, weaving in and out of the trees with a grace reserved for the true predators of the world.  With his powerful muscles propelling him forward, it did not take him long to reach his goal.  He was so distracted by the excitement, by the thrill of the hunt running through him, that the light of a campfire in the distance caught him unawares, and he hissed in pain as it dazzled his eyes.

He jerked his face to the side at the surprising agony.  The light pained him, but that was as it should be, for he was not a creature of the light but of the darkness, and the light was ever jealous of the shadows’ power. Slowly, he brought his gaze back to the fire and the small camp spread out around it, avoiding looking directly at the flame. The caravan had camped on the side of the road, its passengers believing, perhaps, that the clear ground around them would keep them safer than traveling into the forest itself.  Yet, in the end, it would make no difference.  He and his companion had come to hunt, to feast, and so they would.

Several torches had been shoved into the ground around the camp, creating a perimeter along which four men patrolled.  Despite the lateness of the hour, these four seemed alert, ready.  Elite soldiers then, far above a city guardsman who struggled to stay awake on his watch.  And why not? They would have been chosen specifically for the task of defending their charge, a man considered of great importance in his home country. 

The swords they held were strange, not as long as the ones common in Entarna but with a dramatic, sweeping curve starting around the upper half of the blade. They wore little armor, studded metal jerkins and shin guards, but no more than that, perhaps to retain their speed and freedom of movement should a fight come.  And it would come, of that there was no doubt, and they would discover no weapon made by man could ever be as sharp, as deadly, as one fashioned by the gods themselves.

Still, there was the light, and that was a problem. Flames, bright and fierce, and he knew to draw close to that flame would mean pain, that to stay within its circle of light would mean eventual death. He looked to his companion and saw his teeth were not bared in a grin, not now.  Instead, his amber eyes were studying, watching to see what his leader would decide.  The lights were a problem, but all problems might be solved with ferocity and power.  The men too might have been an issue, for it was clear they would have been enough to stave off a random nightling attack.  But he was no regular nightling.  He was Argush, the Bane of the Light and blessed Chosen of the Goddess, and he would not be stopped.

His companion turned to the darkness behind them, to the woods spread out as far as his heightened sight could detect.  Argush followed his gaze and saw them waiting there, his brothers, dozens, hundreds of eyes shining in the darkness, waiting for what he would do.  The sight of them, his brothers, his army, pleased him, and he bared his teeth in another grin.  He was Argush—and he was not alone.

There was a scream then, and he spun back around to look at the camp once more.  At first, he thought the guards had noticed him or one of the others, but he realized immediately that he’d been wrong.  The scream had not come from them, had not come from a man at all, but a woman.  And it was not a scream of fear or pain but of ecstasy. Argush’s gaze drifted to the ostentatious caravan at the center of the torches.  No sooner had he looked than another woman’s voice filled the night, this one different from the first, but also full of ecstasy and pleasure. Two at least, then, and it was from that caravan that his prey’s smell came.  

Fresh hate roiled through him as he realized the man was coupling, seeking the pleasures of the flesh in the darkness, unconcerned and unafraid.  But he was a fool not to fear the darkness. Before the night was through, before the man’s blood stained the dark grass of the forest, he would learn of that fear, would understand that the shadows never tire, and that they do not always cower before the light.

With an effort, Argush pulled his eyes away from the caravan, not pushing away his anger, but tempering it with bestial cunning.  Hate, like his fangs and claws, was a weapon, and he would use it, when the time came.  He could feel the eagerness of those creatures behind him, perhaps rising in response to his own roiling hatred.  One started forward, a small creature compared to many of its brethren. Little more than the size of a dog.  Its flesh was the color of midnight and slick like a toad, with none of the scales which protected his own body from harm.  It moved forward warily, glancing at him to see if he would object. 

When he did nothing, only watched, the creature grinned, revealing several rows of small, pointy teeth while creeping closer to the camp.  Argush glanced back at his companion, and saw his amber eyes studying him, waiting to see what he would do to this challenge. For it was a challenge, one all the creatures present understood.

He did not hesitate.  He pounced, his powerful muscles propelling him more than a dozen feet to land atop the small creature.  The nightling was knocked sideways, rolling across the ground, and then it rose to its feet once more, a scratch along its flank where his claws had scored it, studying him with green eyes shimmering with hate.  It bared its teeth again, rushing toward him, and he met it halfway. His teeth sought his challenger’s throat, found it, and sank deep into the slimy flesh. The creature screeched in pain and terror, but the sound was cut short an instant later when he clamped down fully and gave his body a savage twist, ripping its throat out.

The challenger’s body fell dead to the ground, and he stared at it, reveling at the taste of its blood in his mouth.  Then he howled into the darkness, and the creatures with him answered his call with cries of their own, rejoicing in the kill.  They did not mourn their comrade, did not regret the loss of another that might have fought, for the truth they all understood, the truth he had only recently learned, was that shadows were not born—they were made.  And where one was made, so might another.

The men at the camp heard their calls, and they turned, speaking to each other in quick words.  A moment later, the four guards formed up side by side with practiced skill, facing into the darkness, their long curved blades shimmering in the light of the fire.  In seconds, four more men, equally well-armed and well-trained, appeared from one of the two tents sitting on either side of the caravan, and then there were eight.  The other tent, Argush suspected, would hold a servant, probably several. One now stood on the outside of the caravan, an old, dusky-skinned man with thinning hair who gazed out into the darkness with wide eyes.  He, at least, feared the darkness though the others did not.  Not yet.

Go. Argush thought, sending the command silently to a dozen or so of his kin, the nearest lurking in the trees behind him. It would mean their death, of course.  They knew it, and he knew it, for the men were ready as were the lights, but that was of no consequence.  Their master had given an order, and so they would obey.  

They charged forward, some on four legs, some with three, and one, he saw, with only two.  A pathetic creature then, one to which the change had not been as kind as it had been to its brethren.  Yet, it ran on anyway, its form hunched, its unnaturally long arms hanging at its side.  Argush’s kin struck the ring of lights in an ebony wave of flesh and teeth, screeching and howling in pain and hate where the light touched them.  But they went on anyway, charging the line of eight men standing between them and the object of their master’s desire.  Their skin burned in the light, and the men moved with efficiency and an economy of motion that confirmed his suspicions about their skill, cutting down the first that came upon them with ease.

One nightling managed to break through their line, his claws raking across one of the soldiers.  The nightling was cut down by the man’s comrades an instant later, but too late to save their companion, whose throat had been severed.  The man collapsed, blood sluicing from his throat in a crimson flood, and several of his kin snorted and snuffled as the tangy scent wafted into the air.

Come, he thought, and the others did not hesitate, screeching and roaring as they charged toward the waiting soldiers in a flurry of claws and teeth.  Dozens—hundreds—had come to their master, and they charged the soldiers in wave after wave. The defenders fought with skill and grim determination, cutting down many more, but the battle could only end one way.

They seemed to realize this, for one of the soldiers—an older man whose body and sword were covered with the blood of nightlings—motioned to another, younger soldier, barking an order in a language Argush did not know.  A second later, the young one disengaged and, without argument, rushed toward the caravan, heading for the front and the horses still tethered to it.

Argush called on his goddess-blessed power and leaped over the fray, sailing above the heads of his kin and those soldiers who stood hopelessly against them. He landed crouched on all fours between the soldier and the caravan.  The soldier came to an abrupt halt, his eyes going wide with surprise, but he had been trained well and he recovered quickly, drawing his blade and facing Argush in a fighting crouch.

Argush began to circle him, darting forward only to leap out of the soldier’s reach to make the man tire himself. The young soldier was not fooled though, standing his ground and waiting patiently even while his companions fought and died less than twenty feet away, slowly being overcome by the greater numbers of the nightlings. The soldier watched him, waiting for him to attack, suspecting—rightly—that he would have the advantage in such an exchange.  No doubt, he expected Argush to charge him, to act like the beast he appeared to be.  And had he been one of his other kin, the man would have been right to expect such a thing…but Argush was not a nightling, just as he was not a man.  He was the best of both, so instead of charging the waiting soldier, he bared his teeth in a grin and started toward the caravan in a loping run that would bring him directly into contact with the old servant who stood with a sword shaking in his hands, his face pale and ghostly with terror.

The soldier cried out, shouting something Argush did not understand.  However, though he may not have known the man’s language, might not have known it then even had the man spoken in the language of Entarna with which he was familiar, his heightened senses couldn’t miss detecting the sound as the soldier abandoned his defensive stance and started forward at a run, meaning to protect his charge.

Argush planted his feet instantly, spun, then launched himself at the soldier.  The speed with which he flew at the man left him no time to react, and before he could bring his blade to his defense, Argush’s claws raked across his stomach leaving deep furrows through which blood and intestines spilled.

The man screamed, collapsing to the ground, his sword falling beside him, forgotten in his agony and shock, but Argush paid him no mind, turning back and charging the servant.  The man swung the sword he held, but he lacked the soldiers’ training, and the attack was clumsy.  Argush dodged it easily, leaping to the side only to charge back at the man in the next moment, ripping out the guard’s throat with his fangs.  Blood, warm and satisfying, filled his mouth, gushed into it, and he drank it down greedily.  Then, sated for the moment, he raised his head and howled his pleasure at the moon as the servant’s body twitched beneath him.

He spun at the sound of the caravan door being thrown open to see his prey standing there. The man was shirtless, displaying a torso wiry with muscle.  His dark, oiled beard shimmered in the moonlight, and the hoops hanging from it shone bright gold.  The man stared at him, on his handsome face a look of surprise that quickly turned to anger. “You,” he growled.

Argush did not answer, for his mouth was not made to form words but to destroy flesh.  Instead, he bared his teeth—coated crimson by the blood of his victim—in a wide grin.  Then, he pounced.

The bare-chested man moved with impressive agility, leaping into the air in a somersault that carried him over Argush, and Argush struck the side of the caravan hard. Wood splintered at the impact, and the caravan rocked precariously but held.  He felt pain then as some of the impact made it through the protective armor of his scales, and he growled in rage, spinning to see that his quarry had rushed to the front of the wagon and, as he watched, snatched up a whip left there.

Argush, angered by his pain, rushed toward the man, but his prey snapped the whip with practiced ease, and a line of agony traced along his side.  Argush howled in pain and impotent rage and was forced to leap away before the whip could find him again.  He began to pace around the man then, looking for an opening, but the bare-chested man put his back against the caravan, and Argush growled, walking back and forth, waiting for a sign of weakness.  If the man was afraid, he showed no sign of it, only standing with the whip ready in his hands.

“Lazadar?  What’s happened?”

A woman’s voice, coming from inside the caravan.  The bare-chested man let himself become distracted, glancing at the caravan, but only for a moment. Yet, a moment was all one such as Argush needed, and before the man could fully turn once more, he charged forward in a blur.  His prey cried out, leaping to the side but not quickly enough to avoid his claws raking across the arm holding the whip.

The man shouted in pain and dropped the whip, the arm that had held it now cradled against his body, bleeding profusely.  Argush took his time then, seeing no need to hurry, for he knew it was over.  The look in the man’s gaze showed he knew it too, yet he crouched in a stance, his good arm forward, and waited for his death to come.  

Argush braced himself, preparing to pounce, but just then arms wrapped around him from behind, pulling him back an instant before his feet left the ground.  He howled, thrashing in an attempt to break free, but his attacker, though weaker, had wrapped his arms around him, and held on grimly.  Argush was still struggling when something struck his face, bringing hot agony with it, and he screamed out his rage and pain as his blood splattered the ground.  He saw that the shirtless man now held the whip in his other hand, and blood—Argush’s blood—dripped from the end of it.  Mad with fury, he fought the grip of the man holding him, his sharp scales tearing into the man’s flesh. Finally he broke free.

He reared, spinning, to see the young soldier, the one he had thought dead, in front of him.  The man’s face was slack, his eyes looking confused as if he wasn’t sure where he was, and the flesh of his arms hung in strips from where it had pressed against Argush’s scales, yet still he stood.  Argush brought his claws up to cut deep into the man’s throat, and he did fall then. Pain lashed Argush’s back, and he screamed, turning and charging his prey.  The whip struck him twice more before he reached the bare-chested man, but even that terrible, sharp pain would not stay him, not now, and he barreled into his prey with all the force he could muster.  He heard multiple snaps as he hit the man in the torso, cracking ribs, and the man screamed as  he was thrown backward to fetch up against the caravan with such force that it teetered, flying up on two wheels before finally settling once more.

The man collapsed in front of it and watched as Argush approached.  His breath rasped in his lungs, and his chest had a sunken, caved look to it, but the man bared his teeth. “You are a monster,” he hissed, “and all…will know of it.”

Argush moved forward, the man’s words meaning nothing to him, not then, but the bare-chested man held up a shaking hand.  “The women…my wives…they have nothing to do with this.  Let…let them go…please.  They are not…warriors…I ask…mercy.”

Argush pounced, and the man could not defend himself as the teeth found his throat.  Argush hesitated for a moment, glorying in the feel of his prey’s flesh beneath his fangs, then his jaw clamped down. He twisted his head, tossing the empty flesh aside and turning his gaze back to the caravan’s door.  He could hear the terrified whimpers of the women coming from inside.  

Mercy, the man had asked of him, but the darkness had no mercy to give, and compassion meant nothing in the shadows.  Argush stood on two legs then pushed open the door.  When he entered the caravan, the women began to scream, high-pitched, terrified sounds echoing in the night, begging for a help that was not coming.  But they did not scream for long.

Mercy, the Second Word had asked, but there could be no witnesses, that much Argush knew.  Besides, he was hungry.  Outside the caravan, Argush’s companion watched with amber eyes, his teeth, bloody from the soldiers, the last of which was being feasted on even now, bared in a wide grin.  Argush did not see him standing out there, too caught up in his own task and wouldn’t have cared, even if he had.

 

***

 

Kale awoke with a gasp, jerking up in bed. Just a dream, he thought wildly, struggling to bring some semblance of order to his frantic, disrupted thoughts. He hissed in pain, jerking away as light fell on him, and glanced over to see that the shade of the room’s single window had been pulled back, though he didn’t remember doing it.  Weak, early morning light filtered inside, and he rose from the bed, his body seeming to ache everywhere as he made his way to the window and pulled the shade down once more.  He groaned in pain as he did, for his back hurt.  From the whip.  The whip he used, he thought wildly.  No.  No, he was only sore from his brief scuffle with Lazadar when the man had visited his quarters, that was all.  With Chosen Olliman gone and in his current condition, Kale had not been training as he should have been, scared to even so much as leave his rooms, let alone find a partner with whom to practice.

Just the soreness of muscles used more than they were accustomed to, that was all.  He told himself this as he made his way back to his bed and sat down heavily.  He had nearly even convinced himself it was true, but then he became aware of the burning in his face.  Frowning, he reached up, hissing as he touched the scales there.  He pulled his hand away and saw the tips of his fingers were coated in blood.  No muscle soreness did that, no matter how much he might want to believe it.  “It…it can’t be,” he whispered, and hesitated at a strange taste in his mouth.  Sharp, coppery.  Oh, gods, not blood.  Don’t let it be that—it was only a dream.  I fell asleep after a violent scuffle, worried and afraid.  It’s no surprise I would have strange dreams.  Anyone would, given the stress I’ve been under.

“Bright One.”

Kale nearly screamed at the unexpected voice and turned to see the Proof standing in the corner among the shadows where he had not noticed him in his distress.  “You,” he growled.  “And just where have you been?  I’ve been needing you—everything is falling apart.”

“No, Chosen of the Goddess, everything is coming together.  You are coming into your power, the power promised to you.”

Kale wanted to scream, but he forced himself to remain calm, not liking, just then, the idea of letting his anger control him, making of him a…a beast.  “You still have not explained where you’ve been.”

The man’s eyes flashed with what might have been amusement.  “I’ve been with you, Chosen.  But then, I believe you know as much.”

Kale frowned, knowing what the man meant but refusing to believe.  “With me?  I think I would have known, if you were with—”

“But you do know,” the Proof insisted.  “You have known since first awakening.  Do you not, even now, taste the blood of your enemies within your mouth?”

“What?” Kale stumbled backward, his hand coming unconsciously to his lips. “No, it’s not…it’s not blood. I…I must have had wine before I went to sleep or…or…”

“You did not,” the Proof said, his voice steady and implacable. “You know that as well as I. What’s more, that is not the taste of wine in your mouth, Bright One.  It is the taste of victory, the heady sensation left by your enemies when you crushed them beneath you.  It is a fine thing.”

Kale felt a wave of horror and revulsion.  “But…no.  You’re saying…we ate them?”

“It is the way of the wild,” the Proof said, “the strong feast on the weak.  You did well, Kale Leandrian. The goddess is pleased.  Lazadar would have been a problem, might have raised all Welia against us, but you dealt with him.  I admit, Shira was angry at first, full of wrath at your impudence to so antagonize the Second Word, but no longer.  The danger has been averted, and you once more stand in her good graces.”

Kale wanted to argue with the man, to tell him he was wrong.  After all, Kale Leandrian was the son of the richest noble in Ilrika, a young man who all had known was destined for greatness, even from a young age. A man who had been groomed and trained to lead the city when that old bastard Olliman died, a man who caused women to swoon when he walked by.  But they’re not swooning now, are they? some cruel, amused part of him asked. Not swooning, but they would scream quickly enough, if given a clear view of your face.  Yet, even that was not the worst of it just as it was not the reason why he held his tongue and offered no objection.  The truth was the taste of blood and flesh still mingled in his mouth and now that the Proof had called it what it was, Kale could not deny it, no matter how much he wanted to.

The next thing he knew, he was on his hands and knees.  He didn’t remember falling off the bed, but he could feel the cold stone of the floor pressing into his palms and the skin of his knees.  Not skin any longer, that malicious part of him corrected. Scales. Kale gave a strangled sound somewhere between a gasp and a grunt, and then heaved the contents of his stomach out on the floor.  Again and again, his stomach heaved, a foul-taste flooding his mouth, and liquid and matter spattered the floor in a growing pool. Some of it struck his hands and arms, his face, but he did not notice, was instead too focused on the terrible clenching of his stomach.  It seemed it would go on forever, and he began to grow sure he would die here, would puke out his insides until there was nothing left, then collapse on the floor in his own foulness, a disgusting monster that would be found by someone in a day, perhaps two, and oh how they would scream.

But despite all his fears, his stomach finally subsided to an uneasy cramped feeling, and he sat back against the bed, gasping.  “I-it can’t be,” he managed, pointedly keeping his eyes away from the mess he had created as he ran an arm across his mouth. “I’m…I’m not a monster.”

“Monster,” the Proof said in a mocking tone. “Demon.  Evil.  They are just words, Chosen, nothing more.  Labels placed on the strong by the weak, the stuff of scared, barroom whispers and tales to frighten children.  There is no such thing as evil, not truly.  It, like so many other beliefs of this world, is only a figment of old, frightened men’s imaginations, a figment which they have forged, link by link until, now, they use it to entrap and bind any who might threaten their suppositions or, worse yet, their preeminence.  Do you think the wolf, while it stalks its prey, thinks itself evil?  Do you think the lion which gorges on the flesh of its kill stops to consider if what it does is moral?  And, if so, how could it not be?  After all, every beast must eat to sustain itself, and it is ever the destiny of those unable to defend themselves to be the food of their betters.  There is no cruelty or malice in what the beast does, only an understanding that to eat is to live.  There is only one single law of the Wild which will never change, Kale.  It is that the strong live and the weak die.  And this is as it should be.”

Kale noticed the Proof had used his given name instead of his title.  Normally, such an impropriety would have caused him outrage, and he would have let his displeasure be known.  Now, though, he couldn’t seem to summon the energy to care, was too focused on keeping his gaze pulled away from that foul puddle in front of him for fear of what he might see there.  He thought that, should he look, and should he catch sight of an ear or bit of flesh or skin, he would go mad. “I…I need…” He trailed off, suddenly unsure of what to say.  It wasn’t that he didn’t need anything, but that he needed so much that he could think of no starting point.  There were a thousand things he wanted to change, a thousand thoughts and questions and fears he wanted to address, but they were tangled together like a great ball of yarn, so tightly packed he could not find so much as a single stray end to begin the unraveling.

“You did well, Kale Leandrian,” the Proof went on, either unknowing or uncaring of the tumultuous storm his words had roused in Kale. “Silencing the Welian representative was the right thing—the only thing.  He would have caused us—and our goddess—difficulties, if he had been allowed to carry his discovery back to his homeland.  This way is better, cleaner. Welia’s military might not be known for its strength, but a man can find anything, if he has money enough and swords are no different.”

Kale thought then of the dream—even now, he wanted to believe it a dream and nothing more than that—when Lazadar had been dying.  “You are a monster,” he’d said, “and all will know of it.” Perhaps, they had just been the words of a dying man, a final taunt the pleasure of which he might carry with him to the Keeper.  But Kale didn’t think so.  The words had been said with conviction, with a satisfaction that made them not a threat but a promise, not a hope but a guarantee. He considered telling the Proof about them, but quickly dismissed the idea.  

Kale had stumbled into the darkness, been led there bit by bit over the years, and the worst of it was he didn’t even know who had been doing the leading.  Had it been Shira, all along?  Had the Proof always been standing in the shadows of his life, stalking him and whispering dark truths into his ear?  Or had it been himself?  In the end, he decided it did not matter.  Whether he had walked or been carried, he had found himself in the darkness of strange woods just the same, a deep forest, the mystery of which was unknown and unknowable. A forest where men did not live.  A forest full of monsters.

But he remembered another thing from the dream, remembered the way the Proof—for surely the creature with the glowing amber eyes had been the Proof—had grinned widely with blood on his snout, crimson glistening in the moonlight.  The way he had watched when Kale addressed the challenge of the other, weaker nightling.  Always watching me, always studying what I do.  And perhaps that was a greater truth than any yet revealed to him—the Proof, whatever else he was, was not Kale’s friend.  Nor, he had to admit to himself with more than a bit of chagrin, was he his servant.  He was Shira’s creature and hers only, and Kale did not doubt that should he show a willingness to go against Shira’s will, should he balk and refuse to accept such “gifts” as she offered, then the Proof would not just be Shira’s servant, not then.  He would also be her assassin.

The Proof was a weapon lying on the table unsheathed, waiting to be grasped, to be used.  And Kale suspected that should he speak the truth, should he make Lazadar’s final words known, Shira would be greatly displeased.  Displeased enough, perhaps, to reach for the weapon where it lay and wield it against Kale.  

“You appear troubled.” The Proof’s voice, from right behind him, and Kale nearly screamed.  He had been so caught up in his own thoughts, his own fears, that he hadn’t noticed the goddess’s servant stalking closer. “What ails you, Kale?”

Kale did not think he imagined the suspicion in the Proof’s tone, and suddenly he did not like the feeling of this thing standing behind him, not at all.  He thought that, should he turn, it was all too likely he would see the Proof’s teeth bared, much as they had been in the forest.  “N-nothing,” he managed, “it’s just…I can’t believe this is happening. I can’t believe I…did that.”

The Proof waited for several seconds before speaking, perhaps looking for any falsity in his words.  But when he spoke, his voice was almost soothing. “You did only what you had to, nothing more. I am pleased, Kale.  Shira is pleased.”

Kale felt a flash of anger at the man’s condescending words, anger that found its way past the fear, confusion, and self-loathing. “Oh, are you pleased?” he demanded. “As if your pleasure is my concern.  You work for me, Proof.  You serve me.  Do not forget that.”

“Of course not, Master,” the voice said, and though the words themselves were deferential, Kale didn’t think he was imagining the amusement he heard in them.  This creature served him?  No.  It was a lie and they both knew it, but he decided to leave that alone for now.  There was too much else to worry about.  “I have to…I need…” He cleared his throat, rising to his feet. When he spoke again, he focused on making his voice sound strong, sure.  The voice of a leader, the voice of the ruler of Ilrika. “Go and fetch Barnabis, Proof.  I would have him clean this mess up—I cannot abide the smell.”

“Forgive me, Master, but which mess?”

There was no mistaking the amusement in the Proof’s voice this time. Taunting him, laughing at the fear that kept him from even so much as glancing at the foul puddle. “You know well what mess, servant. Now, do as I say.”

“I’m afraid I cannot.”

Kale turned then, and despite his fears, the anger grew, making him clench his fists at his sides. He felt his muscles thrumming, eager for action. “What?”

“That is,” the Proof went on in what might have been a conciliatory tone, “it is not that I choose not to serve you, only that I cannot do you as you ask.  You see, the old man you speak of, Barnabis—he is dead.”

“Dead?” Kale demanded in surprise.  “How?”

“You know how.”

Kale frowned at that and was just about to ask the Proof what he meant, when a memory returned to him.  It was unclear, as if he were watching events through a grimy windowpane, but it was there. 

Running.  The red taste in his mouth making him feel strong, invincible, his thick, tireless muscles propelling him through the city streets, avoiding the light of the hanging lanterns, for such light meant pain and death. A homeless man on the street screams at his approach, at their approach, for the one who runs is not alone, there is another, he with the amber eyes, who stalks at his side. 

The homeless man tries to flee, to run, but has barely made it to his feet when the other pounces on him, ripping out his throat with one savage twist of its jaws.  Amber eyes stare back at him, watching, waiting, and they feast.  Then they are running again.  Few walk the streets so late at night, and of those who do, almost none notice the two shadows streaking by in the darkness, so quick and sure.  And if they do notice, they believe them no more than a wind that seems to carry the scent of carrion, and never mind the hairs rising inexplicably at the back of their necks. 

He and his companion pay them no mind, for the night has been full of blood and flesh already and, for the moment, they are sated. They rush on to the castle.  Guards stand ready at the gates, but creatures such as they have no need for doors or gates. He crouches, gathering his strength, and a moment later the powerful muscles of his legs propel him over the wall to land in the courtyard. His companion lands beside him a second later.

Into the castle then, toward his rooms, for it has been a long night full of fighting and the chase and even his muscles, even his prodigious strength, have their limits. A serving woman is in the hall, a pungent smelling rag in her hands as she wipes at the floors.  She hears them at the last second and only manages to widen her eyes in surprise before they are on her. A moment of tearing, ripping, and then they leave what remains behind.

The vision blurred then, and Kale could see little of it past a crimson haze settling in his mind.  He remembered moving, remembered a man standing outside of his rooms.  He wasn’t sure it had been Barnabis, but he thought that probably it had.  He swallowed, turning to the Proof, his anger forgotten at this new, unwanted revelation.  “How…how many?” he croaked.

The slightest motion of the shadow’s shoulders in what might have been a shrug.  “Perhaps a dozen.  Certainly no more.”

Said as if it made no difference at all, as if even considering it was a nuisance. “Twelve?” Kale rasped, his words forced past a throat suddenly gone terribly, painfully dry.  “But…how is that possible?”

“All things are possible with the new powers you have been given, Chosen,” the Proof said.  It was not what Kale had meant, but he thought the creature knew that well enough, so he did not press the matter.

Another thought struck him then and, accompanying it was a dizzying wave of terror.  “But…but the dead…they’ll leave a trail pointing directly to my chambers. At best, the guards will want to come in, to know that I’m okay, and they’ll discover the truth.  At worst…” At worst, they’ll know it was I who killed them, will have discovered their Chosen is a monster in truth and he has feasted on the blood and flesh of the very ones who served him.

“Yes,” the Proof said, again as if it mattered little. “But no mob waits outside your quarters with torches and blades, if that is your concern.  I have made sure of it.”

Kale’s relief at the first part of the man’s words vanished at that last.  I have made sure of it. He thought to ask what that meant but decided not to.  He thought—he was afraid—that he knew all too well.  “But more will come…it’s a big city, and more will come and then…”

“And they will discover you for what you are,” the Proof said. “And, once they have, they will hate you.  They will envy you, and in their jealousy, they will destroy you, for even the goddess’s blessings cannot protect you against so many, not yet.”

“So…what do I do?” Kale asked, hating the weakness in his own voice but unable to repress it. 

“What any might do, should he find himself facing an enemy army.”

An enemy army. Kale didn’t like the sound of that, not at all.  After all, he had spent nearly his entire life training and conspiring to reach the position of Chosen Leandrian, ruler of Ilrika.  Now that he had finally attained his goal, it seemed he would lose it. 

“What does such a man do?” he asked, feeling numb.

“Well, that’s simple,” the Proof said, leaning forward enough that his scaled face was visible in the shadows of his hood and now he did bare his fangs. “He seeks shelter with his own army.”

Kale frowned. “I…I don’t understand.  Ilrika’s army is my army and—”

“No,” the Proof hissed. “This smattering of men wielding their blades and shields is not your army, Argush.  Your army awaits you, even now, in the woods, in every dark corner and shadowed cave throughout the whole of Entarna.  They wait for you, your troops, their claws and fangs ready to deal destruction to your enemies.  You need only go to them, and they will follow you.”

“You mean nightlings,” Kale said, at once astonished and not surprised at all.

“Your kin,” the Proof said, “those who will follow their Lord Argush through blood and fire and death.  Those who will kill—will die—at his command.”

“Stop calling me that,” Kale snapped. “My name is Kale Leandrian, not Argush.  Argush died years ago in the Night War!”

“Yes,” the Proof said. “Argush fell due to the meddling of foolish gods who should have known better.  But he is reborn now, in you.  Look at that puddle lying at your feet, the one you have so feared.”

Kale swallowed hard at that, turning away. “No, I will not.  I do not—”

“Look!” the Proof growled, spinning Kale against his wishes.  His eyes went immediately to the puddled foulness in the floor as if of their own accord, and Kale screamed.

Once his eyes had fallen on that puddle, they would not be moved, could not be moved.  Blood and mucus and bile, all terrible enough on their own, but that was not the worst of it.  The worst of it was that there, scattered among that puddle, was that which Kale had feared seeing, that which, he realized then, he had known he would see.  Flesh.  Skin.  Bits and pieces of what had once been a man or a woman, a beggar or a castle servant.  Now, only flesh.  He screamed again then, trying to break away from the Proof’s grip.  Finally, the fingers let him loose, and he stumbled and fell on his bed, burying his head in his sheets as if in doing so he might somehow wipe even the memory of that puddle from his mind.

“A dream,” he rasped desperately, “it’s only a dream.  That’s all.  This isn’t real, any of it.  I’ve dreamed and—”

Hands jerked him to his feet again, and the next thing he knew, he was staring into those lambent amber eyes, inches away from his own.  They shined with a ferocity and a wildness so terrible that it was all Kale could do to keep from screaming again. “You have dreamed, Argush.  You dreamed you were a selfish noble with selfish goals.  A man who cared nothing for the glory of any save himself, who spent his hours, his days striving to prove something to himself, to the world.  To show he was smarter, better.  Kale Leandrian was a dream and nothing more.  A dream from which you have awoken.  You are Argush now, Lord Argush of the nightlings, and it is time you were awake.”

Kale’s mind raced, searching for some means of escape, for some way to flee from this terrible creature with its terrible amber eyes.  But even if he managed to break free, what difference would it make? The truth of the Proof’s words, the truth of what Kale had become was all around him.  It was on the blood-stained pillow on which he had rested his head, in the ragged and torn clothes he wore, and the puddle at his feet.  It encased his body in scales that could not be broken or removed, and even should he leave the Proof, even should he flee, he could not escape himself.  “Very well,” he said after a time, and he was surprised by the feeling of calm that overcame him. “What would you have me do?”

The Proof bared his teeth in a wide grin. “Not I, lord, but our goddess.  She would have you leave this place.  Your kin wait for you—it is time you go and meet them.  It is time you lead them.”

He studied the creature before him for several seconds then nodded.  He took a slow, deep breath, then exhaled, and in that exhalation was carried the last memory of the man, Kale Leandrian. In it were all his hopes and dreams, all he had once thought himself to be.  And when he stepped from the door of his quarters, he was that man no longer.  He was Lord Argush in truth, Ruler of the Nightlings and Bane of the Light, the being sent by his goddess to destroy all that her husband had created.  Such a one had no time for the weaknesses and frailties of men and no use for them.  

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Two 

 

He chased his quarry through the woods.  He knew it was there and never mind what his sister thought. Never mind what his father thought. He would find it, this thing for which he searched, and he would drag it back to them, if need be.  When he lay it at their feet, all doubt—including that which, he had to admit, he had begun to feel himself—would be erased.

The early morning light fell onto the forest floor in patches, scattered and broken by the canopy of leaves overhead. Shadows danced and swayed beneath the branches, a hundred, a thousand of them, and in one, he believed, was the creature he sought.  

But which one? he thought angrily. For whatever the creature was, it hid well, was able to conceal itself even from the eyes of a god who had lived hundreds of years, eyes able to see through the hearts of men.  But this thing he hunted was no man, of that much he was sure.  It was something…else. Another god, perhaps? It should not have been possible, for he knew the names of all his brothers and sisters, knew, too, the feel of them, a sort of current of the kind that filled the air before a storm that was, for one who could feel such things, unmistakable and instantly recognizable.  

It should not have been possible for this god to exist—for as it continued to elude him, he grew more and more certain that god it must be. He had asked his father of it, and he had said there were no others, none save those he knew.  Yet, it did exist, and as well as it might conceal itself, it could not hide completely its true nature. 

“I know you’re there,” he said, turning and scanning the shadows, searching for any unnaturalness in their movements. There was no answer save the shifting of the tree branches in a wind, the rustle of golden brown leaves falling around him in a slow autumn shower. He frowned. “I know you’re there,” he repeated. “Why not show yourself? I will find you, in time. What will you do, I wonder, when all your running and hiding is for naught?”

Still no answer.  But then, he had expected none.  “Fine, you need not answer.  Still, I will find you.  A small chance, given all the shadows in which you might hide but then…” He paused, grinning. “A small chance is all I need.”  He called on the powers that were his birthright, that felt as natural to him as breath.  He felt the world twist as he bent it to his will.  Bent, but did not break, for such a thing lacked subtlety and, anyway, was beyond the power of chance and luck and therefore beyond him. As he worked his will, he spun slowly in a circle until, finally, his eyes settled on a single leaf about halfway up a tree, near its trunk. A tiny shadow flitted underneath the leaf.  This shadow felt somehow heavier, more real than the others, and he smiled. “A small chance,” he muttered.  And then began walking toward the tree.

He was nearly upon it, no more than a dozen feet away, when there was a sudden flurry of motion.  The shadow beneath the leaf seemed to grow, to stretch until, it resolved itself into the shape of a man. The figure wore a hooded robe.  He thought at first its face was hidden in shadow, but that did not seem right.  Not hidden, not truly.  Its face was shadow.  Now that it had been revealed, that crackle of energy, once so faint, grew stronger, and he knew this thing was no mortal man.  A god in truth then, and one that should not exist.

“Who are you?”

The figure cocked its head to the side as if studying him but did not respond. Unnerved and suddenly angry at his own fear, Javen took a step forward. “You will tell me who you are.  What you are.”

“Soon,” the figure hissed back, and there was something about its voice—like the sound of snakes slithering together in the darkness—that made him feel unclean. “But not yet.”  There was a blur, and the figure was gone.  Or, at least, it appeared so.  But not gone, not completely, and that much he knew, for it was held near to him by the random—or not so random, as the case may be—workings of chance.  And with luck, he would find it.

He paused, concentrating, and in another instant, he vanished, appearing near a large rock less than a mile from where he had started, a rock under which a shadow lurked. “Not so easy as that, I’m afraid,” he said.

Then his quarry was moving again, fleeing.  He chased it but not as a man might, crashing through the undergrowth and knocking limbs aside, for he was not a man but a god.  He did not shout or curse, and there was no sound save that hum of power in the air as Javen chased his prey.  It might have gone on for minutes or hours.  Javen did not know and did not care, for gods did not feel the passing of time as men might.  He knew only that, in the end, the thing he hunted was forced into an open field.  

Unlike the forest, the sunlight here was not occluded by the tops of trees and so there were few places for shadows to hide.  None, in fact, save for a single large boulder.  Javen made his way to it, taking his time now, for the thing which sheltered there had nowhere else to go. “I know what you’re thinking,” he said. “You’re thinking, if only I had gone left instead of right.  If only I had taken a crooked path and not such a straight one.  And perhaps most of the time you would have, maybe nearly every time.  But there is a chance you would not have, you see?  A chance you would have gone right and not left, stayed straight instead of turned. Always a chance. It is within those small, seemingly unimportant turns of chance that the fate of lives, the fate of worlds, is decided.  And in that small space, creature, I rule.”

He was nearly at the boulder now, nearly upon that pool of shadow beneath it. “Now, will you speak?” he asked, regarding the shadow that seemed to bubble and seethe like boiling water. “Will you tell me of yourself?”

Nothing from the darkness, no response.  But that was of no great surprise.  The darkness was ever covetous of its secrets and guarded them jealously.  “Very well,” Javen said, sighing. “If you will not come to me, I will go to you.”

He reached his hand into that pool of shadow and grunted at the surprising coldness there, as if that place which he touched had never felt the warmth of the sun upon it. There was a shifting, and Javen was no longer reaching but being pulled, and then it was he who was trying to flee, he who was trying to escape.  But only for an instant, then it was over, and he stood in a field no longer.  Instead, he was in a cave.  One buried deep in the bowels of the earth, one that had never known the light of the sun, one in which darkness ruled eternal. There was a smell in the air like freshly turned earth, coupled with another odor, the smell of old blood and old pain.  It was so thick, so powerful, the air felt choked with it.  Water dripped somewhere, the sound of it splashing on the stone echoing in the stale stillness.  

This was not a place for the living, creature or man or even gods. Javen did not have his father’s wisdom and experience, nor his sister’s ability to see so clearly to the heart of things, but he knew that much. A place inimical to life, a place of quiet, looming menace, one in which even the very stones seemed to seethe with hate.  Each breath he took fell heavy on that air, and there was a taste in his mouth of something foul and rotten.

“You ask me, who I am.  What I am.”

Javen jumped at the unexpected sound, for had he been asked, he would have felt certain none were present in this place save himself. “Yes,” he said, scanning the large cave, searching for the source of that voice but finding nothing.  Frowning, he tried to call on the power of chance to guide his sight, but nothing came.  He tried again, harder, but was rewarded only with a sharp pain in his temples, one that surprised him with its viciousness.  

“Hurts, doesn’t it?” the shadows asked, the words echoing around the cavern. “You should not have come here, Javen, God of Chance and Luck.  For those things for which you stand are for the living, and there is no life here, only stillness.  This is a place which the rest of the world has forgotten and so it is no longer a part of that world—your world—at all.  Do you understand?”

“How can I?” Javen asked honestly. “Perhaps if you show yourself, I will come to.”

He caught sight of something then, what might have been no more than the darkness gathered at the edge of one of the cave walls, but he did not think so. “You should not have come here,” the figure said again, and despite the echo, there was no mistaking that the figure stood there. “This is no place for gods, Javen, Son of Amedan.”

Javen did not like the sound of that. “Where are we?” he asked, looking around the large cavern.  The ceiling of the cave seemed to go on forever, and even his god-sight could not penetrate the darkness to see where it ended.  Tunnels stretched out in all directions, but his eyes fell on one wall in which deep scratches had been made as if someone—in pain or madness or both—had spent years raking at it with their fingernails. There were dried streaks of what could only have been blood embedded inside those gouges. On closer inspection, he saw scraps of cloth too, tattered and filthy, lying in a pile near the wall.  It was hard to say for sure as the passage of time had done its work, but he thought it might once have been a blanket, the small kind used to swaddle infants.

“Ah,” the figure said. “You begin to see. This place is not wholly dead, Javen Son of Amedan.  There is a kind of life here.  Or, at least, there was.  Once.”

“Do you mean…something was born here?” Javen asked, finding it difficult to reconcile this terrible place—even the air of which was full of despair—with a place in which any creature or mortal might choose to bear a child.

“Not something,” came a hiss, and Javen turned at the sound to see that the figure—if that was what he’d seen against the far wall—was gone.  “Me.” 

This sounded as if it was from only inches away, and he spun around only to find nothing there.  Laughter echoed in the cavern then, but there was no humor in it, only a hatefulness he felt as much as heard. “That…I am sorry,” Javen said and meant it. “No creature should be born in such a place.”

“Sorry?” came the voice from the darkness. “And do you think your apologies somehow help that little one who found itself here, alone and afraid, cast off by the world? Do you believe your sympathy eases that one’s pain or makes that water you hear—oh yes, for all its faults this place does have water—taste any less like death?  Does your pity,” the voice went on, getting louder and angrier with each word, “soothe the terrible cramping pains of hunger and loneliness which grow so bad the child must often curl in on himself, unable even to cry out at his own suffering? For the truth about shadows, Javen, is that they are always hungry.”

There was such anguish, such pain in that voice, mixed with the anger, that Javen felt his heart go out to that suffering child. “No,” he said finally. “No, it does not.  But I would help it, help him, if I could.”

“Oh, but you can.  You can do much for that child, Javen, Son of Amedan.”

“What?” Javen asked. “Tell me what I can do, and I will do it, for no creature should suffer in such a way.”

“You ask what you can do,” the creature said, “and so I will tell you.  You have come to this place, to my place, uninvited and unwelcome.  What you can do, Javen, is die.”

Javen started to open his mouth to speak, but suddenly the shadows stretching across the cavern surged forward in a wave coming from all directions. He staggered, calling on the power with which he had been born to take himself from this place, but the power would not answer him, slipping through his fingers like sand.  He cried out as something struck him in the stomach then went through him.  Pain, hot and fierce, and then he was lying on his back, something warm and wet spreading beneath him.

Gasping, Javen stared up at the hooded figure standing over him in shock.  “It…it cannot be.  You can’t…”

“Oh yes, Javen, Son of Amedan,” the figure whispered in a voice full of malicious pleasure. “Gods can die.  You said as much to your Chosen long ago, did you not? When first you picked him. But what can kill a god?”

Javen tried to answer, to ask the creature what it wanted, but the pain was terrible, and his strength seemed to drain out of him with his blood, and he could not speak. 

“Do not strain yourself,” the figure said in a mocking tone, “I will tell you.  What can kill a god, Javen, Son of Amedan?  Well…another god can.”

Javen forced himself to concentrate, to fight down the fear and confusion threatening to overwhelm him.  A wound such as the one he had taken might have been fatal for a mortal—might, in truth, be fatal for him as well—but gods like mortals, were creatures of will.  And while mortals could affect their own reality with their wills—making themselves sick, making themselves feel pain—few knew how or even understood it.  What’s more, even those who did could not use their will so singularly as gods could, for it was their will that made them.  And so he called on his will then, reached out for it, but there was no answer.

Another bout of harsh, hissing laughter from the figure above him. “You still do not understand, do you?” the shadow asked. “You say it is within those small turnings of fortune, of chance, that you rule, Javen, but you are not there now.  Now, you are in my place, my world and here I rule.”

A tendril of darkness seemed to come out from the figure then, in a fluid, swift motion nearly too quick for his eyes to follow; it solidified into a shaft of midnight which drove into his chest.  Javen screamed in pain, but it was not just the piercing which hurt.  Instead, everywhere that shadow, that darkness touched seemed to writhe and twist, as if being corrupted by some terrible malady in an instant.  Pain worse than any he had ever known, worse than he had believed a god could know wracked Javen then, and he shook and trembled as that darkness, that sickness began to spread through his body. 

“You asked who I am, you said you would find me,” the shadow said as Javen gasped on the floor.  “And so you have.” The figure leaned forward then, so its face was only inches from Javen’s own. “You have found me, brother, and in doing so, you have found your death.”

Javen was half-mad with pain, and he felt hot and fevered, as if he had at once been overtaken by some terrible plague, yet he retained enough of himself to be aware of nearly half a dozen shadowy tendrils beginning to rise over the figures head.  He knew that, in moments, they would come down on him, and he would die.  Frantically, he called on his failing will, gathered the remnants and tatters of it.  It was like chasing leaves in a heavy wind, the darkness, the sickness that spread through him scattering the pieces of will, the pieces of himself with powerful gusts.  Yet, he fought desperately, reaching out and grabbing what he could and just as the tendrils were beginning to move toward him in a blur, Javen closed his eyes and brought what he had gathered together, hoping, praying it would be enough.

 

***

 

“Rion? Is everything okay?”

Rion frowned, confused.  He didn’t know what had happened.  One minute, he’d been walking with the others as they had been for the last several hours, combing the city around the Drunken Bard in hopes of picking up some trace of Alesh or Katherine.  The next thing he knew, he was lying on the ground, his head spinning, a dull, painful throbbing in the back of it. He stared up at Darl’s face, etched with concern.  “What…what happened?”

“You tripped, that’s what,” Marta said, coming up to stand beside Darl. 

Rion was troubled.  His head hurt, but that wasn’t it.  He had…lost himself there for a time. It was as if he had been pulled away, as if someone or something were trying to rip him apart.  “Help me up.” 

Darl pulled him to his feet.  Rion blinked, for some reason expecting to find himself in a cave and was more than a little surprised to see they were still within the city of Peralest.  Shops and taverns sat on either side of the road in which he had lain, and people moved to and fro, going on about their days, the closest of which had stopped to look at him suspiciously, as if a man who stumbled and fell in broad daylight must be up to no good.

Rion ran a hand across his suddenly sweat-sodden forehead and looked around the street.  Those few who had stopped began to move past again. He could hear their murmured whispers and laughs as they did, could hear the buzz of conversation common to heavily-trafficked city streets.  Not words so much, nor single voices but a combination of them that created a susurration that always made him think of a hive of pissed-off bees.  But beneath that noise, he thought he could hear another sound, something that did not belong.  He could hear water.  Dripping.  Old water, old and foul, dripping with a steady plop unto stone.  He searched for what could be causing that sound, and his breath caught in his throat as his eyes fell on a nearby alleyway and a robed, hooded figure standing there regarding him. 

The figure did not move only stood, watching him, and the shadows around it seemed to writhe as if alive. Suddenly, there was a hand on his shoulder, and Rion nearly screamed, spinning with wide eyes to see the Ferinan looking at him, the worry in his face more pronounced than it had been.  “Friend Rion, what’s wrong?  You have gone pale.”

Rion shot a look back at the alleyway in which the figure had been standing but saw that the shadow he had taken for a man was no more than a shadow after all.  You’re worrying over nothing, he told himself. But he couldn’t quite believe it.  After all, he had seen enough to know that the shadows were rarely benign and the monsters one imagined were usually real.  Still, he did not think any nightling or servant of Shira would be crazy enough to accost them in broad daylight in the middle of a crowded street, for the greatest advantage of those things which lurked in the darkness was that most people did not believe they existed at all.

Still, whether it made sense or not, the disturbed feeling did not depart.  After all, the last weeks of his life had been one unlikely, nonsensical event after the other. “Blood,” he whispered, “blood on the cave wall.  And on the floor too.  And pain.  Gods, the pain.” He wiped a hand across his eyes and was surprised to find that tears had gathered there—but for whom or what he did not know.

“Forgive me, Rion, but I do not understand,” Darl said from directly beside him, yet his voice sounded as if it came from miles and miles away, from another world.

Rion shook his head as if to clear it then turned to the Ferinan.  “Something’s wrong.”

“I’ll say,” Marta said in an exasperated tone. “We’re out lookin’ for our friends, got folks chasin’ us who I’m fairly sure don’t want to just have a nice chat, and you’re tripping when there’s nothing to trip over and actin’ like a rabbit gettin’ ready to run.  Or a chicken.  I like chicken.  I stole…I mean found one once, a lady had left—”

“You’re right,” Rion said, a part of the girl’s ramblings sticking out in his mind. “I tripped.”

“Well, sure,” Marta said watching him warily as if she thought he might be going insane. “Folks trip sometimes.  Though, usually they got something to trip over. Still, I wouldn’t worry about it all that much. Just bad luck is all, ain’t that right, Sonya?”

“I trip over air,” the younger girl pronounced proudly, then when they looked at her, she cleared her throat.  “And um…sometimes, when I do, I fly.”

Marta gave an embarrassed look. “We’ll keep workin’ on it,” she said to the girl, patting her on the shoulder. “Lyin’ ain’t easy, but you’ll get there.”

Sonya said something else, but Rion was barely listening. Whatever had clicked in his mind had clicked again as Marta spoke and it wasn’t just clicking, not now.  Now, whatever it was was running at full speed. “Just bad luck,” he said, repeating Marta’s words. He turned to Darl, “I think something’s happened to Javen.”

The Ferinan’s expression looked even more troubled at that and why not? It seemed nearly everything—god, creature, and man—in the world was trying to kill them, and Javen was one of the few who hadn’t tried it.  At least not yet. “What should we do?”

Rion shook his head, frustrated. “There’s nothing we can do.  Nothing, at least, except find our friends.  I think we need to get out of Peralest…soon.”

“Fine with me,” Marta said, frowning around at the crowded street. “Folks here watch their coin purses far too close, you ask me.  As if they think someone’s just goin’ to reach into their pockets and take them.” She winced. “Not that I’ve tried, of course.  That would be stealing.”

“But where else can we look?” Darl said. “We’ve been at it for hours now and—”

“Of course, he’d be here,” Marta said suddenly in an annoyed tone.

“What?” Rion asked. “Who’s here?”

“That old bastard,” Marta said, gesturing toward a nearby alley with disgust. “Like I ain’t got nothin’ better to do than listen to him talk. Though,” she said, frowning, “I suppose since we don’t know what we are doing, I ain’t got nothin’ better to do. Quick, somebody think of somethin’ to do.”

“We could fly,” Sonya said, rallying from her latest failure at lying.  “I’ve always wanted to…I mean, I’ve always enjoyed it.  Flying, that is.”

Marta gave the other girl a skeptical look then glanced back at the two men, an apologetic expression on her face.  “She tries.  Honest.”

“What are you talking about?” Rion said, peering at the alley where she’d gestured. “There’s no one there.”

“Oh, he’s there alright,” Marta said with a sigh. “You just can’t see him.  On account of, well, you know, you’re not lookin’.”

Rion frowned. “But I am looking and—” He cut off, thinking, perhaps, he had seen something for a moment. He couldn’t be sure, thought it possible it had been no more than his imagination, an imagination that, just then, was working overtime, but he didn’t think so. He’d seen what he had taken to be an old man standing in the mouth of the alley.  He had been covered in rags, with a stooped posture as if from carrying a heavy burden without surcease for many years, and in one hand he had held a cane. “Wait a minute,” he said, “do you mean, this man you’re talking about…it’s Alcer?  As in the God of the Poor and Destitute, Alcer?”

“It’s always ‘god’ this or ‘god’ that with you all, ain’t it?” Marta grumbled.  “Anyhow, I guess I’d better go and see about what he wants.”

“We’ll come with you,” Darl offered.

Marta winced. “Probably better if you don’t.  Not much a one for entertainin’, the old man.  I reckon on account of he’s a beggar and ain’t got nowhere to entertain in.” She grinned. “Get it? Entertainin’ and enter—”

“You’re sure?” Rion interrupted. 

“All I’m sure of is he’s a patient bastard—I’ll give him that much, at least,” the girl answered. “Besides, the way you’re walkin’ just now, might be a good idea for you to take a few minutes, maybe try to remember how your feet work.”

With that, the girl turned and started away. Rion stared after her stunned, before an idea struck him and he ran toward her, grabbing her by the arm. “Marta, see if he’s heard anything about Javen or…or, well, if he knows where the others are.”

“Sure,” the girl said studying him with an insulted expression, “and maybe, I get done with that, I can do somethin’ else obvious that I don’t need nobody to tell me.  Like make sure to breathe, maybe.”

“Sorry,” Rion said. “Oh, and Marta?”

“Yes, Mother?” the girl asked, blinking her wide eyes in an affected manner. 

Rion sighed. “Maybe try not to call him a bastard too much, alright?”

She shrugged and started away.  Rion watched her go, hoping the god would know something that could help them. Mostly, though, he was worried that dealing with the girl might be enough to make Alcer decide maybe Shira’s side was looking better after all.

 

***

 

Alesh tied off the last knot in the rope. “That should hold him, I think.”

Katherine raised an eyebrow at him, and he followed her gaze as she took in the old bishop lying on the bed. Alesh had bound him with rope which he’d tied underneath the bed, six loops across in total, enough to keep a man twice the bishop’s size and strength pinned to the mattress and unable to move.  Or so he hoped. He had also gagged the man, stuffing a long strip of cloth into his mouth and securing it with another rope wrapped around his head.

“Sure,” Katherine said, “but…you don’t think it’s maybe a little excessive?”

Alesh shrugged. “Maybe, but remember, we were chained and manacled to a wall not so long ago, and we got out of that.”

A pained look came across Katherine’s eyes then, and Alesh cursed himself for a fool.  She was thinking of Larin as of course she would be. “Anyway,” he went on, “I think that’ll hold him.  At least until we find the others.”

“And the blindfold?” she asked.

He shrugged again. “He likes the darkness—I don’t think he’ll object.  And if he does…”

“Then we won’t be able to hear it,” she said.

He grinned. “Right. Now, we need to go fi—” He cut off, and both of them shared a wide-eyed look as a knock came from the other side of the room’s door. 

“Who could it be?” Katherine whispered, and he could hear the fear in her voice.  Not that he blamed her. There was no telling who in the city might serve the Dark and for all he knew, there could be an army of insane priests waiting outside the door.  Even if those on the other side weren’t allied with Shira, it wouldn’t matter much if they got a look at the man—still wearing his bishop’s robes—bound to the bed. If someone ran to the guards to tell them a man and woman were keeping a bishop held captive, he doubted the guards would let them explain before hauling them to the dungeon or cutting them down outright. 

“I don’t know,” he answered back.

“So what should we do?”

“I don’t know,” he said again. He hadn’t expected a knock on the door.  After all, that was the primary reason he’d chosen to sequester the bishop in the city’s poor quarter.  In his experience, the people who frequented such places made a habit of not seeing anything more than they had to and certainly didn’t go around knocking on strange doors looking for friends. As for someone seeing the bishop’s robes and calling the city guard, he didn’t think that could have happened as he had made sure the inn was empty before leading the bishop inside of it.

“Do you think the innkeeper summoned the guard?”

Alesh frowned then slowly shook his head.  The man had seemed to buy his story that they’d been at a costume party and that their friend—the bishop who, at that time, was barely conscious—had only drunken more than his share. “I don’t think so.”

“Then who—” Katherine cut off as another knock, louder than the first, came from the other side of the door. 

Alesh took a slow, deep breath.  He wished he had his sword, but it had been left at the Drunken Bard when he and the others had been taken.  At least, he believed it had.  There was no knowing for sure as he’d been unconscious at the time.  He reached into his tunic, withdrawing the small blade he’d acquired back at the church and moved toward the door. “Stay behind me,” he said over his shoulder.  Then, his muscles tense, he reached for the door’s latch.

He’d only just touched it when a third knock came, this one insistent. “Well?” a voice said from the other side of the door. “You gonna let us in or ain’t you? I got other things I could be doin’, you know. My father—he’s rich, like crazy rich—told me we could go out riding today.  On horses—we got like, a million of ‘em.”

Alesh frowned, turning to Katherine. “Is that—”

“Okay, fine,” the voice went on from the other side of the door. “That’s a lie. He doesn’t have a million.  I mean…where would you even keep a million horses?  Lots though like…a hundred?”

“Marta,” Katherine said, smiling widely, and Alesh thought the sight of that smile was the best thing he had seen in some time. 

Cautiously—for all he knew it might be a trap, though he couldn’t imagine how anyone would imitate the girl, say that for her at least—he slid the latch and opened the door. Marta stood on the other side, flanked by Sonya, Darl, and Rion.

They all grinned widely when they saw each other, save Rion who had a troubled, slightly confused expression.  He also had what looked to be a fresh knot on his forehead with an accompanying bruise. But any concern over the man was overshadowed by his relief at seeing them all alive and well. “Gods, I thought you were all dead.”

“Give it time,” Rion muttered, but his usual surliness was nowhere in evidence.  Instead, he seemed distracted, as if he was in a daze or sleep walking.

“It is good to see you again, Son of the Morning,” Darl said, “and you, Katherine.”

Alesh started to respond, but his words turned into a grunt as Sonya plowed into him, wrapping him in an embrace. Alesh laughed, hefting the girl up and hugging her back.  

“Well, can we come in?” Marta asked. “Not that I mind hallways—I once met a talking duck in one, if you can believe it.”

Katherine laughed, coming to the door and embracing Darl before turning to the young girl and putting a hand on her shoulder. “We can’t.  Now, come inside, all of you.”

Alesh ushered them through the doorway, still holding Sonya, and once they were all inside, he closed and latched the door once more. “I can’t believe you’re all alive,” he said. “Bishop Orren said you’d been killed or were going to be or—”

“We are all well,” Darl assured him, cutting off his rambling.

“But…how?” Katherine asked.  “I mean, thank the gods you’re all okay, but I thought…” She turned to glance at Alesh. “We thought—”

“Uncle Rion saved us,” Sonya said as if that explained everything.

Alesh glanced at Rion who had come out of his daze—if daze it had been—enough to look embarrassed. “Just got lucky is all,” he managed. Then frowned, his eyebrows drawing down in thought. “Luck,” he muttered, barely loud enough to hear. “Something…there’s something…” He trailed off, once more getting a confused, distant expression. Alesh raised an eyebrow at the others.

Marta sighed. “Don’t ask. He’s been like that for a while now, walking around and muttering.  I think it might be on account of he ran into a door jam and hit his head.”

“Or when he tripped,” Sonya offered.

“Yeah,” Marta said, “maybe that. Or on account of that mongrel dog bowling him over and who’d ever think that would happen, just walkin’ down the street and all.”

“Yeah,” Sonya said, nodding quickly, clearly eager to agree with anything the other girl said. “Or when that lady threw those rotten apples from her window only one wasn’t so rotten, and it hit him.”

Alesh frowned, glancing at Darl. “More lies?”

A troubled look came over the Ferinan’s face, and he shook his head, glancing at Rion who was still lost in thought. “I’m afraid not.”

“Not lies,” Marta said as if it was obvious. “Bad luck, that’s what it is.”

“Bad luck?” Alesh said. “For the man Chosen by the God of Chance and Luck?”

Marta nodded thoughtfully. “A bit odd, you say it like that. Though, to be fair, some folks might think it a bit strange to have a bishop tied to their bed.  Not that I’m judging mind—I’m sure there’s stranger things…not that I can think of any off hand.”

“What?” Alesh said. “No, I mean…that is—”

“No need to explain,” Marta said, refusing to meet their eyes. “I’m sure you have your reasons.  Though,” she went on in a voice little more than a whisper, “my experience, men and women don’t tend to want an audience for the things they do in bedrooms.  Well…some don’t.”

Alesh’s face was suddenly suffused with heat, and he heard Katherine make a strangled noise beside him. “No, look,” he said, glancing at the grinning Darl, “it’s not like…that is, it isn’t…” He took a slow, deep breath and tried again. “This man is Bishop Orren.  He was going to turn us over to Tesharna—he’s the man responsible for the attack at the inn.”

Darl studied the old man who lay on the bed, saying nothing, only watching. “And what do you wish to do with him now, Son of the Morning?”

“Well, I’ve got an idea or two about that but first, tell me how you all found us.”

“Well, that was easy enough,” Marta said. “Just followed the moaning.”

Alesh hissed. “I told you, we didn’t…we weren’t—”

“What Alesh is trying to say,” Katherine said in a carefully controlled tone, “is we have only just arrived here, in the room, and secured the bishop.  We were just about to leave to look for all of you when you knocked.”

“Sure, whatever—no business of mine,” Marta said. She noticed them all staring at her and frowned.  “Either I just got a whole lot prettier and nobody told me, or you all are waitin’ on somethin’.”

“They want to know how we came to be here, to find them in this inn.” Darl said.

Marta sighed. “It’s a borin’ story.  Why don’t you tell it?”

“Because,” Darl said simply, “it is not mine to tell.”

Marta rolled her eyes at Katherine as if to say Do you see what I’ve been dealing with? “Fine.” She said. “well, after Rion tripped the first time—”

“I counted six in all,” Sonya supplied.

“Right,” Marta said.  “Anyway, after he tripped, we heard you guys might be here.  So here we came.”

Alesh frowned. “News?  From whom?  If someone knows we’re here, it won’t be long until the church finds out.  They’ll send people and—”

“No, no, not one of those somebodies,” Marta said as if he were hopelessly dense. “A…you know, a different somebody.”

Alesh and Katherine shared a confused expression before turning back to the girl.  She took in their faces then rubbed at her temples. “A god, alright? Though he don’t seem very godly, limpin’ around and mutterin’ under his breath—which smells like cheap wine, by the way.”

“Alcer,” Katherine said. “You mean he came to you.”

“Partways,” Marta said. “Made me walk the last bit to go to him, the bastard. Loves doin’ that. Anyhow, he told me you’d be here.”

Alesh frowned. Whether or not Alcer was on their side, he didn’t love the idea that the gods could find them whenever they wanted.  After all, some of those gods would be all too happy to see their heads on spikes. Still, he consoled himself that the gods didn’t always know where they were. If they had, Orren would have had no need of sending word to Tesharna and the others, for they would have been dead already. “But how did Alcer know where we were?”

“He’s a beggar,” Marta repeated. “I thought I already told you that.”

She watched Alesh as if for some reaction.  When he gave none, she sighed. “It’s amazin’ the sort of things adults don’t know.  Like, when you get hair on your chest or any chest at all,” she said, glancing with obvious envy at Katherine, “do your brains just sort of leak out of your head?  Like a wineskin that’s been stabbed with a knife, maybe? Anyway, he’s a beggar, right? Beggars, orphans, the homeless, there’s something we all share in common.”

“Oh?” Alesh asked. “What’s that?”

She rolled her eyes again. “We watch don’t we?  We see.  See the sort of things nobody else pays any attention.  Moldy bread tossed away from some bakery, an occasional coin somebody drops and is too rich or too drunk to bother pickin’ up.” Her face took on a haunted look as she went on. “Shadows that move when they shouldn’t, or folks—men mostly but not always—that watch you a bit too closely.  For most people, those sorts of things might not matter but for us, they can mean a night spent with a full belly or a night spent…well, with something a lot worse.  Look at it this way,” she went on, glancing at each of them in turn, “who do you think’s got the best eyes, a deer or a lion?”

“A deer?” Alesh asked.

She grunted.  “How in the name of the gods should I know? But my guess’d be the deer anyway.  If not, they got the best sense of smell or hearin’ or something.  Because if they didn’t, I guess we’d have a world full of fat lions and not a deer to be seen, wouldn’t we?” She finished the last in a satisfied tone, apparently impressed with her own wisdom.

“You were saying,” Katherine prompted. “About Alcer.”

“Oh, right,” Marta groused. “Him. Well, he watches, you see?  Watches like all the rest of us do.  That’s about all he does—and talks.  Gods know he does more than enough of that.”

“Did you speak to him as well?” Alesh asked Darl, thinking it would be easier to get the story of the god’s words from the Ferinan than the girl who seemed to think it absolutely impossible to answer any question directly.

Darl shook his head. “No—she insisted on speaking to him alone.”

Marta rolled her eyes. “I didn’t insist on it—that’s just the way it has to be.  I told you, he don’t much care for talkin’ to a lot of people at once.  Besides, odds are you wouldn’t have been able to hear him anyway.  The words of the poor, like the words of the dead, are for them and them alone, you get it?”

“Not really,” Alesh said, “but did he say anything else useful?”

Marta winced as if she’d feared he would ask just such a question. “He says a lot—you ask me, there ain’t much of it appears useful, even if you squint real good.  Anyway, he told us where to find you and so here we are.”

It was clear to Alesh that there was more she wasn’t telling them, but he would let her keep her secrets, for now. The gods knew he had enough of his own. “Okay,” he said, nodding. “Now, we nee—”

“He’s bleeding,” Rion said out of nowhere, and they all turned to look at him.  But his gaze seemed far away, distant, as if he looked on a different place. “He’s bleeding, and his luck has gone south.” He laughed at that, but there was no humor in it. Instead, there was an edge to his laughter that Alesh did not like. “The God of Luck’s luck has gone south.  And for the rest of us? What does it mean? What can it mean? Nothing good, that’s for certain.”

“Rion?” Alesh said.  The man didn’t answer, continued to mumble, until Alesh grabbed him by both of his shoulders, giving him a shake.

Rion’s eyes snapped wide, and he finally seemed to see Alesh for the first time. “He’s broken,” Rion said as if explaining something.  “And…and I think…I think I am too.”

“Who’s broken?” Alesh asked. “Javen?”

“Yes,” Rion said.  “Broken…and dying.”

Alesh didn’t like the sound of that, not at all. He turned to Darl. “Help me untie the bishop—we need to leave.  Now.”

 

***

 

Pain greater than anything he had ever known spread through him like a raging fire. He traveled through space, carried by his will as he always was, but his will, his strength, was weakening, nearly spent. And the shadows were everywhere, creeping after him, seeming to barely move at all yet appearing in front of him just the same. You can do it, he told himself, you have to.  They have to know.  They have to understand. He was weak, tired, and traveling through space—which had once seemed so easy—was taking all his strength.  Yet, he knew if he stopped, if he faltered, the creature behind him would catch him, would finish what it had begun. 

Not a creature.  Your brother, he thought. Or so he called himself. Summoning the last ounce of his strength, Javen cried out in pain and fear as he forced his way through space, hurtling through it without grace, like a man who casts himself down a deep well with no knowledge of whether or not there is water at the bottom.

Then he struck the earth, hard, and gasped as the breath was knocked from him at an impact that would have killed a mortal.  He barely noticed, however, too concentrated on holding onto the ragged remnants of his will, of what made him, him. Whatever his brother had done, it went beyond mere wounding.  There was something else at work within his body.  Some poison he could feel spreading, reaching out tendrils through his being, corrupting all it touched.  And what it touched—what gods were made of—was will.  

Javen believed if he stopped focusing on it, if he allowed himself to become too distracted, the poison’s progress would speed up, and he would fall apart like a statue of ash touched by a single finger. Yet try as he might to fight against it, the poison was eating away at his will, eating away at him, and he would lose the fight, sooner or later.  Against such a foe, there was no winning, not truly.  It was to him like death was to mortals, inevitable and unavoidable, a thing to be kept away, for a time, but one that would overcome a man’s—or a god’s—defenses in the end.  

He felt hands on his shoulder and blinked, looking up to see Deitra, his sister, crouched over him. After the cave which had been choked with despair and the poison which coursed through his veins, the sight of her, with her long golden hair and perfect features, was of more relief than a glass of water to a parched throat. “Sister,” he rasped. “You…are as beautiful as always.”

“Javen, what’s happened to you?” Deitra said, cradling his head in her hands, kneeling and resting it on her knees.  “Oh my, your poor eyes.”

My eyes? Javen thought, confused.  He could not be sure as the time he’d spent in the cave already felt like a dream—no, a nightmare—one so terrible a man’s own mind fought to rid himself even of the memory of it on waking. Still, he did not think the shadow had done anything to his eyes, at least none of which he was aware.

“I don’t…have to tell—”

“Shhh,” Deitra said, cradling him, “don’t talk.” She turned, looking at something Javen couldn’t see. “Father!  He needs help.”

A moment later, he was there, standing over him. Amedan, the God of Fire and Light, Father of all the Gods. But he isn’t, not really, Javen thought. There is one god, at least, who does not call Amedan father. 

“Light be good,” Amedan said, kneeling beside him. “What is it, Javen?  What has happened?”

They both watched him, waiting for his answer, and Javen told them.  He had to pause from time to time as he was overcome with a fit of coughing, his words strangled by a sudden, terrible bout of pain.  By the time he was finished, he was covered in a cold sweat, and his body was wracked with shivers even as his skin felt flush with fever.

Deitra turned to Amedan, confused. “I thought…I had thought I knew all your and Mother’s children.”

“No child of mine did this,” Amedan said, and though he was often prayed to for mercy—and often showed it—there was no mercy in his voice then, only anger.  Javen had rarely seen his father in such a state, but he saw it now, saw that while the God of Fire might be kind, he was not only that.  “Watch over your brother, Deitra,” Amedan said, rising, and in that rising and through his delirium, Javen thought it like the rising of the sun itself.  Not with warmth and comfort, not this sun, but the harsh side of it, brutal and capable of burning the world itself. 

“Do what you can,” Amedan said in a voice like thunder. “I will return.”

 

***

 

She stood at the edge of the world’s tallest cliff.  Snow covered the ground around her, so thick it would have been impossible for a man to traverse.  But she was no man or woman—she was a goddess. The Goddess of the Wilds and such places were her places. The wildness of the torrential snow as it fell in thick clouds, the sweeping wind sending snowdrifts spiraling across her sight, were hers to control or, at least, to call her own.  For what her husband did not understand—what he had never understood—was that the wild could not be tamed, not truly. 

A lion might be taught to lie or sit like some domesticated mutt, but that same lion would one day choose to rise up against those owners who thought it cowed, and they would find that its teeth had lost none of their sharpness, its claws none of their sting.  For the wild was unpredictable, could only be unpredictable.  

The ocean roiled beneath her in heavy waves, pushed on by wind and their own imperative, crashing against the cliff thousands of feet below and sending great spumes of water and mist fountaining into the sky.  It was as if some great hand reached out from the water’s surface only to fall back, only to reach again, meaning to grasp whatever it could, to drag what it touched beneath those shifting waters.

Storm clouds gathered above, thick and pregnant with promise. Lightning and thunder shattered the sky in a cacophony of noise. Sights and sounds pleasing to her ear.  Terrible yes, but beautiful as  so many terrible things were. Her husband’s greatest fault was in believing you could have one without the other.  Day does not exist without night and light is nothing but a meaningless word without the darkness to stand as counterpoint. 

The most perfect place in the world—terrible and beautiful and perfect.  There had been many such once, before the race of man—created by her husband—had stolen them.  They believed themselves civilizers, tamers of that wildness.  They congratulated themselves on their efficiency, praised their ability to bend the world to their will with technology and endurance.  But in truth, they were no more than those tamers of the lion, their greatest crime their presumption in taking that which was wild and stealing from it its beauty.  And their worst crime, the crime for which they could never be forgiven, was they did not even recognize the trespass they committed. But they would, in time.  So she had promised herself and so it would be, for the promise of a goddess is no small thing. 

Soon, the wildness of the world would rise up to defend itself—it had begun already.  And then these civilizers would be, like those lion tamers, consumed by that which they thought to control. They would be punished for their transgressions, for the understanding of them made no difference.  Whether from malice or ignorance they had erred, had erred greatly, and the punishment would be—must be—the same.  And, of course, he would pay as well.  He who had taught them the use of fire, who had given them light to conquer the shadows.  He, her husband, who had placed these scrounging, grasping creatures above the wilds, above his own children, even above her. He would be made to understand what he had done, what he had lost, and he would suffer.  These things she promised herself as she had so many times before.

Suddenly, the thousands of sounds—the waves crashing against the cliff and spewing their foam, the echo of thunder, even the soft, nearly imperceptible sound of snow stacking high all around her—went silent.  Shira stood, in that moment, in a world without sound, one in which even those things which she could see seemed dampened, without color.

Then, a moment later, the sky erupted in fire. Bright and shocking, so she was forced to hold a hand against her eyes to block out the blinding light. A line of fire, blue and red and orange, traced across the sky before finally landing behind her in a blast of light and power like a meteor falling from the sky to strike the earth. Shattered rock and debris exploded from the point of impact, the very mountaintop heaving and rippling from the force of it.

Shira, the Goddess of the Wilds, turned from her view, from her promises, to stare at her husband, Amedan, the God of Fire and Light. And whatever else he was—a fool, a betrayer—there was no question of his power.  It came off him in waves, and feet of accumulated snow—piled up over years of nearly unending precipitation—melted away in an instant, revealing the hard stone of the mountain beneath, stone which had not felt the sun’s touch for decades. And despite all her hate, hate grown over centuries since he had first created those scrabbling creatures he called man and taken them closer to his heart than his own wife, Shira could not help but stare at him in awe.  

Here was the being of irrefutable power and strength which she had once known, which she had loved, before his misplaced adoration for the insignificant mortals had so weakened him. Great and terrible and, yes, beautiful. “Husband,” Shira said. “How long has it been since you have embraced your power so…thoroughly?” She finished this last while glancing around at the bare mountaintop, littered now with broken stone, and at the sky which had cleared as it only did after some immense storm so even the snow had stopped falling. 

“You go too far, wife,” he said, his voice booming across the mountaintop like an avalanche of falling rock. He walked toward her, and though he did so without hurry, though Shira knew he would never harm her, no matter her crimes, just as he would never destroy those beings which were a plague on the earth, she felt fear.  It was as if the sun itself had come down from the sky, had taken shape and was now stalking toward her.  His eyes blazed with fire and rage, and the very mountain seemed to tremble with each step he took.  

“How did you find me?” Shira had not meant to ask the question, for it made her sound weak, had not even known she was going to ask it until the words were out of her mouth.

“It matters not,” he rumbled. “This is your place as always it has been.  Now, what is it you have wrought? What is this creature which has poisoned Javen, which has sought his death?”

Shira knew well of what he spoke, for she knew all her child’s doings, knew well what had transpired between him and the youngest. “It does not matter, husband.  What is done is done, and there can be no undoing it.”

He came to stand within feet of her and such was the terrible rage across his face that Shira’s certainty he would never harm her faltered.  Faltered, then shattered completely, and suddenly she was afraid in truth. “For your hatred of me,” he said, and though he spoke in normal volume, each word seemed to shatter the air, “you would let our son die?”

Shira swallowed hard, reigning in her fear.  The wild was many things—unpredictable, dangerous, beautiful.  But it was not afraid.  Never that. “All things die, husband,” she said, calling on every ounce of her will and turning her back on him to look once more over the ocean. “That is a truth even the gods cannot challenge, yet in your arrogance, you have never seemed to understand it.”

There was a tense moment of silence then, and once more she was sure he would strike her down, would bring that terrible power—power that had shaped and molded the world—upon her.  She felt sure he was considering it, yet in the end, his weakness won, and she sneered as he walked up to stand beside her. Gone was that terrible wrath which he’d worn like armor, gone, too, that feeling of an eminent approaching storm, one more terrible and more final than any before or any to come.  He was only an old god, one on which the weight of centuries sat heavily. “I know you have come to hate me,” he said, “but this…this is not the way. You know this—I see the pain of Javen’s wounding upon your face, no matter how you might try to hide it, just as I feel it in your heart. Would you wound yourself only to spite me? Would you cut off your hand to see me in pain?” 

He moved closer to her, resting a hand on her shoulder, and she had forgotten how gentle his touch could be. A being of great power, power that could level mountains and create worlds, and a touch as gentle as silk, as soft as snow. “I never meant to abandon you, wife.  Perhaps you do not believe that, but it is true just the same. You hate them, but only because you do not see them as I do, because you do not understand them.  Yes, they can be terrible, but they can be good too.  They have a potential rivaled by no other creature or being, in this world or any other.”

She turned to look at him, at the blue eyes which seemed to know so much—to know everything.  Kind eyes, loving eyes.  Weak eyes. Shira knocked his arm away with a growl, her fury rising in her like an unexpected storm, rising from a well of centuries of resentment that had grown and grown until it had filled her up, pushing all else out. “Good,” she spat. “They are pathetic little mewling things, ugly and too stupid to even be aware of their ugliness. And you.  You ask if I would cut off my own hand to see you in pain?”

She snarled in wordless rage. “I would do more than that, husband. Far more. I would rip my body apart piece by piece, would break what could be broken, would crush my own beating heart if I thought that, in so doing, I might create in you a wound that would not heal, one that would fester and spread until finally you were destroyed.  I would accept the pain of such a tearing, would welcome it, if I thought that in my death, in my agony, I might bring even a fraction of that same pain to you.”

She realized she’d been screaming, and she stood there panting for breath, watching him, hating him. “There is no crime I would not commit,” she said, “no trespass too egregious, if I thought it would bring you suffering.  You will feel what I have felt, Amedan. You will understand what it is to be wounded by those whom you love most.  You will learn to hate as I have learned—as you taught me. I will destroy all you have created, will tear down all you have wrought.  And then, when no more of the race of man breathes, when the world is as it once was, as it should be, then you will despair as I have despaired.  You will wither, in your grief, become a wretched, pitiable thing and, in time, you will disappear as I disappeared from your sight. Then, Amedan, then I will be avenged.” The last came out in little more than a guttural snarl, and with those final words, some of her fury—and the strength that fury had brought—seemed to fall away, and she was left feeling tired and out of breath, her chest heaving.

“You would destroy them,” Amedan said in a slow, calm tone that made her hate him all the more. “I understand that—I learned of it, and of much else, when you cast me down to the city of Ilrika.  When your agents killed Olliman.  He was my friend, wife.  A good man.”

“A good man,” Shira sneered. “And he was no friend, husband.  A god cannot be a friend with a mortal any more than an elephant can be friends with a bug.  For the elephant is too big, its world too different, and it could easily crush the bug beneath its feet without even knowing it.”

“And what of Javen?” Amedan said, still in that infuriating, reasonable tone. “He is no bug, Shira.  He is our son.”

“He is no son of mine!” she hissed. “He who turned his back on his mother just as his father did, who chose you instead.  No, husband.” She turned back to the ocean, gesturing to the wide expanse of the world laid about beneath them. “My children are out there, in the darkness and the hidden places of the world, places where your light has never touched.  Children who are loyal and more powerful than any creature of your making, and they number in the tens of thousands.  There can be no victory for you, do you not see?”

“You speak of the Bane.”

“Call them what you will, husband, but they are my sons and daughters, those who chose me over you.” She grinned then, a wicked, cruel expression, and she was pleased at the pain she saw in his eyes. “You made them, yet they turned their backs on you, chose the Wild, the Dark instead. Does it pain you, husband?  Does it wound you to know that even those for which you have abandoned all else still turn against you?”

“You use them,” he said. “You take the shadows within their hearts and stretch them until there is nothing good left.  But anger and hate cannot sustain themselves, wife.  Not forever. They are hungry beasts and when there is no prey left to them, then they will feast on their own flesh.”

“They do not need to last forever, husband,” she said, “only long enough to do what needs be done, what I demand be done.”

He nodded sadly. “And so you admit these you have deemed your children mean nothing to you, are but tools you use for your own ends.”

“And are you so different?” she demanded. “Do not think to wield morality against me like a blade, husband, for as much as you might like to place the blame on me, the only one responsible for Javen’s wounding is you and you alone.  After all, it is you who involved him, who involved Deitra and Valaz who now styles himself the Keeper. Because of you, they will all suffer and all die before the end.  And I will take pleasure in seeing you suffer as you watch, knowing there is nothing you can do.”

There was silence for some time then, and she thought he would say nothing more.  Then he turned away from the water to look at her again. “And this other? The one who has wounded Javen so terribly?”

“He is nothing to you, Lord of Light, nor can he be.  He was birthed in hate and pain in the darkness, farther away from your light than any other.  He is mine and mine alone, and I am glad he has wounded your son.  I can only hope the wounding proves fatal, that you must watch your child die before you.  It will be the first, Amedan.  But it will not be the last.”

He growled then, a growl that turned into a roar the ferocity of which seemed to crack the very air around her.  Shira cried out, starting to turn, but before she could, something struck her with a power, a heat that was beyond comprehension.  She was knocked free from the lofty height on which she had stood, and then she was falling, the wind whistling around her.  She crashed into the ocean, her body wracked with pain, and sank and sank further until after what might have been minutes or hours—in her agony, there was no knowing for sure—she struck the ocean floor and was surrounded by its darkness.  And even in her pain, even in her shock that he had struck her, she smiled, an expression without humor, holding only venom and deadly promise.  He thought her hate had corrupted her and perhaps it had, but it made no difference.  For hate had other uses.  Hate made pain bearable and, sometimes, when it was strong enough, hate gave its own kind of life.

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Three 

 

The streets of Peralest were nearly deserted.  What few people they passed paid their small group little attention, a fact aided by the darkness of the city streets, interrupted intermittently by street lanterns hung from poles or the sides of buildings.  Yet that did little to ease the worry in Rion.  Nor was he much comforted by the fact that what few people whose paths they crossed—such as the fat man currently bent over on the opposite side of the street, puking out what he’d had for dinner which appeared to be wine and little else—were too drunk to concentrate on anything but putting one foot in front of the other.

They had waited for nighttime to help obscure their identities, but that gave him no peace.  Partly, it was because they were a pretty damned suspicious looking group.  A Ferinan, two young girls, a woman, two men and an old bishop with a large bruise on one side of his face. Rion wasn’t sure they would have been any more suspicious if they’d been running around with bloody knives and screaming their brains out. He was also troubled because though they’d spent the time waiting for night to fall finding new clothes which they’d forced the bishop to put on, it didn’t seem to do any good in disguising his identity as a member of the Church.  The man could have been wearing a dress and Rion didn’t think it would have helped, thought anybody, looking at him, would know instantly he was a priest and would probably wonder what he was doing out at such a late hour and in strange company.

Rion studied the bishop—Orren, Alesh had named him.  It was something about the way the man walked.  Not a walk at all, really, but a strut, haughty and arrogant and never mind that he was their prisoner.  It was in his eyes, too, eyes that seemed confident he knew more than anyone else, was privy to some secret knowledge they could never attain. It was the same look Rion had come to associate with most of the priests in the Church, and he thought anybody looking at him would know instantly.

Yet, even that wasn’t his biggest concern.  His biggest worry, the worry that he could not push from his mind, was that something had happened to the God of Chance.  Something bad.  Maybe even something fatal. He didn’t know how he knew that, but he did.  And another bad thing, maybe even a worse thing was that Rion’s luck had abandoned him.  But no, that wasn’t exactly right either. He still had luck—gods he had more than he wanted—it was just all bad.

There had been the tripping, of course, and the few times he’d fallen after that, telling himself each time he picked himself up it was just a coincidence, nothing more.  But it wasn’t—even then he’d known that much no matter what he’d hoped—and the last few hours sitting in the room waiting on night to fall had stolen from him even the possibility of lying to himself any longer. 

He’d grown anxious, waiting, and had taken a minute to go down to the bar and order a mug of ale.  One which he’d proceeded to drop as soon as he’d taken it in his hands.  The glass—a thick, tavern glass with several dents in it from most likely being used as a weapon—picked that time to shatter into a thousand pieces.  Pieces which Rion, embarrassed and cursing himself inwardly for drawing attention to himself since that was just about the last thing he needed, offered to pick up.  He started to, apologizing to the innkeeper who was decidedly less pleasant than he had been five minutes before, knelt down, and as soon as he picked up the first piece it seemed to turn in his hand, cutting him deeply on his thumb, a cut that bled profusely, adding to the mess of ale and shattered glass already littering the floor. 

He had meant to go on cleaning up anyway, but the innkeeper, not annoyed now but angry, shooed him away in no uncertain terms.  Rion went, standing up and managing to get a splinter in his other thumb—not currently pouring blood—while he was about it.  He’d gone up the stairs then, or maybe it was fairer to say he retreated, walking as fast as he could without breaking into a run and doing his best to ignore the snickers of the common room’s few other occupants.  He’d caused the others a bit of a panic, of course, showing up with his whole hand covered in blood by that point, but they’d gotten it bandaged quickly enough.  Still, the bandage hadn’t stopped the pain—in his pride as well as his thumb—from following him as they walked down the streets.

If things continued to go as they had, if his luck continued to decline, he thought a cut thumb would be the least of his problems.  It wasn’t as if they didn’t have enough people trying to kill them that they weren’t already having to draw lots to do the honor.  The last thing he—the last thing any of them—needed was bad luck.  Need it about like I need an axe in the neck. It had been meant to be a joke but, just then with his thumb still smarting and the splinter still lodged in his other no matter how hard he picked at the damned thing, it wasn’t all that funny.

After what felt like a year of walking through the city streets, Alesh and Katherine stopped, and Rion and the others gathered around them.  “Alright,” Alesh said, glancing up at the building and the sign hanging from it, advertising carriages, horses, and drivers for rent, “this is it.”

Rion still didn’t love the idea of getting a carriage.  Thought it all too likely the man in the shop—if it was even open, and judging by the complete darkness from within, he didn’t think that was the case—would recognize the bishop and call the city guard.  It was a bad idea, a bad plan.  The problem, of course, was it was the only one they had.  Walking all the way back to Valeria—and hadn’t that been a bombshell of a plan when Alesh had first told him and the others what he was thinking—wasn’t an option.  Not, at least, with the two girls in their care, for if they ended up being chased, they wouldn’t be able to outrun whoever it was.  

So here we are then, Rion thought, gazing up at the sign and doing his best to ignore the foreboding feeling rising in him. If the bastard is even awake.  Apparently, he wasn’t, for no one answered Alesh’s first knock.  Or the second.  On the third, Rion heard something from within—he was fairly certain it was a string of curse words that should have been rewarded for originality if nothing else—and what might have been footsteps.  Alesh was just raising his hand to knock again when the door was thrown open and a graying old man with blood shot eyes and a mop of hair in wild disarray studied them, frowning. “Well?  The fuck you want?”

If Alesh was discomfited by the man’s appearance or by the knife he held in one hand, he didn’t show it.  Instead, he gave the man a smile. “My friends and I are looking to hire a carriage for traveling outside the city.”

“Yeah?” the other man responded, a slur to his surliness telling Rion he’d spent the night drinking more than he should have. “What of it? I was lookin’ for a full night of sleep, so it seems the gods have decided we’re both to be disappointed.”

Alesh winced. “Sorry, sir. I know it’s late, and I apologize for waking you, but we really must leave the city tonight.”

“That a fact?” the man asked, his scowl deepening. “And just why’s that?” He eyed their small group more critically, his eyes pausing on Darl and narrowing further.  He paused on Katherine too, but judging by the way his eyes flashed, Rion was confident it was for a different reason. “Trouble with the guard, is that it?  Well, I want no part of it.  I’m an honest workin’ man and the last thing I need is to get mixed up with some damned fugitives.”  

Alesh started to respond, but the man was already closing the door, would have closed it, had Katherine not put her hand out, stopping it.  The old man stared down at her hand and the open door as if he couldn’t quite believe she’d barred it before looking back to her. “Look, you’re a pretty enough whore, I’ll grant you—I imagine one of these fellas paid handsomely for your company.” He paused, giving a grin, “Shit, maybe all of ‘em, who’m I to judge? But if you don’t get your hand off my property this instant, you ain’t gonna have to worry about runnin’ from the guard no more on account of they’ll have you chained up in the dungeon before the night’s out, you follow me?”

“Sir,” Katherine said, keeping her hand where it was but speaking in a kind tone, “we’re not fugitives.” Of course we are, Rion thought. “It’s…it’s my mother, sir. She’s in Valeria. She’s sick, and if we don’t get out of the city soon…” Then we’re all going to die, Rion thought. “Well…I’m sure you understand.”

Some bit of the man’s cold expression thawed at that. “My own ma passed not too long ago. A hard thing, losin’ a mother.”  He seemed to consider then, glancing between them. “Alright, alright. You come on in, and we’ll see what we can do about gettin’ you to your ma on time.  Just you though, understand? This shop is my house too, and it ain’t big enough to be hostin’ no party in.”

He opened the door, and gestured for Katherine to come inside, but Alesh spoke. “Sir, if it’s all the same to you, I’d like to come as well.”

“Oh?” the man asked, frowning again. “And who might you be?”

“I…that is…” Alesh began, faltering, and it was Katherine who finished. 

“He’s my husband, sir, if it pleases you.”

The old man grunted. “Alright fine.  Come on, the two of you, but no more. Let any of you others come in, you’ll be expectin’ dinner, and I ain’t much for cookin’.  We’ll have to wake one of the drivers up, and I don’t expect they’ll be happy about it, but the bastards get more than a fair wage, and they’ll just have to live with it, won’t they?”

A moment later, Rion watched as Katherine and Alesh disappeared through the doorway, and it closed behind them. “Friendly guy, isn’t he?” Marta groused from beside him.

Rion grunted. “Well, all our heads are still attached to our shoulders, so I’d say he’s just about as friendly as we could have expected showing up in the middle of the night.”

“Marta,” Sonya said, her voice nearly breathless with excitement. “Did you hear Katherine? The lie she told?  It was amazing!”

Marta sniffed. “It was alright, I suppose.  A bit obvious though, wasn’t it? No real creativity, no flair. But I guess even amateurs will get lucky some of the time.”

Darl grinned from where he stood behind the two girls, and it was funny, in a way, but Rion couldn’t bring himself to return the smile. For one, there was clearly something bothering Marta, something she didn’t want to talk about and something having to do with the conversation she’d had with Alcer, and that was troubling.  What was more troubling, however, was that Rion still felt that sinking in his gut, the one telling him Javen was in trouble.  Dying.  Maybe even dead. He wasn’t sure what that meant for him, the god’s Chosen—apart, at least, from the bruises he’d received in his recent falls, a cut thumb, and a knot on his forehead that seemed to keep growing as if another person was getting ready to come out of it.  But he had a feeling those things just might be the start of it.  

And there was another trouble. For the first time since he could remember, Rion had no desire to play a hand of cards or some dice.  The thought of flipping over the cards, of watching the dice as they tumbled across a tabletop, had once engendered a powerful excitement in him, but it did not now. Yet whether he sat down at a table or not, he was gambling, just the same.  They all were.  Gambling that they would make it out of the city before the Broken arrived, gambling that someone—a traveling merchant, perhaps—might not have traveled to Peralest to sell or buy goods, that he or she might not recognize them as the fugitives who had escaped Tesharna’s justice.  Gambling, too, that the surly old man wasn’t even now thinking of running to the city guard the second they left. 

And none of that took into account the bishop who was currently their prisoner.  It seemed unlikely the gate guards wouldn’t recognize him, if they even made it that far. Rion glanced at him.  Although he stood calmly enough, his head slunk and shoulders hunched as if cowed, Rion didn’t miss the way the old priest cast covert glances down the street, as if looking for some help or watching for an opportunity to escape.

Rion stepped closer to him, speaking quietly so the others—currently listening to Marta ramble on about the difference between professional and amateur liars—would not hear. “Thinking about running?”

The older man started as if he hadn’t seen Rion move toward him. He scowled, but said nothing, only shaking his head.

“I think maybe you are,” Rion went on. “In fact, I’m sure of it, and who can blame you? It’s your best chance, after all, isn’t it? Two of us are gone, and the Ferinan is listening to the girl talking—she never stops talking, that one. So that just leaves me, and you couldn’t have missed the way I’ve been tripping all over myself, like I got a new pair of feet and they aren’t broke in yet, right?”

The man said nothing at first, but Rion could see him thinking it over, could see him plotting behind his eyes. Finally, he did speak. “It doesn’t matter. You will never make it past the gate.  The guards there know me, will recognize me instantly. The smartest thing you could do,” he continued, giving Rion a small smile, gaining some of his confidence back even as he talked, “is to leave me here.  You and your friends may make it out of the city without me, but you definitely won’t if you take me with you. Look, if you let me go, you’ll be doing them a favor. And I promise, if you do, I’ll make sure no harm comes to you.  That, at least, I can do. The goddess really wants the other man, anyway, the one called Alesh.  She cares nothing for you.  Besides,” he went on, his grin widening further as he glanced at Rion’s forehead where the knot from his fall was, “it seems to me you have enough problems of your own, don’t you?”

Rion nodded slowly as if thinking it over. “That makes sense, sure.  The guards probably will recognize you.  Probably we’ll all die…but if we leave you here,” he said, tapping his finger against his chin thoughtfully, “then you’ll tell the others where we’ve gone, or at least where we were going to go.  Probably better off to kill you first, don’t you think?”

He said it slowly, but the old priest’s eyes snapped open wide. “You would not want to do that. I am Shira’s loyal servant, and she will show no mercy to—”

“From what I’ve seen, Bishop,” Rion interrupted, “Shira’s not real big on mercy.”  The man opened his mouth to respond, perhaps to argue his point, but Rion spoke first. “I’m a gambler.  Did you know?”

“How would I know that?” the old man said. “Look, I don’t care who you are or what you do.  Just let me go, and I promise—”

“A gambler, right,” Rion went on as if the man hadn’t spoken, “and a damned good one. Of course, it’s fair to say I’ve had a bit of help recently but even before my…let’s call it condition, I most always came out ahead.  Not every time, you understand,” he went on, leaning in close to the older man as if confiding some great secret, “after all, no one can know for certain how the dice will fall—it’s what makes the whole thing so damned interesting.  No, not every time, but most times.  More than you could imagine.”

“I don’t see what this has to do with anything at a—”

“And do you want to know how I did that?  You see, it’s not about reading the dice.  Not even about the cards you hold—at least, not mostly that. What it’s about, more than anything, is reading people.  And that I can do no matter how many times I bump my head.”

An almost desperate look came into the priest’s eyes then, as if he knew well enough where this was going. “Look, I won’t tell anyone, I swear.  At least, not at first. I’ll have to tell them eventually, you understand, but it will be some time before Tesharna asks after you and the others.  I’ll tell them you escaped just before whoever they sent to get you arrived and—”

“A useful thing,” Rion went on, “being able to read people. A lot of card players—broke ones, mostly—think you have to beat your opponent’s cards to win, but that’s not true, and even if it was, how would a man do that? No, you don’t have to beat the cards, Bishop, you just have to beat the man holding them and to do that you just need to know what he’s thinking.  And you can know that, can read his thoughts, sometimes, the way a man might read a book. It’s in the way he taps his fingers on the table or runs a hand through his hair. You can see it—and his cards—in the way his eyes move back to them repeatedly, knowing they were shit the first time and hoping looking at them again and again might change it.  But even if it did—and it won’t—it wouldn’t matter.  Because you’re not playing the cards.  You never were.  A very useful skill,” he said again. “It can tell a man when to fold or call, can let him know when a raise would take it.  Handy for all kind of situations.  Even ones in which a psychotic priest who’s given himself to the Dark promises mercy.  This…eh, ‘gift’ sounds too presumptuous.  Let’s call it a talent, then.  This talent has made me more coin than you can imagine.  It’s also saved me from being stabbed in the back a time or two. It’s what tells me your offer of mercy is worth far less than the air you used to give it, and it’s what lets me see that thought in your head—the one you’re trying so hard to hide.  The thought of what you will do to us, if given the chance, of the suffering you would so love to bring to us.”

“But, that’s not true,” the bishop protested. “I only did what I did because it was necessary, don’t you understand? As I told you—”

“Thing is, Bishop, anybody can read people.  It’s easy, once you get the hang of it.  Helps a man tell a lie from the truth, if he hears it. Tell you what, I’ll give you an example.  Let’s say I told you that if the guards at the gate stop us—if you try to get help from anyone and risk the lives of me and my friends—I’ll kill you and in the most painful way I can imagine.  What would you think of that?”

The older man swallowed hard. “I…I swear I’m being truthful.”

“Let’s take it one step further,” Rion said. “Let’s say that I were to tell you that, should you lie to me again, I will slit your throat right where you stand.  You see, Larin might have been a grumpy old bastard, but I liked him anyway, and I wouldn’t mind a bit sticking a blade in you and seeing what comes out.  Do you believe me, Bishop?”

The man didn’t speak, but he nodded his head, defeated.

“Good,” Rion said, “that’s good.  See? You’re getting the hang of it already. And I’ll tell you this much, Bishop—if we should get stopped, either because of you or not, if we’re to be taken, you have my personal promise that you’ll die first.  You’re an ambitious man, Bishop.  That, too, I see in your face.  Just remember—a dead man has no ambitions.”

The man nodded again, and Rion felt a surge of satisfaction quickly followed by shame.  Threatening an old man, promising him death.  Never mind that the old bastard had tried to kill them all, never mind that he had given himself to the Dark.  Still, Rion believed the man would keep quiet and wouldn’t try to escape or shout for help, not now.  After all, he believed Rion.  And that was alright—Rion had discovered the easiest way to bluff is to not bluff at all.  If the man tried anything, he would kill him, and when he himself died, most likely soon after, he didn’t suspect it would be his number one regret.  Shit, he thought, if things keep going the way they’re going, it won’t even be top ten.

He walked over to stand beside Darl, and the Ferinan glanced away from Marta—still talking away like she meant to go on until the end of the world—and raised an eyebrow. “Did you have a nice conversation with the bishop?”

Rion shrugged. “I enjoyed it—I’m not so sure about him.”

“The heart weeps.”

Rion felt his eyes go wide at that. “Darl, did you just make a joke?”

Before the Ferinan had a chance to answer, the door to the shop opened, and Katherine and Alesh reappeared, followed by a now smiling shopkeeper. “You’re sure I can’t get you or your husband some tea?”

“Thank you very much, Mr. Ferden,” Katherine said, “for the gracious offer, but we really must be leaving the city as quickly as possible—I hope that does not cause offense.”

“Oh, no offense taken, miss.  And please, let it be Claude, won’t you? My father was Mr. Ferden and, if I’m bein’ honest, a bit of a bastard besides. If it’s the same to you, I’d just as soon be Claude, today at least.  Tomorrow, well, I s’pose I’ll go back to bein’ Mr. Ferden and a bit of a bastard myself.”

She smiled. “As you say, Claude, and thank you again.”

“Oh, it’s my pleasure, madam, truly,” the older man said.  He took her hand, and Rion was stunned to see the old man—who looked like he’d be more at home lying in a ditch somewhere than at any noble banquet or ball—bend over it, giving an impressive courtly bow before standing once more.  “And you’re good on where you need to meet the driver then?”

“I believe so, sir,” Katherine said, “your directions were very helpful.”

He nodded, beaming as if she’d just given him the best compliment anyone could ask for.  Then he took Alesh’s hand and gave it a hearty shake.  “I’d watch over that one as close as you can, you don’t mind me sayin’ so, mister.  You turn you back for a second, someone’s liable to try to steal her away.” He smiled as if to show he meant no harm.

Rion saw Katherine and Alesh share a look, noticed both of their cheeks turning red in the lantern light and had to resist the urge to roll his eyes. “I will, sir,” Alesh said. “Thank you.”

“And remember,” the old man said, “the two of you—or any of your friends—ever happen back by this way again, you’re always welcome here.” With that, he turned and disappeared through the doorway, and Rion was left staring, stunned, at Katherine and Alesh.  But he and the others might not have been there at all for all that Alesh and Katherine noticed, each of them too busy looking shyly at the other.

Rion cleared his throat. “Well.  Just how in the name of the gods did you get that old bastard to warm up to you like that?” he said.  “I was beginning to think he was going to give us his coin purse as well.” He glanced at Alesh, “Did you threaten him? That it?”

“No,” Alesh said distractedly, still staring at Katherine. “It was Katherine…she sang.  It was…it was amazing.”

She met his eyes then, smiling, and there was a distinct flush to her cheeks. Rion suppressed a groan. “Well, that’s great.  Really great.  But if it’s all the same to you two, I think we might want to consider getting out of here as quickly as we can.  You know, psychotic murderers wanting to kill us and all that.”

Alesh coughed. “Of course.  Come—it’s this way.”

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Four 

 

“Sir, the men need rest.”

The Broken stopped jogging long enough to glance behind him.  The Redeemers had once looked fine in their armor, with their long crimson cloaks and breastplates the color of darkest midnight.  They did not look so now.  Those men who had been so proud when he’d first met them, when he had first been given charge of them by Paren, had changed and not for the better.  Their faces looked haggard, and they shuffled along with an almost desperate quality to them. Defeated, the Broken thought, and though he rarely felt much of any emotion, those he’d once had being scoured out of him at the sight of his murdered wife and child, the thought came with a hint of disgust. Defeated, yet we have fought no battle. 

No battle, but of course they had seen many of their friends, their comrades, die when the castle had exploded, many crushed under debris bigger than a wagon, others cut to shreds by shards of rock and wood. He thought the defeat had begun then.  Perhaps, he should have said something in that moment, as their commander, something to answer the pain writ so plainly across their faces.  But any words of sympathy he might have uttered would have been disingenuous, empty of any real meaning, and the Broken was not a man who wasted words to no purpose. As for the pain on their faces, well, that was only right, wasn’t it? It was what the world brought, what it was.  The men should have known that already, but they were learning it now, had learned it over days spent at the grueling pace he had set for them as they traveled through the desert, searching for any signs of their quarry. 

Some had fallen along that journey never to rise again, and part of the despair of the men, the Broken believed, was because he had not allowed them time to help their comrades along, nor to bury them. Illogical, of course, for should they try to help those too weak to help themselves they would, themselves, be weakened, and more would die.  As for burying, what was the point? No need to dig a grave for each bag of flesh, for the world itself was a grave, and they its occupants. That, too, the Redeemers were learning.

They looked exhausted, haggard, for he had allowed only a few hours of sleep over the last days. Some slumped against the thin, sickly tree trunks dotting this forbidding landscape between the desert and the lush forests of Entarna.  A few crouched while still others had collapsed to nearly lying down completely, not bothering to so much as remove their armor or sword belts, only determined to take advantage of this brief respite while they could. 

They were worn-out, many fevered from the exertions of the past days, but their weary desperation wasn’t the only thing he saw in their eyes. There was something else there, too.  Hatred. They hated him deeply, would love nothing more than to see him lying dead at their feet.  Yet for all their hatred, none had challenged him since the last, choosing instead to keep their hatred close, in their hearts and in their gazes.

If this went on much longer, he knew another challenge would come, and that, like the pain and the hatred, was as it should be. Not that he cared much either way. These men were getting the excess fat—hopes and dreams, all which bloated a man and made his journey through the world more difficult—stripped from them by their hardships, but the Broken had been stripped of his own naivety long ago. 

“Peralest lies only a few hours ahead,” he said. He spoke at a normal volume, yet he could be heard clearly, for the men waited without any sound save their gasps for breath. They were like prisoners being led to their own execution who had done all the protesting and begging they could already, and had long since learned it would make no difference. “There, our prey awaits us. We go,” he said into that silence.  “Now.”

There were no complaints, no arguments, only groans and the quiet sounds of weeping as some of those men who could not lift themselves from where they had collapsed—whether from exhaustion or pain at the blisters so many of them carried—begged for help.  They did not receive any, those well enough to stand not even bothering to glance in their direction, for they had been through this several times over the last few days and had become inured to their comrades’ desperate calls.  Those who could rise did, ignoring the cries of those who would be left behind and turning to face the Broken.

And then they were moving again.

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Five 

 

As the carriage hit a bump in the street, bouncing Marta up so her head struck the inside of the compartment’s ceiling for what was at least the fifth or sixth time, she decided she didn’t like carriages.  Or horses either.  Or Peralest, for that matter. If she was being honest with herself, the truth was she didn’t like much of anything just then.

Her talk with the geezer of a god had left her in a foul mood.  He had spoken quietly, softly as was common among the most wretched and destitute, for they, unlike some of the more privileged of a city’s people, had learned long ago the dangers of attracting attention, of being noticed.  Such notice usually ended with a guard’s boot in their backs as they were forced to scurry away.

But despite the softness of the god’s words, each of them had struck her like a physical blow, each infused with a power at once subtle and profound. Yet it wasn’t just the words which had so effected Marta, but the message the god had given her. The truth of which had been obvious no matter how much she had tried to ignore it.

Marta and her companions would not make it to Valeria.  They would be caught before they ever left the city, for a large force was approaching, one the streets whispered about. Some people might have thought it ridiculous to claim streets could whisper, but Marta knew better.  A city and its streets had many stories to tell, many truths, most of which involved back alleys and bloodshed.  The trick was knowing how to hear the voices, but Marta—like most orphans who had grown up homeless—had learned it long ago.

They would not make it to Valeria.  Not, at least, without Marta’s help. And that thought—that they would all be depending on her—was what had put her in a foul mood.  It was also what terrified her. She had learned long ago how to take care of herself—lies, mostly.  And, of course, there was keeping your eyes on the shadows, always, for it was within the dark corners of side streets or inside lightless buildings, which danger lurked.  Danger that might, at any moment, decide to come for a single, lone orphan.

There was the listening, the lying, the watching, and, of course, sometimes, there was the running.  Running from guards, sure, but that wasn’t the worst of it.  Thieves, muggers, men with dark grins and darker intentions. All of these were dangers she had faced many times over the years and, so far at least, she had overcome them all.  The lying had helped, lies to get food, to find shelter.  Lies told not just to others, but to herself as well, convincing herself the mold on the piece of bread which was her only food was only spices, telling herself she had a mother out there, somewhere, looking for her desperately and one day, one day, she would find her.  Yes, the lying helped, but mostly she had survived because she’d stayed light, stayed ready to run at the first sign something was wrong.  And when running was called for—as it often was—a person had to be willing to leave everything else, everyone else, for the dangers an orphan faced cared nothing for nobility or heroism, and those who tried to help others were nearly always taken as well.  Taken and not seen again.

Attachments were dangerous.  Attachments made a person slow, vulnerable. And though she lied often, Marta had promised herself years ago—and this, at least, she had fully meant—that she would stay light, stay mobile. Over the years, she had seen many of her peers taken for growing too complacent, too attached, the darkness reaching out and gobbling them up.  But not her. When the darkness came, when those men with their sharp smiles and cruel eyes came, she was always ready.  They were shadows, darkness but she was the wind, weighing nothing, bringing nothing with her, and they could not catch her. 

Now, though, she had grown attached.  The old bastard of a god had told her as much, and she could not deny it though she wanted to.  She liked Sonya with her terrible lies, liked Katherine with her beautiful smile and infectious laugh.  She liked Alesh too, confident but not arrogant, brave yet not pompous, and Darl. Quiet, steady Darl.  She had even grown, despite herself, to like Rion.  Figured she probably had to like him, since he had saved her life. She liked each of them, cared for each of them, and each of them was a weight tied to her, slowing her down, making her vulnerable.  

She had wanted to tell the god as much, but she had not been able to find the words, and it hadn’t mattered, for he had known in any case. No creature, little one, he had said, can run forever.  Not man nor beast, not woman nor child. For what kind of life, is that? Running is not living—it is only running.  Those weights you have so worried over, those ropes which tie around you and slow you, they come with dangers, it is true, but they do not just threaten life, little one.  They are life.

Spoken as if the bastard were so damned sure, so damned confident. And the problem was Marta had been thinking over those words for the last several hours, and she grudgingly had to admit the withered old fool was probably right. I’ve been running from my life all my life. There was something almost lyrical about that, silly in a way that, at another time, she might have enjoyed.  But not now.  Now, she was far too focused on the weights tied to her, weights she could feel dragging at her and never mind that they weren’t real.

“Marta, what’s wrong?”

Sonya sat beside her, a concerned expression on her face.  The adults were all huddled together, whispering quietly.  Talking about the plan, she supposed, and they had apparently decided she and Sonya needn’t be asked for their opinion.  Sighing, she turned back to the young girl. “I’m fine,” Marta said.

“Really?” Sonya asked, doubtfully.

Marta couldn’t help smiling. The girl might be the world’s worst liar, but she had a knack for telling when someone else was lying. “No, not really,” she admitted. “But sometimes, when worrying over something isn’t going to change it, when life sucks, well, it’s better to lie to yourself. If you’ve got to smell shit anyway, then what’s the point of knowing it? Better to tell yourself it’s flowers, maybe ones carried by your long-lost mother who is even now walking toward you, a wide smile on her face, her arms open and waiting.”

The girl’s face screwed up in thought as she considered Marta’s words.  Then, finally, she looked at Marta once more. “Do you smell flowers now, Marta?”

“Oh yes, Sonya,” Marta said, glancing sidelong at Alesh and the others where they spoke in whispers, the old evil priest tucked into the corner of the carriage and seemingly forgotten, yet she didn’t miss the way he studied the others, the way he seemed to be plotting.  “I smell flowers alright,” she mumbled. “A shit ton of them.”

 

***

 

Sevrin watched from his place in an alleyway as the carriage slowly trundled past, the two horses led by a scowling driver who rubbed wearily at his eyes. The doors were closed, and the shades were drawn, blocking the carriage’s occupants from view, but Sevrin knew who it was just the same, for he had watched them enter it.  Eriondrian and his companions. His god had told him to follow the carriage, to report back to the Broken, and so he would obey.  He would always obey.  Trying to run from his responsibilities, from his vengeance, had been a mistake, and his god had gone to great trouble to show him the depth of his error. It had been foolish, he now knew, to attempt to hide from his god in that distant, lonely cave, for such places, those which the world had forgotten, those were his god’s places, shrines to him and never mind that no altar had been built, and no worshippers knelt in prayer.  They were shrines just the same. For while there were places in the world men may not traverse, places no mortal step had ever reached, the shadows were everywhere.

As he watched the slow progress of the carriage, Sevrin could hardly believe he had been so foolish as to try to run, to think he could abandon the purpose for which his god had spared him.  And even had he been able, what then? Would he have lived out the rest of his days in desperate squalor, a hermit dwelling in some mountain cave subsisting off mice and stale water tasting of dirt?  And all this while Eriondrian, the man responsible for his suffering, lived on, never giving answer for his crimes?  Crimes such as bringing Sevrin to this point.  After all, had Eriondrian not sided with the traitors, Sevrin would never have ventured into the woods that day what felt like a lifetime ago.  He never would have watched as the fool Falen Par and the other Redeemers were slaughtered by nightlings, would never have been forced to flee into the darkness with only a single burning torch standing between him and the night’s many dangers.

A road which had led him to pain, a world of it.  Even now, he could remember the feel of the nightlings tearing at him, ripping him apart.  And it had not been the pain that had been so terrible.  Or, at least, not only that.  Instead, it had been the knowledge that some part of him had been stripped away, irrevocably torn from him and that now he was less. That knowledge, that understanding, had been a torment all its own. Sevrin lifted his right arm and looked at the place where his hand had once been.  The creatures had torn it away as they had so much of the other parts of him, and while there was something like a hand there, it was composed not of flesh but of shadow. 

You cannot imagine the pain you have caused me, Eriondrian, Sevrin thought. But you will learn of it.  Soon.  He watched the carriage take a bend and disappear down the street, heading for the northern gate. 

Then Sevrin turned, not sparing so much as a glance for the dead beggar—the one who had seen him and nearly screamed, alerting the others to his presence, before he’d killed him—then started down the alley.  He would have to be quick, to find the one called the Broken and let him know which gate to watch before Eriondrian and the others reached it, but he could be quick, for the shadows were everywhere, and he alone, save his god, could walk among them.

As for finding the exiled Ekirani, that, too, would be no problem, for even though the hour was late and darkness had fallen across the world like a cloak, such would not prove any barrier for Sevrin.  The shadows had many secrets, that was true, but they hid no secrets from him.  His god had seen to that.

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Six 

 

As they approached the northern gate of Peralest, Alesh and the others sat back on the carriage’s benches, abandoning their conversation. There were still some things to work out about the plan, but those things could wait, for none of them would matter if they didn’t make it past the city gate. Alesh felt himself tense in anticipation as they drew closer. Someone took his hand, and he glanced over to see Katherine give him a weak smile that did nothing to hide her worry.

“Remember what I told you, Bishop.” This from Rion.  The man had been abnormally quiet since Alesh and Katherine had rejoined him and the others.  Alesh suspected it had to do with his belief Javen was in trouble, but he didn’t know what any of them could do about it.  Perhaps, once they’d left the city, they would be able to figure out some way to help the God of Chance if indeed he needed help, but they had to get out of Peralest first.

Alesh glanced over at the bishop, one of the men responsible for his father’s and mother’s deaths, and he felt his anger rising, but he pushed it back down.  It would not help him, not here.  Besides, what was done was done, and he would not become that creature of wrath and bloodlust that his anger would make him—not again.  Still, Rion’s words seemed to have an effect on the man, for his face had grown pale, and there was a scared, slightly wild look to his eyes.

“I remember,” Orren said in a quiet, defeated voice.

Alesh frowned, meaning to ask Rion what he meant, but there was no time.  He could feel the carriage rolling to a halt as the driver slowed the horses, and they approached the gate. Here it is, Alesh thought. Whatever is going to happen, it’s going to happen here.

“What’s all this, then?” 

Alesh recognized the voice of the driver, and he did not like the surprised sound of it.  He leaned over toward the window, pulling back the shade to peek out of the carriage.  What he saw nearly made his heart stop in his chest. A guard stood beside the carriage, looking up at the driver.  He was saying something, but Alesh wasn’t paying attention.  Instead, his gaze was settled on the open area in front of the gate in which stood at least a hundred Redeemers, possibly more.  And in front of them, standing in the center of the road like some grim statue dedicated to a god of death and battle, was the Broken.

The Redeemers looked exhausted, nearly spent, and had a wild, terrorized look in their eyes as if they had endured some terrible hardship and only just managed to come through it.  But whatever misfortune had befallen them seemed to have not affected the Ekirani, for though Alesh suspected the man was a tad thinner than he had been the last time he’d seen him, his stringy, wiry muscles a bit more pronounced, he looked largely unchanged.  And while the Redeemers’ eyes and faces looked desperate, possessed of an almost frantic quality, the exiled Blademaster only watched the carriage placidly, the smallest glimmer of what might have been anticipation in his gaze.

The others must have seen some of his distress because Katherine put a hand on his shoulder that nearly caused him to shout in surprise. “What is it, Alesh?”

“They’ve found us,” Alesh said dumbly.  He’d known, of course, that the Broken and the Redeemers were looking for them, had known that Orren had contacted Tesharna somehow. Yet he realized that, until that moment, he had held onto some small, nurtured hope—hidden, even from himself, and in that way kept safe—that they would make it out in time.  And not just a hope—a belief, one that slowly dissolved like mist in the wind as he stared at the veritable army arrayed before them.  Tired the Redeemers might be, but there were still too many of them for Alesh and the others to have a chance of escape.  Far too many.

The others were looking out of the windows now, peeling the shades back, and he heard gasps of surprise and fear as they saw what awaited them.  All, that was, save for Marta who only sat with a sour expression on her face. 

“I told you, Son of the Morning,” a voice said, and Alesh turned to see Orren watching him. The bishop was grinning. “No one can escape the goddess’s clutches, not for long.  You never should have placed yourself against her—you were a fool to do so.”

“Gods be damned,” Rion hissed, staring from the carriage. He turned back to look at Alesh and the others, his face ghastly and pale. “What do we do?”

Alesh’s mind was awhirl with thoughts, and he forced himself to take a slow, deep breath. The guard was still speaking in quiet tones with the driver, but in another minute, maybe two, he would inspect the carriage and, when he did, he would find Alesh and his companions—the exact people they were looking for—helpless and without defense.  An idea occurred to him, and he turned to Katherine.  “Can you do what you did before, back at the inn?  The song?”

Katherine was shaking her head slowly, her own eyes wide with fear. “I…I don’t think so.  I’m not sure how I even did it the first time and with so many…” She trailed off, not bothering to finish, and Alesh nodded, giving her the most reassuring smile he could manage which wasn’t much of one, considering the circumstances.

He looked around at each of them, saw them watching him, waiting for him to tell them what to do.  A thought came into his head, and he looked at Darl.  The Ferinan gave him a calm smile and inclined his head, as if he knew what Alesh was thinking.  “Okay then,” he said, mostly to himself. “This is the way it’s going to be.  Darl, you’re with me—we’ll buy the others what time we can.  The rest of you, head  into the city.  Split up if you have to.  You’ll need to find another way out as soon as you can because they’ll be combing the city looking for you.”

“What about you, Alesh?” Sonya asked, and he hated how timid, how afraid her voice sounded.

He wanted to smile, to tell her everything was going to be okay, but he could not.  Any assurances he could give would be lies.

“You mean to die,” Katherine said, her voice at once terrified and accusatory.

“No,” he said, swallowing the lump in his throat.  “No, I don’t mean to, but I don’t think what I mean to do matters now.  Now, look, we don’t have much time.”

“I’ll go with you,” Katherine said, “I—”

“No,” Alesh interrupted.  “You can’t.” He leaned in close, grasping her hand in his.  “I need your help, Katherine.  I need you to look after Sonya, to…” He shook his head, suddenly unable to finish what he’d been about to say.  “She won’t understand, when I’m gone,” he said finally.

“There’s got to be another way,” Rion said, “something—”

“There’s not,” Alesh said simply, not turning away from Katherine’s gaze. “This is it. Get them out of the city, Rion. If you can.”

Suddenly, Sonya was embracing him, and he felt the wetness of her tears against his shirt. “But, Alesh, I don’t want you to go.”

“I know, little one,” he said softly, patting her head, “but there’s no choice, and we’re out of time.”

“I love you, Alesh.”

He smiled. “I love you too, sister.” He glanced at Katherine then, saw her studying him with something like horror on her face. “I wish…I wish there was more time.  There are things I would say but—”

“I’ve got to admit I’m enjoyin’ the melodrama,” Marta said, speaking for the first time since they’d entered the carriage, “but might be there’s another way.”

They all turned to look at her, and Alesh saw her frowning as if she wasn’t excited about whatever way that was.  “What do you mean?”

She rubbed her temples.  “Well, thing is, they’ll check the carriage in a minute, yeah?  And when they do, if they see us here, they’ll kill us.”

“Yeah, that about sums it up,” Rion muttered, rolling his eyes.

“Well,” she went on as if he hadn’t spoken, “then the way I figure it, it’s best if they don’t see us, yeah?”

“It’d be best if they all died on the spot,” Rion said. “Since we’re wishing.”

“What are you thinking, Marta?” Alesh asked, choosing to ignore the nobleman.

“Well, we’d have to lie to ‘em, wouldn’t we? Have to make ‘em think we aren’t here, when they look for us.”

Alesh frowned at that. Rion opened his mouth, getting ready to speak, but Alesh held up a hand, silencing him. “I’m…I’m not sure they’d believe us, Marta.”

She rolled her eyes as if he was dense.  “People will believe just about anything, if you lie good enough. Why, once I convinced an old woman I was her granddaughter, and she took me into her house for over a month, fed me and petted me and all.  Finally, it got to be too much—she was always fussing over my hair, dressin’ me up in this dress or that one—and I had to leave. Still…” She shrugged. “It was nice enough, while it lasted.”

“Wait a minute,” Alesh said, “you mean you told the woman you were her granddaughter, and she…she believed it?”

Marta gave him a sly grin. “No, it never happened.  But you believed it, didn’t you?”

Rion made a disgusted sound in his throat, but the girl went on. “Anyway, we can lie to them, at least I think so. The hunched god told me as much.” She glanced between him and Katherine. “It will work.  I…I think.”

“Gods help us,” Rion groaned, “we’re doomed.”

“And this…this lie, Marta,” Katherine said. “Do you really think you can tell it?”

The girl shrugged. “Hard to say.  Not by myself, I know that much.  You’d all have to lie too.  Big lies like this take a lot of convincing, you understand.”

“But…how would we do that?”

“That part’s easy,” Marta said. “Any good liar knows to make a lie work, to really make it work, you have to believe it yourself.”

That didn’t seem easy to Alesh, not at all, but there was no point in saying so.  They were running out of time. Any moment, the guard would come check the wagon and find them. Besides, the other option was him and Darl trying to hold off an army while the others escaped, and he knew all too well how that would end. “Do you think we can, Marta?  Tell this lie, I mean?”

The little girl looked around at them dubiously, then shrugged again. “Maybe.”

“What do you want to do, Alesh?” Katherine asked.

They were all looking at him again, waiting for what he would say. He glanced back at Marta and nodded. “I want to lie.”

“This is ridiculous,” Orren said, the bishop obviously flustered. “You’re wasting your time.  Just give yourselves up—perhaps, they will be lenient on you, if you make it easy for them.  If you fight, though…” He trailed off, letting the rest speak for itself.

“He might be a problem,” Marta said, watching the old priest. “Not part of the lie, a truth teller.” 

“No,” Rion said, withdrawing a blade from his tunic and leaning over so the point rested at the old man’s throat. “He won’t be a problem, and that isn’t a lie, not at all.” He leaned in close, studying the old man. “You believe me.  Don’t you, Bishop?”

The priest swallowed, nodding, and Rion turned back to Marta. “Go on girl, tell your lie.  The gods know you’ve had practice enough.”

“Alright,” Alesh said, “so how do we do this?”

“Well,” Marta said, her voice low and almost embarrassed. “Probably we ought to all hold hands.” Without waiting, she grabbed Alesh’s and Sonya’s.

“This will help?” Alesh asked.

“I don’t know,” she said, flushing, and glancing at Katherine who only smiled, as if some silent communication had passed between them. “Maybe.”

Alesh shrugged. “Good enough.” In another few seconds, all their hands were linked save for the bishop’s and one of Rion’s, which still held the knife poised at the old man’s throat.

In the silence, Alesh heard the unmistakable sound of footsteps as the guard had finally finished whatever conversation he’d had with the driver and was now making his way around to the back of the carriage. “Quick, Marta,” Alesh whispered, “what do we do now?”

“Lie,” Marta said simply, “and do it well.”

 

***

 

The Broken watched the guard talk to the caravan driver, taking his time, apparently in no hurry.  The Broken could not hear the driver’s words, not from where he stood in the road, but judging by the man’s gestures, he thought it clear enough.  Whatever was in the back of the carriage, the driver was trying to convince the guard not to check it. A good sign, one seeming to indicate that the cargo the man carried would be exactly what he was looking for. Which was just as well, for the impatience and frustration of the Redeemers gathered around him was almost a palpable thing.

The Broken was not normally a man for sentiment or emotion, believing both largely a waste of time, only man’s desperate way of trying to convince himself that the world’s truths were not as dark, as cruel, as he imagined them to be. Now, though, he couldn’t deny a feeling of…not excitement, not exactly, but anticipation.  The world was diseased, a malformed, twisted thing, and he had made it his mission to put it out of its misery, to save it—and those who lived and dwelt upon its surface—from the suffering and pain they would endure.  And that cure—that mission—began here.  Once he had slain the Son of the Morning and those others the gods had Chosen, there would be none to stand in the way of what needed, of what must happen.

As he watched the guard move around the side of the distant carriage, the Broken’s grip on his god-gifted weapon tightened, the strange metal cool beneath his touch. The guard reached the back, and the Broken started toward the carriage, motioning for his troops to follow. He held his breath, ready for the fugitives—who were assuredly hiding in the back of the wagon—to break free and attempt their escape. But in what was coming, there would be no escape, not for anyone, not even the Broken himself.  It was a truth he had known, had accepted, once he had started on his mission of salvation, and one which he had long since made his peace with.

He was nearly at the carriage when the guard came back around.  The Broken met his eyes, but the man shook his head. The Broken frowned at that, feeling another emotion now—disappointment. “You’re sure?” he asked.

“Nothing there,” the guard said, shrugging. “Nothing except some rope.”

The Broken had been certain, absolutely certain the carriage contained his fugitives, so he moved past the guard—keeping an eye on him in case of treachery—and came to stand at the back of the wagon. Inside, things were as the guard had said they were. An empty carriage save a coil of rope lying in one corner. He stared into that empty space, those empty benches, and it was a day of wonders, for the Broken, a man who might move through the world for weeks without feeling any emotion at all, felt another one—anger.

He clenched his jaw, taking a tight hold of his anger as he had learned long ago and forcing it down.  He glanced at the guard who shrugged again then walked up to stand beside the driver. He studied the man, searching for some sign of deceit, of trickery. The man was sweating, that was sure, and he looked terrified.  Though, to be fair, the Broken supposed that might have only been because he was surrounded by armed men whose haggard state made it appear that they had just come from battle.

“You gonna tell me what all this is about now?” the driver asked, and though he tried for annoyance, his voice cracked with fear.

The Broken was suddenly filled with the urge—very strong and very real—to kill the man outright. But he did not. That would be giving into his anger, letting it control him, and once a man gave over his self-control to his emotions, it was no easy task to get it back again, for emotions—anger in particular—were jealous things and loathed relinquishing what control they were given.  “Go,” he said.

The driver must have seen some of his thoughts on his face, for he swallowed hard, and a moment later the carriage was in motion, rocking back and forth precariously as he urged the horses forward.  The Broken watched the carriage go, thinking.

“What now?”

He glanced to the side to see the guard looking at him. “Now, you get back to your post.” 

A frown came to the man’s face, and he opened his mouth, perhaps to tell the Broken that he wasn’t his boss, and he wouldn’t be ordered about by some filthy Ekirani in ragged clothing.  But the man must have thought better of it at the last moment, for his mouth clamped shut once more, and he turned and walked silently back toward the gate.

The Broken glanced at the sky.  Another few hours, and it would be daylight. He didn’t think the fugitives would attempt their escape while the sun was high in the sky, thought they would believe—rightly so—that it was far too likely they would be discovered.  By now, the men he’d sent into the city had carried the word of those they were looking for to the city guard.  Soon, they would go out searching the city in force, and should Amedan’s Chosen and the others be within the city, they would be found. 

The guards stationed at the city’s different gates had been told what to look out for, and the Broken and his men stood at the gate which the shadow had said the fugitives would use. It should have made him feel confident, assured of victory.  It did not. For one, he had thought they’d had their prey cornered before only to have them elude his grasp.  For another, he did not much care for the shadow man. 

The creature was on the same side as the Broken, the side that would bring a desperately needed cleansing to the world, yet the Broken still did not like him.  It wasn’t a matter of trust.  At least, he didn’t believe the man would ever betray his cause.  Rather, even during their brief conversation, the Broken had gotten an impression of the man—if the creature, consisting half of shadow and half of flesh was still a man at all—and what he had sensed had not left him at ease.  Hate.  Anger. Despair.  All welling up inside of those shadows, shifting and writhing like the dark clouds of some great storm.  Such a man, driven by his hate, his anger, could not be wholly trusted, for when decisions were to be made, it would not be he who made them, but that storm.  That anger.

But there was nothing else to do.  What could be done had been, and however little he trusted the shadow man, he could think of no way that the Chosen and his companions could escape without him knowing.  The Broken stared at the gate, waiting for what would come, and as he did, he thought of the time in the desert, the time when he had thought he had them cornered only to find they had blown up a castle by some magic arts he had never seen before and seemingly vanished into thin air. He was not reassured.

He waited. He watched the gate. And the gaze with which he studied it was a grim one, indeed.

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Seven 

 

They were at the door.  He could hear them knocking.

Others had come over the last few days, some that he supposed must have been those of his father’s loyal customers or friends.  These knocks were soft, and the voices raised in question were kind, concerned. Eventually, when they received no answer, these voices, these knocks, went away.

Then there were the other visitors.  Loud, imperious knocks to go along with loud, imperious voices.  Noblemen—some of whom Odrick recognized from their arrogant shouts—looking to procure a new piece of work from his father’s shop, a sword they might show off to their friends, a weapon with which they never meant to fight, but used to bludgeon those around them with their importance. These took longer to leave.  Such men were not used to having their will denied, but eventually when no answer came they, too, left.

This knock, however, was neither of those. A flat, dull knock, somehow lacking the ringing sound of a noble’s haughtiness or the meek thump of a commoner.  This instead was a purposeful knock, the knock of a man—or men, he supposed—who had not come for horseshoes or nails, for swords or daggers, but for answers.

Odrick glanced to the corner of the cellar to where the Lord and Lady Tirinian huddled with Fermin standing beside them. The manservant’s hands were clasped behind his back, his expression calm as if he weren’t hiding in a cellar at all but safely sequestered within the Tirinian household and only waiting for his master or mistress to express some need he could satisfy.  

There was no lantern to light the gloom—not much point, hiding in a hidden cellar, if you light a beacon to show everyone where you are—but there didn’t need to be for Odrick to see the fear on the faces of the two nobles. Unlike the brick floor of his father’s workspace, the floor of his shop proper was made of slatted wood, and enough light made it through the cracks to show their pale expressions and wide eyes.  Not that he could blame them.  Odrick, too, was gripped with a quiet terror.  It was one thing to stand and fight a man, even knowing that you might—that you probably—would die.  It was another to like a rabbit in a hole, hoping the wolf doesn’t sniff you out.

These men weren’t satisfied at the knock, and he could hear a rattle as they tried the latch.  It was locked, of course—they had latched it tight days ago before climbing into the cellar.  Yet, if they wanted in badly enough, they would get in. A latch, no matter how well made, could not keep such men out for long. Odrick glanced at his father and saw the same thought, the same worry writ plain on his features as he stared at the ceiling.   

There was silence for several seconds, and Odrick was just beginning to hope the men had left when a loud crack filled the air as something struck the door with significant force. He jumped startled, and turned at the sound of a whimper to see lord Tirinian, Rion’s father, with his hand covering his wife’s mouth, whispering something—perhaps words of reassurance—into her ear.  Odrick wished he knew what the older man was saying as he too could have used a bit of reassurance just then.  The first crack was followed by another, then another, and on the fourth hit, Odrick heard the unmistakable sound of wood shattering as the lock, the door, or both finally gave way.

Then there were footsteps, unhurried, above his head, and through the slats in the ceiling Odrick could see at least three sets of boots, though there might have been more.  He tensed in anticipation. They had done their best to hide the cellar entrance, sliding a rug over it and a table over that, but if the men looked closely enough, they couldn’t help but find it.  And if they did, Odrick knew what would happen.  He might be killed outright—probably would be.  After all, as far as these men knew, he was the one responsible for killing those who had tracked him through the streets.  But he thought that, should that happen, he would be the lucky one.  The Tirinians would be taken, hidden in some place where their screams would not be heard as they were asked questions about their son’s whereabouts.

The men moved further into the shop, still saying nothing, and their silence unnerved him further.  One came to stand practically directly above his head, only inches of wood separating him from the cellar where they all hid, and Odrick held his breath for fear that the man would hear it.  Still, no one spoke.  

Not normal guards, not these, Odrick thought frantically.  They were more of Tesharna’s “special” guards, those men who Armiel and Bastion had told him about, the men with hard eyes and harder questions. Amedan give me strength, he thought. The silence dragged on and on, and with each passing moment Odrick felt his nerves grow tighter, thought he would go mad from the waiting.

Finally, a voice spoke from above. “Not here.”

“No,” this from the man standing directly over Odrick’s head. “They haven’t left the city though—we know that much.  We would have seen them, if they had.”

“What do you want to do?” A third voice from somewhere further in the shop. 

“Put a man watching this place.”

“Sure.  And the rest of us?”

“I think it’s past time we went and had another talk with Lord Hale and that son of his.  Ask them what they know of this Odrick and the rest.  Ask them hard.”

Odrick felt a pang of sympathy for Armiel at that.  He might have been a drunk and a fool, but he had always been kind enough in his confused, naïve way. The men filed out, their footsteps echoing on the floorboards. When they were gone, Odrick turned back to look at the Tirinians and his father.  No one spoke, but they didn’t need to, for what they were thinking was obvious enough: We’re in trouble.  And another thought, this one Odrick’s and his alone, came on the end of that.  If Rion and his friends didn’t do something soon, their trouble was just beginning.

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Eight 

 

The morning sun was just beginning to rise, and the Broken stood as he had for the last several hours, watching the northern gate of the city.  In that time, many carriages had come through.  Carriages carrying fabrics and dyes, herbs and foods but none of them, so far, had held the fugitives for which he’d been waiting.

There was a flicker at the corner of his eye, the briefest shifting of shadow along the tree line a short distance away.  Most men wouldn’t have noticed, but the Broken, like all Ekirani, had been taught the importance of being aware of the world around him from a young age. “Watch the gate,” he told the Redeemer nearest him, then he walked toward the woods and the shadow waiting there.  He might have told his troops what he was doing but felt no real need to do so.  For one, a man did not explain his actions to the blade he held, only used it as he would and, for another, he could not be sure of their reactions should they see the creature to whom he would speak.

The barest hint of a figure stood in the shadow cast by the canopy of a tree. The Broken came to a stop a few feet away.  “They have not come as you promised.”

“No.” The word coming out in a hiss, sounding more like the utterance of a snake, should such be able to speak, than any man.  Yet for all its strangeness, the Broken could hear the anger lurking there beneath the surface.

“They remain yet within the city?”

“They have gone.”

This in a furious growl, and the Broken frowned.  “Gone where?”

“I do not know.  They have gone beyond the sight of shadows, beyond the darkness.”

The exiled Ekirani’s frown deepened at that.  “How can that be?”

“I do not know.”

The Broken felt his eye twitch in irritation, but he took a slow, deep breath, forcing himself to remain calm. Still, there was something about this he did not like, not at all. The fugitives had proven themselves clever and capable enough, escaping from the castle as well as from that small backwater town when he and his forces had taken it over and thought to trap them there. He was considering what to do when the shadow spoke.

“I will find them.  I will find Rion, and he will pay for what he has done.”

The Broken cared nothing for whoever this Rion was—one of the fugitives, he guessed—and even less for the shadow’s need for vengeance.  He cared only for the cleansing, only for the death of what was already dying.  “Go then, creature.  Find them.  And when you do, come back to me.”

The creature did not speak, its only answer a slight rustling of fabric, and in another instant, it was gone.  

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Nine 

 

Alesh sat alone in the fading darkness, the first pale sight of the sun just now creeping over the horizon. He had been sitting so, using a fallen tree for a chair, for the last few hours, thinking. The others remained in the cramped carriage back among the trees.  They all slept, and of that, at least, he was glad. The last few days since leaving Peralest had been stressful to say the least, each of them watching the woods around them as they made their slow progress north, fearing the guard had seen them after all, that it had all been some cruel joke. Each of them waiting for the moment when an army of Redeemers, led by the exiled Ekirani, would pop from the forest, barring their path.  

They hadn’t though, and some small part of Alesh wished they had.  For they were here, now, he and those who had come to be his friends.  It was his plan that had brought them here, would be his fault if the plan failed.  And how could it not? He felt like a man trying to avoid a lion’s bite by sticking his head into its mouth.  Foolish, yes, but more than that, having a certain inarguable inevitability.

He had come back.  Back to Valeria.  Back to the city where he had been marched through the streets, beaten and scorned and spat on as he was led to what would have been his execution.  Back to a place ruled by one of those who sought his life.  He thought of Larin, of the Chosen who had thought it better to live alone in the wilderness than to risk the company of others.  In his darker moments, Alesh thought he understood that.  Most people wanted him dead and those who didn’t—those who cared for him—he had brought to the heart of their enemy’s lands, to Tesharna’s very seat of power, and should they die, should they be taken, then could it really be any great surprise?

His thoughts drifted, and he remembered Larin’s final words to him, recalled him speaking of his father and mother. Alesh knew well the ache of their absence, had felt it since he could remember, a hollow sort of pain that was always there, in the back of his mind.  But now, that ache had turned into a sharp, clawing thing, and he missed his parents—the parents he had barely ever known—more than he could have imagined.  Larin had said they were both good people who had given their lives to protect him.  And just then, with the weight of the world seeming to press on him, with his choice made and nothing to see past it but blood and death, Alesh thought they had been wrong to do so.  

“Are you okay?”

He was so lost in his thoughts, in his grief, that he hadn’t noticed Katherine approach, and he jumped at the sound of her voice. “Hi,” he said, clearing his throat and running an arm across his eyes. “Yeah, I’m okay.  Couldn’t sleep?”

“With the way Marta snores I’m surprised anyone on the continent can,” she answered, giving him a smile that faded a moment later. “I still can’t believe it worked, what she did.  What we did.”

Alesh nodded. He had been ecstatic at first when they’d made it away from Peralest and the Broken’s troops—they all had been—but he was finding it difficult to summon up any of that excitement just then. “Yeah.  Whatever issue she’s got with Alcer, we owe him our lives, that much is certain.”

“Yes.  And her too.”

Alesh grunted. “I wouldn’t tell her that, if I were you.  She’s already incorrigible.”

They lapsed into silence then, him feeling the weight of his choices pressing on him, and her recognizing that weight, recognizing how the essential part of him bowed beneath it.  Finally, she moved to sit beside him and put a hand gently on his shoulder. “It will be okay,” she said.

Wracked with emotion and doubt, the simple human gesture struck Alesh like a blow, and he cleared his throat again, taking a deep, shuddering breath. “I hope so.” And in those words was all his pain and doubt, all the emotional turmoil he had endured over the last hours and days. 

“Alesh.”

He turned to her then, and a golden ray of the slowly rising sun filtered through the trees, bathing her in sunlight as if by magic.  Her long blonde hair seemed to shimmer with it, her green emerald eyes sparkling. “You’re not alone,” she said softly. 

If only I were, he thought. A man can handle making a choice that gets himself killed, at least I think he can.  But when it’s everyone else…when it’s his friends…

“You didn’t force us to come here,” she said as if reading his mind, “you know that, don’t you?”

He cleared his throat. “Yes.  I know that.”

“We came,” she went on, “because we wanted to, because we believe in your plan.  But more than that, Alesh.  We—they—” She paused, gesturing at the carriage and its sleeping occupants. “They came because they believe in you.” She leaned forward, taking both of his hands in hers. “I believe in you,” she finished softly.

He kissed her then.  He didn’t plan to do it, wasn’t aware of any conscious decision, but the next thing he knew they were together, his lips on hers, and he felt the warmth of the sun on his skin and face. It was a kiss he thought had been long in coming, and he lost track of time as it went on.  

Alesh heard the distant sound of the carriage door opening and closing again, but he paid it no attention, just as he paid no attention to the sound of leaves crunching underfoot as someone approached. All that mattered was her, the feel of her hair as he ran his hand through it, the smell of her that somehow reminded him of flowers after a spring rain. There was goodness there, in the smell, the feel of her, a goodness no shadow could touch, a light on which night would never, could never fall. 

“I uh…we’ll come back.”

Katherine pulled away, and they both turned to see Marta standing there with Darl. The girl looked embarrassed and…something else.  Alesh would have almost thought it was anger he saw in her narrowed eyes, but that couldn’t have been right.  The Ferinan though didn’t look embarrassed or angry.  He was smiling widely, displaying bright white teeth. “It has taken long, Alesh, Son of the Morning, but like a parched man wandering in the desert, too delirious to remember the waterskin at his waist only for his hands to stumble upon it by chance, you have finally found your way.”

Alesh felt his cheeks color at that, and he and Katherine shared a look, partly embarrassed but mostly just satisfied. “I guess I did,” he admitted, and she smiled widely at him.

“Whatever,” Marta snapped, and then she was off and stalking through the trees back to the carriage.

Alesh watched her go, confused. “What’s that about?”

He glanced at Katherine who winced. “I think…that is…she has a bit of a crush on you.”

Alesh raised an eyebrow. “Well, she deserves to be pitied for that, if nothing else.”  He started to rise, “Maybe I should go talk to her and—”

“That will not be necessary, Son of the Morning,” Darl said, holding up a hand to forestall him. “I will speak to Marta.  And do not hold her rashness against her—she, too, tries to find her own way, as we all must.  Now, there is still half an hour or so before the guards open the doors to Valeria for the day.  Enjoy yourselves—such times are rare and must be appreciated.”

The Ferinan walked away then, his steps soundless upon the forest floor and, in another moment, they were alone.  “Enjoy ourselves,” Alesh repeated, glancing at Katherine, a grin on his face.

She smiled, leaning into him, and for the next few minutes, there was nothing else in the world.  No nightlings, no gods bent on their death, no exiled Ekirani or creature of shadow seeking their destruction.  There was only him and her and the feel of the sun on their skin.  And they enjoyed themselves.

 

 

 

Chapter Thirty 

 

A damned stupid idea is what this is, Odrick thought as he walked through the streets of Valeria, his big shoulders hunched, his head down, expecting Tesharna’s secret guards to show up at any moment and arrest him. A foolish idea, and he a fool for agreeing to it, particularly since it had been his idea in the first place. He had no business wandering the city just now, not with the Chosen’s men looking for him and the others—he might as well walk up to the executioner’s block and put his head on it himself.  

The only problem was that the threat of a violent and terrible death did nothing to keep hunger pangs at bay and no amount of reasoning with your stomach filled it.  So here he was, heading to the baker’s shop nearest his father’s shop and hoping to the gods the epigraph on his tombstone wouldn’t read He died for bread.  Not that he thought Tesharna or her men would bother with anything so much as a tombstone in the first place.  More likely, he would just disappear, his body rotting in some unmarked grave or thrown into the woods to feed the nightlings. 

The thought gave him no comfort, and he quickened his pace.  Unfortunately, the nearest baker’s wasn’t particularly close to the smithing quarter of the city.  Not surprising as the leatherworkers and tannery were close to the shop, and the smell they put off was enough to keep even Bastion from being able to eat.  At least, probably.  When it came to the future priest and food, there was no real telling. 

As he’d hoped when choosing to leave in the morning, the streets were crowded.  All manner of merchants and vendors had erected stalls on either side of the street.  Odrick did his best to blend in with the people perusing the wares instead of breaking into an all-out sprint for the baker’s which is what he wanted to do.  His eyes caught a flash of white and gold in the distance.  A guard. Odrick’s skin went cold, and he moved to the nearest stall, realizing belatedly that the merchant was selling ladies’ scarves, and he was the only man among a group of women. 

Several of the nearest gave him strange looks, but that was alright.  Odrick figured a group of well-to-do women believing he enjoyed wearing women’s scarves was the least of his problems just then.  A bigger one was that he was at least a head and a half taller than the closest of the women around him—and considerably wider—and so unable to hide among them as he had hoped.  If the guard chose to look in his direction, there was no way he could miss the giant, wide-shouldered man who apparently had a love of silken women’s scarves.

Damnit, Odrick, he cursed himself, you’re supposed to be avoiding attention.  He gave the staring women the best smile he could manage and, his face heating with embarrassment and more than a little fear, made his way to the next stall.  At this one, the merchant was selling potions meant to enhance a man’s sexual performance as well as his…girth.  The men gathered around this particular stall all gave him suspicious glances, but Odrick told himself it was only the normal stares of men when considering purchasing such an item.

Yet, he could not be sure of that, and he wished he had taken his father up on his offer to go.  After all, his father hadn’t been chased through the streets only to end up getting in a fight with Tesharna’s men. But no, those men who had come by a few days ago had mentioned they were going to speak with Armiel, and they hadn’t struck Odrick as the type of men who would take their time about such matters.  By now, they no doubt knew everything about Odrick and his father’s business—which meant his father would have been in just as much danger as he.

No, it was better that he was here.  After all, it was his fault his father was in danger, he who had brought the Tirinians to the shop and given them shelter, and never mind that his father continually told him it had been the right thing to do.  Odrick believed it had been, didn’t think he could have done anything else. But still he had brought danger to their door.  So no matter how scared he was, he would find food for him and the others—that, at least, he could do.

He glanced over to where he’d seen the guard and noticed the man was moving closer, not seeming to have noticed Odrick or be paying him any particular attention, only patrolling the street, likely trying to prevent any would-be thieves from plying their trade.  At least, he hoped so.  While they had been discussing the need for food back in the cellar, Odrick had done what he could to assuage the fears of the others—and his own—by saying it was unlikely Tesharna’s regular city guardsmen knew of the activities of those other men in her service.  After all, if Tesharna really did serve the Dark—as seemed pretty apparent at this point—she wouldn’t advertise it by telling every single one of her guardsmen, some of whom must surely still be loyal to the Light.  

It had made sense when he’d said it, had given him the courage to step out of the cellar—aided in no small part by the gnawing pain in his stomach—but it gave scant comfort now.  For whatever guise Tesharna had worn to pretend she was still a servant of the Light and for however long she had carried it, it was slipping now, and there was no question of that. 

Over the last weeks—even before her men had begun combing the streets, asking their questions—Valeria’s ruler had been seen at fewer and fewer audiences until, finally, she had stopped showing up altogether.  That wouldn’t have been a big deal in itself, but there was more than that.  Rumors ran rampant in the city, talk of people—servants or guardsmen mostly—who had annoyed the Chosen disappearing never to be seen or heard from again.  Such rumors might have been fabricated of course, but Odrick didn’t think so, and there was no denying that the Redeemers, those hard-faced men in their red cloaks and black armor, had been seen going in and out of the castle nearly every day. The same Redeemers who—rumor had it—had been responsible for the death of Chosen Olliman, Ilrika’s rightful ruler, though how exactly they were involved no one seemed to know for sure.  

Except Rion, Odrick thought, and those with him.  I bet they know of it, probably more than they’d like. If, of course, they were still alive. Odrick cut that line of thought off quickly.  He had more than enough to worry about already.  Either Rion and his companions were alright—please, gods let them be—or they were not, and he could do nothing about it one way or the other.  All he could do was what he’d come to do—get food for himself and the others.

Odrick had just stepped away from the stall when he heard shouts from farther down the street.  He looked up and saw people running, thought someone must have recognized him, that maybe Tesharna had put up posters of him as well and someone had called the guards.  He hadn’t seen any—and he’d been looking—but it was a big city, and it was all too likely he’d missed one or more than one.  

He was preparing to flee when the person at the head of those rushing through the street—about a dozen in all now—ran past him, not so much as glancing in his direction.  Frowning, Odrick watched the man go and, for a moment, his curiosity got the better of his fear. He grabbed the shoulder of one of the runners as he hurried past, stopping him. “What’s happened?” he asked, feeling—and not knowing why—that he wouldn’t like the man’s answer.

 “It’s the guard,” the man said, half-breathless, his eyes wide with excitement.  “They got the fugitives, the Night lovers.”

Odrick meant to ask the man more, but he jerked away from his grasp, apparently eager to see whatever spectacle he raced toward.  Odrick watched him go, a sinking feeling in his stomach.  The “Night-lovers” to which the man had referred could only be Rion and his companions.  Gods be good.

Odrick hesitated, thinking it through, taking a moment as his father had taught him.  But in the end, he decided he would not be the one to bring the Tirinians food only to tell them their son had been captured and was heading to what would no doubt be a painful execution.  He said a quick prayer under his breath, then hurried after the runners.

 

***

 

Tesharna read over the letter again, not quite able to believe its contents.  It was from Ilrika, and it bore Chosen Leandrian’s seal, but it was not from Leandrian himself.  Instead, it was from the castle chamberlain, one of the few members of the castle staff—if the contents of the letter could be believed—who had not fallen victim to whatever bloody massacre had occurred there.  As to what had taken place, the chamberlain had few facts, only the account of one frightened scullery maid who claimed to have seen beasts rushing through the castle, slaughtering indiscriminately, and who had only survived by slamming the door to the servants’ quarters and hiding in the pantry.  Apparently, the woman had undergone a terrible strain and was even now being seen to by physicians hoping to fix a mind seemingly broken.  

The letter went on and on, far lengthier than was necessary as the chamberlain insisted on describing, in great detail, the poor woman’s mental anguish at whatever terrible stress she had undergone.  Tesharna herself cared nothing for the woman, nor for the chamberlain’s obvious—and melodramatic—sympathy.  Only two things mattered to her.  First, someone or something had attacked Leandrian’s castle.  According to the woman it had been two vicious beasts, larger than dogs, but if she was in such a terrible way as the chamberlain intimated then Tesharna couldn’t trust her recounting.

Second—and this was far more disturbing than the mental state of any castle servant—was that Kale Leandrian, Chosen of Ilrika and Tesharna’s ally in doing Shira’s bidding, was gone.  Missing.  The chamberlain claimed they had scoured the city for him, expanding the search to the outlying villages, but as of the letter’s composition, they’d found no trace of him.  Tesharna—who prided herself on her ability to think ahead, her strategic mind which, along with her beauty, had been so celebrated during the Night War—did not like this, not at all.  After all, Kale was no fool—pompous and willful, true—but not a fool.  He would have known to protect himself.  So what had happened to him and, more importantly, could it happen to Tesharna too?

Perhaps it was the work of those allied with the Light, the fugitives for whom her men searched even now, but that couldn’t be the case.  After all, she had another letter—one she’d received only a day ago—from Bishop Orren, claiming he had not dared wait any longer with such important prisoners and had set off to bring them to her here, in Valeria. Foolish that.  Had the man but waited for the Broken to arrive in Peralest—as Tesharna had ordered—there would have been no question of the prisoners escaping, and she promised herself she would make him suffer for his impudence.  But one thing at a time.

True, Kale’s disappearance could have been caused by someone else working for the Light, for Amedan and his ilk, but she did not believe so.  If even the smallest bit of the serving maid’s story were true, and the massacre was half as bad as the chamberlain claimed, then she doubted it. Amedan’s servants prided themselves on their unwillingness to resort to violence except in the greatest extremity—it was one of their greatest vanities, their greatest weaknesses, so far as Tesharna was concerned—and so the killings seemed to indicate that they were not behind it.  

Of course, it was possible—all too possible—that some other servant of the Dark was behind Kale’s disappearance.  If Tesharna’s time serving the Goddess of the Wilds had taught her anything, it was that allies made in service to the Dark could vanish as quickly as shadows before a bright flame if they saw any advantage in doing so.

She simply didn’t have enough information.  The chamberlain had been so focused on the damned maid that he had told her very little. What sort of wounds had the dead taken? How many were there? How many had been armed guardsmen and how many unarmed castle servants?  Had Kale’s door been broken in or not?  Had his quarters been searched through?  These things and more she needed to know.  If she were to see the aftermath herself, she would have a far better idea of what was going on, but though it was only little over a week’s journey to Ilrika,  it was far too long a trip to make just now with that fool Orren on his way with the fugitives. So whatever knowledge might be gained by surveying the scene would be gone completely before she was able to make the journey—the fool of a chamberlain and what remained of his staff would have cleaned it all up, erasing any proof as to who was behind Kale’s disappearance.

A host of problems, all demanding her attention.  Yet, Tesharna couldn’t seem to focus on any of them.  What crowded in her mind, instead, was Rolf. It had been nearly a week since she’d last seen him and every time she sent a summons he replied that he was busy at some task he simply could not leave.  Oh, he would show up eventually, knocking on her quarters late at night—the guards stationed there had long since learned to admit him—and Tesharna would always consider refusing him entry to teach him a lesson, just as she considered, when angry at yet another refusal, having him whipped for disobeying his Chosen.  In the end, though, she did not punish him, and she always opened the door. 

So many threads, so many problems, and nowhere near enough time or resources to—

There was a knock on her door, and Tesharna snarled in frustration.  “What?”

“Forgive me, Brightness,” came Arabella’s familiar voice, “but Captain Nordin of the city guard has sent a runner to tell you that the fugitives have arrived in the city and are being escorted to the castle.”

Tesharna felt a thrill of excitement at that, not at the fugitives themselves, but at the mention of the messenger.  “Is it Rolf?”

A hesitation, and when the woman spoke she did so in a slow, almost pitying voice that made Tesharna want to claw her eyes out. 

“Forgive me, Mistress, but no.  I did not recognize the one who bore the message.”

Fury, hot and wild, coursed through Tesharna then.  Did the captain dare to attempt to come between her and Rolf?  But no.  Captain Nordin was no fool, and he knew well enough to stay out of Tesharna’s business. So what then?  Did that mean that Rolf had refused to bear the message? 

Tesharna’s hands knotted into fists, and she was unconscious of the letter she crumpled as they did. How dare he? Rolf should count himself the luckiest man in all Valeria, perhaps even in all the world.  Not only did he have the opportunity to be with Chosen Tesharna, the greatest of Amedan’s Chosen, the one whose strategic genius had led them to victory in the Night War.  But more importantly, he had the chance to be with a woman whose beauty was celebrated all over the world, a woman whose grace nearly every poet in the country of Entarna had tried to capture in words.  Sure, there had been fewer poems lately, that was a truth she could not hide from herself, just as the procession—once steady to the point of annoyance—of painters and sculptors wishing to do her likeness had withered and dried up completely in recent years. 

I am still beautiful, she told herself, still the greatest beauty in this country or any other.  And I will be so forever.  An idea struck her then, and she smiled. “Very well,” she said finally, not caring about the venom in her voice. “Tell the captain to escort the prisoners to my audience chamber and tell him to send some guards, including Guardsman Rolf. Do I make myself clear?”

“Yes, Mistress,” the woman answered, “It will be done.”

“See that it is,” Tesharna answered, rising and moving to her wardrobe to find the proper thing to wear. Something that at once showed  her beauty and her power.  It would do good for Rolf to be reminded of both, to be reminded of how lucky he was that she chose to spend her idle moments with him.  And she would remind him—when he saw what she did to these fugitives who had eluded her men for so long, he would never think to question her again.  She was beautiful, yes, like the glinting of the morning sun off a crystal lake, as one poet had described her long ago, but she was power too, just as a storm could be both.  And like that storm, she would destroy all that she chose to, and spare who she chose.  Like Rolf…perhaps.

 

 

 

Chapter Thirty-One 

 

“Move your fuckin’ feet, criminal.” Alesh stumbled as the guard gave him a rough shove from behind, only just managing to keep his feet without the use of his hands—bound as they were with rope—to catch his balance.  He glanced over at Katherine beside him. The sight of her tied and being led beside him knotted his insides with fear and anger, and he wished again that she had not come.  He had tried to convince her to go with Marta and Sonya, the odd little girl using her recently discovered abilities to hide them both, but she had refused. She had scolded him for his efforts to dissuade her from coming, telling him it was her fight too, and she was no child to be hidden away.  He had been able to offer no argument to that, for she had been right, and he knew it.

In the back of the procession, Rion and Darl marched. The bishop walked beside Rion as he had been instructed. Rion had promised him that, should he try to give them away, he would die before they did and apparently the man had believed him, for he showed no signs of trying to inform the guards of their ruse.  Alesh was glad of that, though he wished the old man would stop looking so damned glum, thought it all too likely the guards would grow suspicious.  But so far, at least, the twenty or so guardsmen who had joined their escort seemed content to sneer and shove them along, their swords held at the ready.

Their armed escort continued to grow as more and more guards joined the procession the closer they drew to the castle, and Alesh began to think he had made a terrible mistake.  It had all seemed reasonable enough, when he’d first thought of it, even when he had discussed it with the others.  Crazy, sure, risky, but no less risky, he’d thought, than spending the rest of their lives running.  So far, they had managed to evade or escape the many seeking their deaths, but they couldn’t expect such luck to last forever, particularly if what Rion had said about Javen being wounded was true.

Better to act than spend all their time reacting to their enemies’ plans.  It was the argument he’d made to the others, to himself, and at the time it had seemed to make sense.  Now though, looking at his friends, bound and being marched to what was meant to be their executions, bared blades at their backs, he felt doubt.  Perhaps it hadn’t been a clever idea, after all.  Perhaps it had only been his anger guiding him, wanting to hurt those who had hurt him and his friends.  It was possible he had risked his life—all their lives—for vengeance on Tesharna, the woman who, if Orren had spoken truly, was responsible for his parents’ death. 

Crowds had gathered on either side of the street, whispering excitedly to each other and throwing curses and rotten fruit with a frenzied excitement.  He and the others were covered in the foul stuff, as were the guards themselves.  They turned a corner, and he could make out the castle towers in the distance, the crowds here thicker—and even more lively—than those they’d passed. Perhaps he had made a mistake, perhaps he would get them all killed, but it was too late now to change anything.  What was done was done, and there was no going back.  

He told himself to concentrate on what lay before him, on the problems he could solve.  After all, to have any chance of surviving the next few hours, he and the others would need all their gifts, all their skill and, even with all that, he thought they would need luck.  A glance at Rion—the Chosen of the God of Chance and Luck—gave him no comfort.  The man’s thumb, where he’d cut it, though how Alesh didn’t know as he wouldn’t say, had bled through the cloth strip with which they’d bandaged it, and the knot on his forehead from one of his many recent falls had grown even more pronounced over the last few hours. 

As if feeling Alesh’s gaze on him, Rion glanced in his direction and his shoulders shifted in what might have been a shrug. “Eyes ahead,” one of the guards behind him barked, and Alesh grunted as a booted foot struck him in the back, nearly sending him sprawling.

He managed to right himself, barely, and kept walking, saying nothing.  After all, words would not help, not in what was coming.  And as he marched with his friends to the castle, he did not have to feign the look of defeat creasing his features.

 

***

 

Odrick watched, stunned, as the procession made its way down Valeria’s main street in the direction of the castle. His heart went out to the small group, a man and woman at the front, and the Ferinan behind, being escorted by the guards. He wanted to yell to Rion that his parents were safe, would remain so, anything to ease the hopelessness he saw in the man’s features.  But even if he did such a stupid thing—for surely the guards would have some pointed questions for him if he had—Rion wouldn’t have been able to hear him.  

The gathered crowd had been stricken mute at first as the fugitives were led through the gates and into the city, but they had gotten into the spirit of things now, shouting and throwing tomatoes and apples—and Odrick saw more than a few stones—at the prisoners. There were even merchants moving through the crowd selling sweet cakes and meat on a stick as if it were some Fairday celebration.  It sickened him, just as the excited, almost festive air of the crowd sickened him, but Odrick could see no way of changing any of it.  If he tried to break them free of the guards escorting them, he had no doubt he would be cut down in moments, and what good would that do anyone?

What hope did a blacksmith have against men who had trained for years in swordplay? None, that was what, and he knew it. He wished his father were here, for though he was known for his blacksmithing, the man always seemed to know what to do in any situation.  He wasn’t though, was back at his shop with the Tirinians and their manservant, hiding in the cellar and waiting for Odrick to return with food.  

Thinking of his father, the blacksmith, famed through all Valeria for his work, an idea occurred to Odrick.  He felt a wave of excitement, but he took his time, thinking it through, looking for holes.  There were many, but he thought that was alright, was the best he could hope for, and as Rion and the others with him disappeared down the street, swallowed by the mass of people, Odrick was not there to see it.  He was instead pushing his way through the crowd as fast as he could.

 

***

 

Tesharna was seated on the throne of her audience chamber when Rolf and the other guards Captain Nordin had sent—six in all—entered through the tall double doors.  She said nothing, did not even so much as glance in Rolf’s direction, instead only motioning with her hand.  Out of the corner of her eye, she saw what she hoped was unease in Rolf’s expression before he followed the other guards to take up position on either side of the room.

If you are uneasy now, dear Rolf, you will be positively befuddled soon enough, she thought, so pleased that she nearly forgot the clump of hair that had fallen from her head as she’d brushed her hair before coming.  

As they waited in silence for the others to arrive with the prisoners, Tesharna made sure not to look at Rolf.  The man had become far too puffed up with his own importance of late, and it would do him well to learn it. But if Rolf felt any of her casual disregard, he didn’t show it, instead focusing on the door as the other guardsmen did. That sent a flare of anger through Tesharna, but she told herself it was no surprise. After all, despite the fact that they were in her audience chamber, surrounded by the thick stone walls of her castle, they could track the progress of the procession by the rumble of shouts—voices raised to a fever pitch—coming from the city.

Tesharna was pleased by the sound. She knew she had neglected her duties as Chosen of late, and rumors were spreading through the city, rumors regarding the men she had sent to ferret out any information about the conspiracy against her, of which she suspected the Tirinians had only been a part. But like children, the people of her city would forgive much in the face of such a spectacle, and their worries of the days and weeks before this would be forgotten in the excitement. Fools, all of them, but even fools could threaten the wise, if there were enough of them.

They had waited for nearly an hour in that stony silence by the time the doors finally swung open.  Tesharna leaned forward in anticipation, unaware of the way her hands grasped the arms of her throne in white-knuckled claws.  Here was the moment.  She would fulfill the pact she had made with Shira, destroying her enemies, and the goddess would reward her—as she had promised—with eternal youth, eternal beauty.  Rolf would not neglect her, not then, not once she had been given back the grace and perfection that time, the great thief, had stolen from her.

At first, she could see only guards, what looked like a small army of them, but then they parted and before her stood the man and his companions whom she had been seeking for so long.  Alesh had changed since she first met him what felt like a lifetime ago, when he’d arrived in Valeria claiming Kale and the Redeemers had rebelled against Olliman and nearly ruining her own cover in the process. Where before he had seemed naïve, scared, now he seemed hard.  Time and his trials had cut away all the soft parts of him, leaving only sharp, hard edges, and the eyes studying her were piercing, intelligent, and to her surprise, unafraid.

Tesharna felt a wave of unease go through her at that, at the way the man seemed not to be cowed in the slightest by standing before her, but she pushed it down.  It would not do to appear weak now, not at all.  Besides, was she not the Chosen of Shira and blessed with the goddess’s favor?  What need, then, did she have to fear such a one as this, a man in ragged clothes, stained with the juices of rotten fruits and the dust of the road still covering him?  True, he had bested countless Redeemers, killed them in what had been, if the reports were true, closer to outright butchery, but Tesharna was no clumsy soldier with a sword.  She was the most powerful ruler of the age. 

She glanced at Captain Nordin, and the man nodded, shoving Alesh forward. “Kneel before your Chosen,” he barked.

The others did. A woman, one Tesharna did not recognize but who was possessed of a beauty that made a surge of jealousy rise in her. A Ferinan man, and another who she recognized all too well as Eriondrian Tirinian, the only son of the Tirinian family, one of the most—until recently at least—well-respected of the noble houses of Valeria. 

But Alesh did not kneel.  Tesharna fought back that unease which threatened to rise again at the look not of defiance, but of determination in his eyes as he studied her as if there was no one else in the room save the two of them.  With a growl, the captain kicked the man in the back of the knee.  Alesh’s leg buckled, and he did go down then, falling to one knee, yet his steady gaze never wavered.

Tesharna rose, schooling her features carefully and even managed a small smile.  “Ah, it seems the fugitives have been found at last.  I am sorry it must end this way,” she said, “but you have given yourselves to the Dark and so have sealed your own fate.  After all, there is no place the shadows may hide that light will not reach, given time.”

She expected him to argue, to call her a liar, to scream that it was she who served the Dark, and she was ready for it.  But he did not.  Instead, he only knelt, watching her, and Tesharna thought again of how much this man before her had changed since the last time they had met, how much he had…grown.  He was within her power, surrounded by her guards, yet he did not seem afraid.  He seemed angry.  A cold, unforgiving anger that manifested in his steely gaze.

She faltered in her step for a second, for she had been moving closer to the prisoners, and she did not like the look in the man’s face, not at all.  You are the most powerful woman in the world, she told herself, the most beautiful.  The most deserving.  There is nothing here for you to fear. 

“Have you nothing to say?” she asked him, forcing a confidence into her voice that she did not feel. “No entreaty for mercy? No denials?”

Still he said nothing, only watched her, as if he knew something she did not. That was ridiculous, of course. The man must only be struck dumb by his own failure, the fear of what he knew must be coming stealing his speech. But he does not look dumb, she thought, and he does not look afraid.  She pulled her gaze away from the man, choosing another instead.  “And what of you, Eriondrian Tirinian?  Have you any words to say in your own defense?”

The nobleman glanced up at her, and he at least had seen better days.  There was a large knot on his forehead, and a bruise on one of his cheeks. “Would it make any difference, if I did?”

She smiled, this being more along the lines of what she had expected. “I suppose not.  After all, you have given yourself to the Dark and have turned away from the Light.  There can be no salvation for you, not any longer.”

“You’re wrong.”

They were the first words Alesh, had spoken, and Tesharna nearly started at the power, the strength in them. “What?” she said, hating the breathless quality of her voice.

“No one,” Alesh said, “may venture so far into the Dark they cannot find their way back to the Light again, if they choose.  Olliman, your leader, taught me that.”

Tesharna snarled. “Olliman, the man you conspired to kill, do you mean?”

He did not respond, only watched her, letting those words, words she had heard Olliman utter on more than one occasion during the Night War, speak for him. Tesharna had been looking forward to this moment, to watching these fugitives cower before her, to watching them recognize her power over them.  She had planned what she would say, how she would make them weep, make them beg for a mercy that would not come.  But things were not going as planned. Not at all. She glanced at Bishop Orren, the old man showing none of the arrogance she associated with him, not now, but standing with his shoulders hunkered, his eyes studying the floor, and she felt another wave of worry rush through her.

Suddenly, the game had lost much of its interest for her. She had an urge to tell the guards to kill them now, anything to rid herself of the weight of Alesh’s eyes on her.  But no, that she would not do.  Shira would want to see them suffer, and Tesharna wanted to see it as well.  The man might be arrogant now, might be calm, but few remained so when the torturers began their work. Pain had a way of making a man forget his ideals quickly enough.  Tesharna had seen it before, and she promised herself she would see it again, in this one.  And when finally he succumbed to the pain, when he became little more than a beast, then she would lean into him, would smile and tell him it was she who had brought his doom upon him.  But before she might call on her goddess, she had to rid herself of Nordin and those others who still believed her a loyal servant of the Light. 

“Captain Nordin,” she said, “you and yours may leave.  Send Sergeant Petrax and his men in—they should be waiting outside in the antechamber.”

The gray-haired man frowned at that, and she wasn’t surprised.  Captain Nordin was the leader of her guards in the city, but she had made it clear that Sergeant Petrax and his other, special men were under no command but hers. He had expressed his distaste for the arrangement in no uncertain terms.  “Chosen,” he began, “perhaps it would be better if—”

“Perhaps, Captain,” she interrupted, “it would be better if you did as I commanded and did not think to question me.”

It was obvious he wanted to say something more, but instead the captain gave a single, sharp nod, motioning his men toward the door.

“Captain?” Tesharna said as they reached the door.

He turned back, “Yes, Chosen?”

“Leave Rolf.  I may…require him.”

The captain’s face betrayed no emotion, no inkling of what he thought of that, and he only bowed before giving another nod to Rolf. “Of course, Brightness.”

“Chosen,” Rolf began, calling her by her title as he never did in her quarters, and there was something almost like fear on his face now, “maybe I should go with the captain and—”

“No,” Tesharna said, pleased at the man’s obvious discomfort, “you will stay, Guardsman Rolf, as I have ordered.”

He opened his mouth as if he might say something more, perhaps to give her some excuse as to why he must go as he had so many times before, but he thought better of it and snapped his mouth shut. “Of course, Chosen.” 

The captain and the other guardsmen left, and moments later Sergeant Petrax and six of his men entered, closing the doors behind them.  They did not kneel or bow as the other guardsmen had, but that was alright; these were special men with special privileges, and Tesharna now, as always, cared nothing for their honors, only their efficiency.  An efficiency which they had proven much over the years, though they had recently displayed an inarguable lack of results in finding the Tirinian household.

Unlike her regular guards who wore fine white armor and golden capes, Petrax and his men wore dark, stained leather tunics and trousers and looked more like a group of thieves and murderers than guardsmen.  Of course, they had been both of those things at one time or another.  Rolf—like most of her regular guardsmen—was noticeably uncomfortable at the sight of them, but that was alright, maybe better than alright.  Rolf would experience much discomfort today as the truth of Tesharna and her power was revealed and being near Petrax and the others was the least of it.

“Sergeant Petrax.  How goes the search for the Tirinian family?”

“Nothing yet, Chosen.”

Tesharna glanced at Rolf, seeing if he noted that even these men, these dangerous, hard men of which he was clearly afraid, used her title. “Well,” she said with a sigh. “I suppose it can’t be helped.  Not that it matters much in any case.  Perhaps this one knows where they are,” she said, smiling at Eriondrian Tirinian, the nobleman’s face pale with fright at the apparent mention of his parents.

“If he knows,” Petrax answered, a gleam of anticipation in his eyes, “then you’ll know soon enough.” 

Tesharna nodded, moving her smile to Alesh, the man’s face still stony and unreadable.  “Well, then, Sergeant.  I guess you’d better ask him.  Before the day is out, I want any who are not loyal to me within this city dead.”

The man bowed slightly. “As you wish, Chosen,” he said, but it was clear that he would have no difficulty following the order.  A dark man, was Sergeant Petrax, a cruel one.  But also a useful one. 

 

***

 

Rion watched from where he still knelt as the man, Sergeant Petrax, drew a dagger from his belt and started toward him.  He told himself to relax.  He told himself they’d expected something like this, expected Tesharna to not have shared her true allegiances with every one of her guards but to have a few select of those which she trusted who also worshipped Shira.  It had been Alesh’s thought, and Rion had been forced to admit it had seemed logical, at least at the time.  But logic lost a lot of its meaning when there was a man walking toward you with a knife, and he found no comfort in the fact that everything was going, more or less, according to plan.  After all, the plan could just be shit, couldn’t it?

Alesh gave him a single, almost imperceptible shake of his head.  Not yet, then.  Which also made a kind of sense.  Alesh would want to give time for Captain Nordin and his small army to get as far away as possible, too far to hear Tesharna’s shouts for help, if they were able to pull off what they intended.  Just then, though, Rion thought he was the only person likely to be shouting in the near future, and he wondered if Alesh planned to wait until the sergeant started lopping pieces off before making his move. 

They’re only bluffing, Rion told himself. After all, Tesharna will want to let the captain get far enough away too, for she won’t want to give away what she has planned or that she has betrayed the Light, either.  At least, he hoped so. But the man moving closer to him didn’t seem like he was just bluffing, not at all, and the wide grin on his face wasn’t much of a comfort.

The man had nearly reached him, the dagger he held seeming to grow in Rion’s vision until he could see nothing else, until there was nothing else—then, suddenly, the wide doors to the audience chamber burst open. 

Everyone—including Rion—spun to see a man standing in the doorway.  He held what appeared to be a length of metal with a hook on the end, the kind of tool used to tend to fire places.  Blood dripped from it onto the floor and the two guards which had been stationed outside lay unconscious on the floor to either side of him.

Rion glanced at the man’s face and blinked in shock.  “O-Odrick?” he said. 

The blacksmith winced as if embarrassed then started to answer, but Tesharna beat him to it. “Kill him!” she screamed, and the sergeant and the other men drew their swords and started forward. It’s now or never, Rion thought, we can’t ask for a better distraction.

Alesh gave Rion and the others a grim nod as he moved his hands in a certain way and the knot—tied by Marta and not Bishop Orren—slipped away as if by magic, the rope that had bound him a moment before falling to the ground.  Rion and the others did the same, following Alesh as he rose.  And then it began in truth.

 

 

 

Chapter Thirty-Two 

 

At first, Tesharna couldn’t understand what she was seeing. Sergeant Petrax and his other men all moved toward the newcomer who stood in the doorway.  As soon as their backs were turned, Alesh and the other fugitives rose, and the ropes which had bound them fell away as if by magic. 

“It’s a ruse!” Bishop Orren shouted. “A ru—” His words cut off as Alesh wrapped his arms around the bishop’s neck almost casually then gave a savage twist.  Tesharna heard a crack, and the bishop fell to the floor, lifeless.

Tesharna tried to shout at Sergeant Petrax, to give him warning, but in her surprise she couldn’t seem to get the words out, and she was still trying when Eriondrian Tirinian moved behind the sergeant who was only just beginning to turn.  Before he did, the nobleman snatched the dagger from Petrax’s hand and buried it in his neck. 

This isn’t right, Tesharna thought wildly. This isn’t how it’s supposed to go.

Petrax stiffened, his body going impossibly rigid as if he’d been struck by lightning, then Eriondrian ripped the blade free in a spray of blood.  Petrax’s men turned, only just becoming aware of what was happening with the prisoners.  One rushed at the Ferinan, his sword leading, but the dusky-skinned man spun, and the next thing Tesharna and the unfortunate soldier knew, the Ferinan’s attacker was flying over his head, his sword falling from his grasp as he did.

No, Tesharna thought frantically, no, no, no. This can’t be happening. 

But it was happening, and no amount of denying would change it.  Even as she watched, Alesh swung a blade—she thought it might have been the same one the Ferinan’s adversary had dropped, but in the madness of the melee before her there was no way to be certain—for it to cleave deeply into the head of another of Petrax’s troops. 

The unfortunate man stood with a confused expression on his face for several seconds, as if he were a child whose tutor had given him a particularly difficult problem.  Then he collapsed to the ground at Alesh’s feet. 

It wasn’t until she hit the wall that Tesharna realized she’d been backing up in her surprise and shock. There was a mewling sound from beside her, and she glanced over to see Rolf, the guard’s eyes wide and terrified, pressed against the wall nearby.  Tesharna wanted to say something to him, but everything seemed to be happening at once, and she couldn’t make her mind—once famed for its military genius—work.  A thousand battles won due to her strategies over the years, yet now her thoughts seemed to have been cast into a deep fog, and try as she might, she could see no answers within that gray mist.

For those decisions she had made, those movements of troops and resources which had cost hundreds of lives, had often saved thousands, were always made within a warm tent in the center of an army of men willing to die to protect her. Decisions made not in the heat of battle, but over a warm cup of tea.  

Petrax’s men struggled desperately to the last, but it was over in minutes just the same, for the three men fought like some demons of myth, and even the newcomer pitched in, making use of a strength that was shocking despite his size, and heaving the last of Petrax’s men against the stone wall with a  resounding crash.

Then it was done, and Tesharna’s troops lay scattered on the floor of the audience chamber like broken dolls, dead or dying.  Alesh turned to her, watching her with that same, placid expression. 

Something about that look, that arrogance, cut past the fear that had taken hold of Tesharna, and she felt anger, dark, hungry anger welling within her.  “You,” she hissed at the man.  “you have ruined everything.”

He said nothing, only kneeling unhurriedly and pulling a sword—currently embedded in the chest of one of the dead men—free before rising once more and starting toward her in measured, unhurried steps.

“You think to challenge me?” she demanded. “Do you not know who I am?  You are nothing to me, boy.  Nothing.”

He did pause then, but the expression on his face was not one of fear, not even one of anger, as she might have expected. Instead, it was sadness. “As my parents were nothing?” he asked, his voice so soft that had the rest of the room not been silent—the dying men whose moans had filled the air a moment before having succumbed to their mortal wounds—she would not have heard. 

“Your parents,” she spat. “Fools, both, just as you are a fool.  You will die here, just as they died in that forest so long ago, boy, and I will be granted my reward. Rolf,” she said, turning to the guardsman, “kill him!”

Rolf started as she called his name, and he turned to look at her with wide, wild eyes. His sword still sat in the scabbard at his side, and he made no move to grab it, instead shaking his head slowly as if in a daze, his mouth moving but no sound coming out. 

“Rolf,” Tesharna said, “protect me.  I am your Chosen, your lover—save me!”

Instead, the guardsman only backed away further along the wall, shaking his head as if to deny not just her but all the events of the last few minutes. Tesharna felt a stab of pain lance through her.  She had told herself Rolf loved her, must love her, for she was the most beautiful woman ever to have lived. But the look on his face now was not one of love but fear and, slowly, as she watched, becoming one of mild disgust.  

“You c-can have the old bitch,” he said, looking at the man Alesh and those others gathered behind him. “I…I won’t stop you.”

Old bitch. Tesharna found herself even more stunned and overwhelmed at the man’s words than she had been at the sudden violence. Rolf, the man whom she had loved, whom she had believed loved her. Old bitch. The words played over and over in her mind and heartache and abandonment erupted in her, pain greater than any she had ever known before, any she had believed a person could know.  He had rejected her.  

She latched onto that thought, holding onto it the way a woman might hold on to a thick tree in a terrible windstorm, and there her scrabbling, frantic thoughts found purchase.  Slowly, the fear and pain changed, turning to something darker.  He had rejected her. She screamed then, not with sadness or pain, but with fury. “How dare you?” she demanded of the guardsman. She raised her hand, calling on the powers of the Dark, the powers Shira had given her, and Rolf stiffened, a querulous expression on his face.  

Then she raised her hand higher above her head, her entire body, trembling with rage at her lover’s betrayal, and Rolf suddenly rose into the sky as if snatched up by some giant, invisible hand. 

“T-Tesharna, wait,” he said, his words coming out in grated gasps as he felt the pressure of that invisible hand squeezing him.  “I—”

“It’s Chosen Tesharna,” she screeched, clenching her hand into a fist.  Rolf had time enough to stare at her with wide eyes, time enough to open his mouth as if to speak. And then no time at all.

His dangling body crumpled, his handsome face and well-toned muscles collapsing in on themselves.  There was a wet, squishing, crunching sound and suddenly she could see nothing of Rolf at all past the crimson mist filling the air.  She heard the body drop, but her fury was far from spent, and she turned back to the man Alesh and those others with him who were staring at the remains of the guardsman with stunned expressions.

Tesharna grinned widely.  Finally, they understood, understood that they did not face a mortal woman at all, but a god. Then she noticed something odd.  They weren’t looking at Rolf as she had first thought but at her, and she was overcome with the thought that those looks weren’t just terrified—maybe weren’t terrified at all, at least not that of Alesh, who stood at the front of the group.  Instead, his expression seemed to be filled with something else.  Was that, was that pity on the man’s face?

“What?” Tesharna demanded.  “What is it?  Do you not understand you are all doomed?” They said nothing, and Tesharna was about to ask what they were doing when something caught her eye on the floor in front of her.  She glanced down and at first couldn’t understand what she saw.  Then she did.  There was a pile—no, pile wasn’t the right word, at all, there was a clump—of faded, lifeless gray hair lying at her feet.  Several large, thick clumps, in fact, and within those clumps there were pieces of scalp.  Old, desiccated flesh.  Her flesh.

“No,” she hissed, “no, no, no.” She brought her hand up to her head.  Her questing fingers did not find hair, instead only touching painful, weeping sores where once her hair had sprung its roots. Trembling not just with anger now, but disgust and self-loathing, she brought her hands to her face.  Dry, wrinkled skin beneath her hands, parchment thin. She screamed again, or tried to, but what came out was a rasping croak.  “You,” she hissed at Alesh, “you did this to me.”

“No, Tesharna, once of the Six,” the man said, still watching her with those hateful, pitying eyes. “What has been done to you, you have done to yourself, and there is no other to blame.”

“Lies,” she answered.  “And it does not matter.  You will die, as your parents died.”  Shaking with rage, she held out her hands, gathering her power, calling on Shira’s blessings more deeply than she ever had before.  It was not too late.  She would kill this man and his companions, and Shira would keep her promise, would make her beautiful once again.  Tesharna, once one of the Six chosen by Amedan to stand against the shadows, called on the Darkness.  And the Darkness answered.

 

***

 

Odrick could hardly believe what he was seeing.  He had forced his gaze away from the puddle of the guardsman’s remains, and his eyes fell on the woman, the creature, standing in front of the throne.  Where, only moments before, there had stood an attractive older woman now there was a hunched, twisted hag whose desiccated countenance was terrible to behold.  Odrick wanted to look away, but could not, too stunned by that terrible change that had been wrought in Valeria’s ruler. He was so distracted he barely registered the sounds of alarmed shouts and booted feet coming from outside the audience chamber, but finally he did manage to turn, and what he saw made his skin go cold.

Dozens of armed and armored men—their uniforms marking them as members of Tesharna’s guard—were rushing toward the audience chamber, their swords drawn.  More and more were pouring into the anteroom every second.  Dozens of them, maybe even a hundred. Gods, a hundred at least. 

So, with an army of men intent on his and his friends blood rushing toward the doorway in which he stood, Odrick did what anybody would do—he closed the door.  The doors were massive, but designed to open and close easily, yet it took several panicked moments to get them closed, and by the time the second was swinging shut, the closest of the guards was only feet away.

The last glimpse Odrick caught was of a sword raised for attack.  Then the door closed, and he reached up and, with a grunt, levered the massive wooden beam serving as the door’s latch—presumably built in case the castle should be besieged—into place.  No sooner had he done this than there was a great boom from the other side as the closest guards tried to burst inside. It was only then that the beam rattled, and Odrick realized he hadn’t managed to get it completely fastened against the latch, and that it sat at an awkward angle, threatening to come loose entirely.  Fool, he scolded himself. Still, where he might not have had brains, he had strength, and he used that strength now, putting his hands against the doors, one on each, and supporting them with all his might.

There was another boom as the door was struck once more, and Odrick could easily imagine a dozen men on the other side of it trying to shoulder their way through.  He grunted, rocked back from the force of the blow, but held his ground.  He might not have been the wisest of men—the gods knew that much was true—and certainly he wasn’t the cleverest.  But Odrick had spent years in the forge, since he’d been little more than a child, and while he had been shaping weapons and tools for the city’s people, he, too, had been being shaped.  It was as if all those years, a lifetime spent in his father’s shop amid the heat and the smell of burning metal, had all been for this moment.  So despite the odds against him, despite the fact that, sooner or later, the men would, must break inside, he stood.  And out of the thousand things he had helped his father forge until those things which he had later forged himself, one stood out in his mind.  A shield.

No great thinker, perhaps, but here, in this moment, his largeness did not seem awkward or clumsy, but necessary.  And as he growled and hissed with effort, his thick muscles straining, Odrick was no meek blacksmith’s son, no clumsy giant embarrassed by his size.  He was a shield.  

“Odrick, what in the name of the gods are you doing here?”

He risked a glance to the side at Rion. “Shielding,” he hissed through clenched teeth.

“Right,” Rion said, “but how did you get here?”

“My father,” Odrick managed in panting gasps, “I deliver items to the castle…sometimes for—” He cut off as another great impact struck the doors from the other side.  “Horseshoes,” he went on, “swords, stuff like that mostly and…Rion, could…could you put that beam in place?”

 

***

 

Alesh watched Tesharna’s hunched form, felt her calling on the Darkness.  Shadows began to gather at her feet, great writhing pools which shifted and moved as if alive, and the very room itself seemed to grow darker.  He knew he should feel afraid, but he did not.  Instead, what came over him was a sort of peace.  Here, then, was the person responsible for his parents’ death.  And whatever happened in the next few minutes, he would face her as best as he could.

The Chosen growled, and the flesh began to slough off her in bloody clumps as she called on even more power, and Alesh felt as if the air itself was becoming slick, greasy and somehow repugnant. Then, finally, it was done, and the thing that raised its head to regard him was no longer human.  A twisted, misshapen creature, eyes bottomless pits of darkness, and had he not seen it for himself, Alesh would never have believed it had once been a woman.

“Now,” the creature hissed, “you will die.”

Alesh dropped the sword he still held—it would do him no good here, for shadows could not be cut or stabbed.  Then he held his own hands out to the sides.  Not in anger, not this time, for what gifts he possessed did not respond to such entreaties.  Instead, he felt only peace. All along the walls of the audience chamber, the lanterns which had been hung intermittently suddenly blazed brighter, then brighter still, as the flames answered his call.  Then, the glass housings shattered all at once in a deafening cacophony of sound, and the small flames were small flames no longer but great blazes.  

Alesh gritted his teeth as an invisible force rushed around him, buffeting him as if he stood in the center of some great storm. Then the flames leapt toward him all at once, blazing streaks of light, and he felt the heat of them, not as pain but as strength, and the weariness in his muscles vanished, carrying any self-doubt along with it.  For the sun did not doubt its course as it rose in the morning, and a wildfire did not question what direction it might go.  “You are wrong, Tesharna,” he said, his voice echoing in the chamber. “I will not die here, for light does not flee from shadow but shadow from light.”

He took a step toward her. The creature growled, lashing out with one withered hand, and darkness streaked toward him, moving in a blur and forming into a sharp point as it came on. Alesh raised his own hand instinctively and a shield of whirling fire formed in front of him.  The shadow struck it and there was a sound like the crack of a whip before whatever shape the darkness had made dissolved into nothingness, and the smell of ozone filled the air like after some great storm.

Alesh took another step.  The thing standing on the raised dais howled, a sound of inarticulate rage, and darkness rose above her—a dozen great, writhing tendrils of it.  She stabbed her hand at him and all the tendrils shot forward.  But before they reached him, a sword of flame appeared in Alesh’s hand, and he swung it in front of him.  The fiery steel cut through the ebony tendrils with ease, and they fell onto the ground and disappeared. 

Alesh stepped past them, and his thoughts were not on all that he had lost, not then, not on all that had been taken from him.  Instead, he thought of a half-remembered voice, singing to him.  His mother’s voice.  He thought, too, of a face, one he knew was his father’s even without knowing how he knew. He thought of Abigail, the head cook in Olliman’s castle who had befriended him and been like his mother when his own was gone.  He thought of large, smiling Chorin, always so kind, and, of course he thought of Olliman himself, a man with wisdom beyond any he had ever known.

Then he stepped up to the withered thing that had once been Tesharna.  She reached out with claws, trying to rake at his flesh, but he knocked her weak arms aside easily.  Then, feeling nothing but remorse, he rammed the burning blade into her heart. The creature gasped, the dark pools which were its eyes studying him with something like disbelief, as if she had never imagined it coming to this. “Now, you go to the Dark in truth, Tesharna,” he heard himself say, “and it is a darkness of your own making.”

 

 

 

Chapter Thirty-Three 

 

Katherine watched, helpless, as the creature attacked with a spear of darkness, thinking Alesh would surely be skewered.  But then the flames dancing around him in great whorls changed into a shield, driving the attack back, and she felt a heavy weight of relief.  I have to help him. 

She started forward, had already taken a step, when she felt a hand on her shoulder. Darl gave a single shake of his head. “This battle is his, and his alone, Katherine.  Yet, we are needed.” He motioned to the door where Odrick, the man she’d met when she and Rion had come to Valeria what felt like a lifetime ago asking for the crime boss’s help, stood at the door, his hands planted against it.  Rion was beside him, his shoulder pressed against the wood, yet for all their efforts, she couldn’t miss the way the door was buckling, the thick wood threatening to give way. 

“Come on,” she said to Darl, “hurry.” They ran to the door, adding their weight to Rion and Odrick’s, but on the next strike, Katherine heard the unmistakable sound of wood splintering.  She shared a glance with the others, saw the knowledge of what was coming in their eyes.  She didn’t know how many men were on the other side of the door, but she felt sure it would be too many.

“When it comes down—” Darl cut off as another impact rocked the door. “All of you back away, and I’ll buy what time I can.  Perhaps, if Alesh wins in his battle—”

A melody began to play in Katherine’s mind then, and with it, understanding.  “No,” she said quietly. “There is another way.”

“Does it involve us all not dying?” Rion hissed. “Because if so, I’m more than willing to listen.”

Katherine removed her hands from the door and stepped back. “Open the door.”

“Are you out of your damned mind?” Rion said. “I’m not sure what you’re thinking, Katherine, but those men on the other side aren’t trying to sell us something—they mean to kill us.”

“Yes,” she said. “They mean to kill us because they do not know the truth, because they have been lied to.”

“And what?” he demanded. “You’re going to tell them the truth? Somehow, I don’t think they’re going to listen.”

“Not tell them,” she said. “Show them.  And they will listen to me.  Now, open the door.”

The three men studied her, hesitating.  Then, Darl gave a single nod, stepping away, and Katherine felt a great wave of gratitude and love for the dusky-skinned man who had sacrificed so much and always without a complaint.

The big man, Odrick, glanced at Rion and gave his massive shoulders a shrug before stepping away himself.  Alone, Rion sighed and finally moved to stand with the others. “Fine.  I hope you know what you’re doing, Katherine.”

Me too, she had time to think.  Then there was another impact from the other side of the door and without them there to hold it, the double doors burst open to reveal well over a hundred armed men.  Katherine wanted to scream, but she did not.  She wanted to flee, but she did not do that either.  Instead, she did what she had been made to do—she sang.

 

***

 

Alesh stood over Tesharna’s crumpled form, gazing down at it.  Then he heard the voice.  Katherine’s, unmistakably hers, but full of a power and very different from the song she had sung back at the inn.  

He turned, suddenly more exhausted than he had been in a long time as the power he had called to him fell away, the flames surrounding him winking out with it. He raised his head to look at the audience chamber door and saw Rion, Darl, and a thickly-muscled man he didn’t recognize staring at Katherine.  On the other side of the open door stood at least a hundred men, their swords bared as if they were about to rush forward and cut Alesh’s friends down.  But they did not rush forward, did not so much as move.

They only stood, transfixed, as Katherine’s voice filled the air. Unlike the song she had sung at the Drunken Bard, this one was not full of crimson thoughts and dark promise.  Instead, it felt…clear somehow, and what it carried on its melody was not pain—or, at least, not only that—but simple truth.  Yes, there was pain in that truth, pain reflecting all he and the others had lost during their time together, but there was also hope for what was to come, a hope Alesh felt rising in his chest, buoying him up.  

She sang in words Alesh did not know, but the words themselves didn’t matter.  It was the song, the story, the story of their trials, their losses, including the Ferinans who had been killed, the story of Tesharna’s treachery.  Each of them heard it, each of them felt it, and when the last note struck the air then faded until it was gone, Alesh, like all those others present, felt changed.

None of the guards moved, and Alesh stepped forward to stand by his friends, choosing to be with them, whatever came. The guards still remained frozen, on their faces bewilderment that slowly changed to understanding. More than a few wiped away tears with self-conscious gestures. 

“Thank you, miss,” one finally said.  “For the song.”

Others nodded their heads in agreement, apparently not trusting themselves to speak. 

“Will you let us go?” she asked softly. The question might have sounded ridiculous in another time, in another place, but with the memory of the song still hanging in the air, it sounded, to Alesh, at least, like the most reasonable thing in the world.

The man who’d spoken shook his head.  “No, mistress.  We will not let you go.  We will go with you.  For the Son of the Morning has come, and now we know of it.”  Then, as if the man’s words had been a cue, the guards knelt as one, bowing their heads to Alesh as if he were some king.

He felt his face heat with embarrassment, and he glanced at Katherine. “What…what did you do?”

“I only showed them the truth.”

“Well,” Rion said, his own voice tense and exhausted at the same time. “I’m glad that’s over.”

Alesh looked at the nobleman, then at the others, his gaze finally settling on Katherine. “No, not over.  It’s just beginning.  There are other shadows out there, waiting.  But we will not make them wait long.” And as he strode out the doors, Katherine at his side, his friends and the guards rising to walk with him, Alesh felt that same sense of peace he had when he’d called on Amedan’s blessings. The world was full of shadows.  They lurked everywhere, waiting, watching.  But he thought maybe that was okay.  After all, there was no darkness strong enough the light could not force it to retreat.  A single flame could do as much, but what of a dozen?  What of a hundred?  Enough to make the Darkness retreat, yes, but maybe more than that.  Maybe even enough to kill it. 

Come say hi!

 

Well, dear reader, we have come to the end of The Warriors of the Gods.  I hope you enjoyed visiting with Alesh and his companions again. The fourth book of The Nightfall Wars will be released soon.  While you wait, you can get started on a new series by checking out A Sellsword’s Compassion, Book One of The Seven Virtues.  

 

If you’ve enjoyed The Warriors of the Gods, I’d greatly appreciate you taking a moment to leave a review.  They make a big difference, and I’d love to hear your thoughts. 

 

If you’d like to reach out, you can email me at JacobPeppersAuthor@gmail.com or visit my website.

You can also give me a shout on Facebook  or on Twitter.  I’m looking forward to hearing from you!

 

Turn the page for a limited time free offer!
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Sign up for my email list to hear about promotions, launches, and for a limited time get a FREE copy of The Silent Blade, the prequel to the bestselling epic fantasy series, The Seven Virtues.

Click here to sign up and get your FREE book now!
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Note from the Author        

 

          Thank you for reading The Warriors of the Gods. I hope you enjoyed visiting with Alesh, Katherine, and the others again as much as I did.  We have come a long way since that dark path in the woods, since the broken carriage, and the child, watched over by two gods, who was forced to wander into the night alone, leaving all that he had ever loved, all that he had ever known behind him.

          We have faced many trials, since that day, many hardships.  And although we have come through them, we have not come through them unscathed. Still, we have survived, and in a world where darkness reigns, where those meant to protect care only for themselves, in a world where the shadows have teeth and men are far too quick to draw their blades, that is no small thing.  A thing to be appreciated.  Perhaps a thing to be proud of as well.

          But let us not boast too much, for as trying as these last days have been, I fear that there are worse ahead. True, Tesharna has been brought down, her machinations and plots ended, but there are other servants of the Dark out there, ones whose power grows with each passing day. A god born of hate and pain, and his servant, reborn in agony. A man who has become little more than a beast, hungry and feral and unpredictable.  And the Goddess of the Wilds, one who would destroy us all, if given the chance.

          This is what Alesh and his companions face.  This is what we face.  With luck…no, but I will not say with luck, for luck’s god lies broken and in pain, dying, poisoned by a creature that should not exist.  Better then, that we don’t count on luck at all.  Still, we can hope—that much, at least, we can do.  We will hope that Alesh and his friends will survive the coming days.  We will hope that they find great help in Valeria, and that the forces arrayed against them will not prove too strong.  And I, of course, will hope to see you again soon.

          I’d like to take this opportunity to thank those without whom this book would have been far worse.  Thank you to my family for suffering through my ramblings—often incoherent—as I try to overcome a particularly difficult plot point or, as if often the case, when I forget about the real world, for a time, while worried about the one in which Alesh and his friends struggle to survive. Thank you to my wife, in particular, who watches over our local tornado (known as Gabriel) while I stare at my computer screen hoping words appear by magic…they don’t, by the way.

          I’d also like to thank all my beta readers who have contributed to this book as well as others. I cannot stress enough how much of a difference they make.  When a city changes names from one page to the next, or when I decide—without warning or, for that matter, intent—that a character is suddenly able to be in two places at once, they are the ones who catch such mistakes and save me from looking anymore foolish than I have to.

          And, of course, thank you, Dear Reader, for giving my books a shot and coming on these journeys with me. I love writing, and I love eating—you’re the reason I’m able to do both.  So thank you, truly, for your support.  And I’ll make a deal with you.  You keep reading, and I’ll keep writing.  How’s that sound?

 

Until next time,

 

Happy Reading,

 

Jacob Peppers
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