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To my wife Cori who has watched me go through a very long


process with a tolerant smile and the patience of a saint.








Prologue

 Stars in all their glory sparkled in the velvet vault above the chamber. Under: clouds, a thick, churning fog. The chamber was immobile but for all the world appeared as though it floated in the nothingness between. The strangeness of it made sense in a way, for the chamber itself, if viewed by the average person would have been seen as more than strange. Truly, it would have driven most mad.

 The walls were soundless waterfalls that fell to the floor, no more than a flat pond, kelp floating and multicolored fish that did not exist anywhere in the world hanging almost motionless as though suspended, in its depths. Prismic colors danced on the mirror flat surface of the pond like gems in sunlight and across the waterfall walls. That too made sense for this place that was not of the world. It was between worlds, in the void where worlds met and rubbed against each other.

 In the center of the room stood a chair that defied description. The best one could do would be to say it was a throne, but it was more than that in the way that a throne is more than a wooden stool. A huge thing, it was perhaps gold, or silver, or platinum. It was studded with jewels of all colors of the rainbow, or perhaps it was not jewels but instead the gem-lights that cavorted gleefully about the room. Great arms like cresting waves flanked the sides, and the back rose to unimaginable heights before merging with the velvet canvas above.

 In the chair sat a man, or at least he looked like a man: Two legs, two arms, a head, two eyes, a nose, a mouth...

 But to gaze upon him was to know that this was no mere man. His eyes, as blue as a clear sky at noon, were as the very portals of time itself. His face was as craggy as a mountain, and as beautiful and majestic. There was a stoop to his back but it was not the stoop of frailty; it was as though he carried the weight of a universe on his shoulders.

 In front of him, three figures stood. They were as disparate as anything could ever be. A woman with skin the color of pale emerald, with wheat gold hair, with features and a slender figure that had made countless men fall to their knees, gibbering. A balding man wearing a leather vest over a pristinely white shirt, bespectacled, with an ink stain on his chin, and carrying a massive tome whose title was visible but indecipherable. A figure—Man? Woman? Impossible to tell for it was shrouded in a cloak so black that not even the insistent rainbow lights could touch it.

 “It must be soon,” the bespectacled man said, crisply, his words clipped and learned.

 “We cannot wait forever,” the willowy woman said, her voice lilting and full of life.

 “The world will die,” the voice came from the black shroud like a grating tomb.

 The old man in the chair smiled as he gazed down upon them, his eyes lit with a thousand suns.

 “I have chosen. It will be soon,” he pronounced. “This time, it will be different.”

 A hard white light flickered between the seated one and the three standing ones. As though made of oil, it resolved itself into the shape of a large tureen made of filigreed gold. Inside the bowl, water—which did not leak through the fine mesh—created a mirror that all could see their reflections in until an image began to form. Hazy at first, indistinct, the image resolved itself, and they were presented with the face of a young boy with blond hair and an open, innocent face.

 The three kneeled at the bowl and bowed their heads, watching.










Part 1:







In The Beginning...













 “...Born of Shadow, raised in sunlight, bathed in blood,


He will walk among us, a child, and yet so much more...”


-excerpt from Sacred Writings of the Salosian Faith,


Salos




Chapter 1

He sat his horse in the courtyard under a sky that might have been cloudy, or perhaps not—it was difficult to tell cloud from smoke—listening, watching, waiting, fingering the hilt of the sword that waited restlessly in his scabbard. Around him, six hundred of his fellow cavalrymen did the same. Pages and squires darted through their ranks discharging duties, performing their tasks as efficiently as their training had made them.

Around the cavalry and along the ramparts of the high walls, squads of men-at-arms ran from one point of defense to another as needs demanded, making them hop like fires had been lit under their feet as their lieutenants barked orders. On the walls above, partially obscured by a pall of black smoke that oozed like oil, the battle waged in full force. Glints of armor rushed into and out of the haze, appearing and disappearing like wraiths. Though the voices on the walls had melded into one overarching roar, shouted orders could be heard, angry insults hurled, despairing wails howled.

From the top of a set of stone steps that led to the colonel's vantage, a silhouette appeared. Quickly, it resolved itself into a man they all knew. He whirled his arm in a wide circle over his head.

“Open the gate!” Major Tomis bellowed from the front. 


The soldiers manning the winches grunted and strained, marching in unison around the great wooden spool, and with a creak and a groan, the gate shuddered, started to swing outward ponderously. 


The soldier checked his sword again as Captain Tain marched his cavalry force through the gate and to the south-western corner of the main wall where he paused, raised his horn to his mouth, and blew one long mournful blast that echoed eerily from the very clouds above: the call of some vengeful war god. With the moan of Captain Tain’s war horn still lingering, shivering in the air, and a battle cry six hundred voices strong, they spewed forth, and flew at the enemy. The earth trembled with the thunder of hooves as though the clouds overhead threw their voices downward, and they roared their defiance. Lances were lowered level to the ground and six hundred men braced themselves for the inevitable clash. 



Sergeant Daved Histane wore a ghastly grin as he approached. The uneven gray stone of the wall was a blur to his right as he raced in the very forefront of the attack and for a brief instant, he rejoiced in the power of the charge. Nothing would stop them, he knew. Nothing could stop them. They would gore their enemy with their lances, crush them under hooves, and tear them, open them with their swords, spilling their blood on the ground they desecrated with their very presence. 



Killhern City burned. Hundreds if not thousands were dead. The savage Dakariin in their filthy leather cuirasses so primitively made they still stank of death and decay, and their nasty serrated swords, like half a crocodile's jaw, had committed atrocities. They would pay with their lives. Daved rejoiced. And he rode. And he braced.


Fate was not on their side that day. The Dakariin had seen their approach and they responded. The south flank, which had been such an easy target, melted away followed by the front line, leaving a gaping hole that the cavalrymen, with all the momentum of their sledgehammer charge, could not help but fall into. In a horrible turning of the tables, it was the Dakariin who managed to attack the Killhernans exposed flank, clamping the cavalry, vise-like between their vicious serrated swords and the main gate of Killhern castle, halting their charge dead in its tracks. 



Those who witnessed from the relative safety of the walls would later say—over their cups—the cavalry fought valiantly. They fought bravely against the surging masses and, against all odds, decimated a huge number of the enemy. Daved knew better. It wasn’t bravery or valor or even vengeance that drove them. It was desperation. It was terror. They discarded their lances—useless in such close quarters—and drew their swords. Daved saw only one hope for him and his fellows. Ahead of him, the ranks of Dakariin were sparse. Most of the enemy were on their left flank and Daved exhorted his comrades to push forward in the hopes of breaking through the thin north ranks and reaching the shelter of the city proper where at least there was some chance that they would survive.


Dakariin rushed him, their expressions feral; he lost track of his fellow Killhernans in the frantic struggle. He swung left and right from his higher position on horseback. He struck and slashed, feeling a jolt run up his arm to his shoulder every time his sword connected with serrated sword or with Dakariin bone. Blood glittered like broken ruby necklaces in the air. He parried a strike, thrust, and was rewarded with the sight of a red flood from his attacker’s throat. He swung in a wide cut, felt the shock of bone cracking, and another figure went down. A flash of steel approached and he turned in his saddle, bringing up his own sword. There was a resounding clash and he almost dropped his sword when his arm went numb. Another thrust and another red spume. For a brief instant, no one attacked him. He turned to see how his battalion fared and howled in dismay. A glance showed that perhaps a third of those who had sallied from the south gate so short a time ago still remained in their saddles. 



He knew, in that place where thinking was still possible, somewhere beneath the terror fueled rage, he could not dwell on the terrible losses. He concentrated instead on swinging his sword and staying alive for another heartbeat. Slash, thrust, parry; he continued the grim work with his remaining troops at his side but in the end, with no room to maneuver, Captain Tain’s battalion of heavy cavalry were doomed.


A few more minutes passed, an eternity, and Daved perceived that a hole had appeared in the Dakariin ranks ahead. He did not exactly see the hole; some instinct, some sense other than sight or sound—perhaps it was the years of training, the years of experience in countless battles—told him that there was a weakening there, a chance. Calling out to whomever was left to follow him, he spurred his horse into a gallop and raced for the city. Glancing back, he spied a meager handful of Killhernans following him. The rest had been cut down, left sprawled and broken at the base of their castle’s wall. He and his small group of survivors drove their horses ever harder across the broken cobbles and churned earth that surrounded the keep, demanding everything in their headlong flight to the city, but the Dakariin did not give up so easily. 



They were still within arrow range and the Dakariin took advantage of that fact; missiles whirred past, humming like wasps, strangely loud over the thunder of racing hooves, and disappeared into the trampled grass ahead. The Killhernans hunched low in their saddles, presenting as little a target as possible but it was not enough. Glancing back again, Daved saw two men stiffen, slump, slide bonelessly from their saddles. Then a third went down. There were only four left, including himself.


He spurred his horse savagely, urging it for yet more speed but there seemed to be no more left to give. His mount was already frothing at the mouth and over the thunder of hooves Daved could hear the animal’s shallow pants, feel the labored creaking of ribs between his thighs. 



Ahead he saw a palatial estate, owned by the Duke’s closest advisor and friend, Chancellor Gustav, and he raced dreading and expecting the searing pain of the inevitable arrow in his back. Another glance over his shoulder revealed that he was alone. The remaining men had fallen. He was the only survivor of Captain Tain’s cavalry. So far. Where was that arrow? He knew it must come.


Passing through the palace gate, he turned his horse so that he would be at least partially protected by the low wall and the row of neatly pruned trees that surrounded the estate. Only a hundred more paces, and the palace itself would provide him with cover and obscure him from the Dakariin’s sight. Fifty paces left and he glanced back one last time. Through the trees, he thought he glimpsed movement. Could the Dakariin be following? Of course. Of course they would. Bastards.


He arrived at the blue and white marble corner of the palace and yanked at the reins. His mount squealed in protest and reared, dumping Daved gracelessly to the ground, and with the snap of bone, his horse landed, squealed a second time. The beast pitched forward, rolled, hooves whipping over and over, and came to rest on its side. Its sides heaved as its lungs worked and it raised its head feebly, only to let it drop to the ground. Daved, dazed by his fall, crawled on hands and knees to its side. What he saw wrenched his heart: there was blood flecked in the foam at its mouth and its eyes spun wildly in their sockets. Daved glanced down and spied the reason for the blood. There, jutting from its side no more than two inches from Daved’s saddle, was a Dakariin arrow buried to its feathers.

 “I’m sorry old boy. You been a good horse to this old soldier and I thank you for saving my life,” Daved muttered. “I gotta go though. They’re gonna be after me soon. No time to make this emotional.” 



With no more ceremony than those final words and an affectionate rub on its nose, he plunged the tip of his sword through the throat of the fatally wounded and suffering animal, and hot blood, red and sticky, bathed him, sluiced over him. The animal jerked once, and then lay still. 



The fall had added to his own growing list of injuries, but aside from the gash on his forehead that poured blood into his eyes, none were, thankfully, serious. Some minor cuts, a few bruised ribs, and a black eye were all he had to contend with as he picked himself up and pounded into the city with nothing but his sword and his fear for company.




Chapter 2


The city, always alive and bustling, lay still in the late afternoon gloom, deserted, looking like one of those ancient cities left behind after a dreadful plague, left like an injured animal to die, to rot as it disappeared into the encroaching world, to be forgotten in the mists of time. 



The Dakariin raid that morning had left fires blazing throughout the city but by midday they had begun to die down. The husks of burnt out buildings seemed to loom, appearing suddenly out of the thick smoke that yet lay low over the streets like a tattered funeral shroud as Daved, sword in hand, carefully made his way through the dim, deserted streets. Staying to the west side where the shadows pooled thickest, he darted from door to door, carefully scanning the alleys and streets for any sign of the pursuers he remained convinced must surely be nearby. He did not see any Dakariin but what he did see threatened to overwhelm his terror with grief.


Amidst the debris left from the vicious attack he saw the bloody, broken bodies of townsfolk littering the streets like refuse, lying where they had been struck down. He could plainly see how many had died: To his left lay a well dressed trader missing the upper half of his skull, red-gray ooze congealing like fungus spread on the cobbles around the ruins of his head; up ahead across the street the torso and arms of a powerfully built man, perhaps a smith or a miller—Daved did not recognize him—hung from a window with two arrow points protruding from his back; and as Daved walked, he stumbled over a foot at the mouth of the alley he was passing. A glance revealed a woman, her skirts torn roughly away, lying in a swampy pool of her own blood. And there were more. Many, many more scattered in singles or in heaps; except for the blood and the smaller lumps that he tried very hard not to look at, he might have thought that everyone had just fallen asleep where they stood and fell to the ground.


Wiping his own blood and tears from his eyes, Daved continued wending his way in a generally northerly direction. His legs felt weak, wobbly. His heart pounded, his throat screamed for water and his lungs blew like a bellows. He was so very weary. Yet, even with his physical agony combining with the emotional turmoil of spine-chilling terror and mind-numbing sorrow, he remained constantly aware that to stop would mean death.


So he continued, passing the home, surprisingly intact with no more than broken windows and a ruined door, of the whore he sometimes visited after carousing with his fellow cavalrymen and he dimly hoped that she had not suffered much before her inevitable demise.


Daved’s head snapped up, eyes wide, and his heart skipped a beat. A voice. From somewhere up ahead. Trying to stifle a whimper, he ducked into the nearest alley and hurled himself over the mound of putrid refuse that barred the way. He landed with a jolt, a lance of pain riding up his arm to his elbow, and he lay still, holding his ragged breath, listening. The voice came again followed by another, louder, deeper voice and Daved’s heart sank. He had not been certain who the voices belonged to but now he was clearly able to make out the guttural dialect of the Dakariin. He could not be certain if these two were part of some random patrol or if they were with the hunters that were chasing his spoor, but Daved was not particularly inclined to go ask them. So, he burrowed himself deeper into the pile of stinking garbage as quietly as he could, suppressing a wince as he felt something cold and wet slither along his cheek, and he waited.


The voices grew closer yet and Daved began to make out the sounds of their footfalls on the cobbled stones. Just as Daved became convinced that they would walk by, oblivious to their prey hiding under last week's dinner a few feet away, all sound ceased. He urgently stifled the mad compulsion to jump up and flee when he realized that the two men must have stopped right at the mouth of the alley he was hiding in. Perhaps he could make it, he thought wildly. The moment of surprise when he rose might just be enough to give him the head start he needed. Daved squeezed his eyes tightly shut and held his breath while his lungs continued their frantic protests for air. He was certain the pounding of his heart, so thunderous in his ears, must give him away.


The deeper voice erupted loudly, and Daved clamped down on a scream, tasted blood as an involuntary spasm caused him to bite his lip. The first Dakariin’s voice quavered timidly in answer to the larger man and then yelped in pain after Daved heard the unmistakable smack of flesh against flesh. The bigger Dakariin roared angrily and a moment later, an eternity to the nearly hysterical man hiding under trash not fifteen feet from where they stood, Daved heard the sounds of footsteps again as the two murderous savages began to move away. 



Daved waited a while longer before carefully extracting himself from beneath the stinking, life-saving trash and, quietly making his way to the other end of the alley that had nearly become his tomb, he peered out and saw the district’s main market square. He conjured up a map of the city in his mind and knew that arriving at the market square meant that he had made it approximately a third of the way through the northern part of the city.


He carefully examined the large square from the cover of the alley before deciding on any new action and for the first time since the disastrous charge a few hours prior, he felt something new, something that seemed intrusive, maybe even blasphemous. Could it have been relief?


Although the market square had sustained damage in the pillaging, it did not appear nearly so ravaged as the rest of the city through which Daved had passed. It seemed to Daved that he had found the northern perimeter of the Dakariin advance. The eastern end of the square had survived mostly untouched, with only a few broken windows marring building fronts, and sparsely scattered debris littering the ground. The west end, the end from which Daved peeked furtively from the shadows of a dark alley, had suffered somewhat more. Several shops had been burned. One so badly, the stone façade had crumbled, leaving a pit of ashes and shadows and little else where once there had been a thriving seamstress’s shop. Even this damage paled in comparison to the southern parts of the city where entire blocks had been ravaged by cataclysmic conflagrations.


Staying close to the wall of the alley, he inspected the grounds of the square more closely and was even more encouraged by the sparsity of bodies scattered about. His furtive scrutiny revealed just three corpses, a nearly incomprehensible decline after the horrors he had witnessed. He tried to see past the east end into the streets beyond, daring to hope that perhaps a large portion of the city had been spared the depredations of the Dakariin army but the narrow glimpses he was afforded were not clear enough. 



The relative normalcy of the market square had restored some of Daved’s composure; his heart stopped trying to hammer its way through his ribcage and his lungs no longer sucked quite so greedily for air, even though his throat still burned for need of water. The grief and terror still lurked, like a predator in the dark, just around the next bend, waiting, waiting... But Daved found it easier to control and he resolutely pushed it down in his mind, storing it away for another time.


Daved, having decided it was safe to proceed, took no more than three steps into the square when off to his right, he heard the echo of more Dakariin voices emanate from a street across the way. Once again his heart lurched, jack-hammering in his chest, and the terror flooded back, washing away his fleeting, crystalline sense of calm in a roiling torrent. He spun about, glancing wildly at his surroundings and a familiar sign caught his eye. Just two doors away he spotted the Horse and Chariot, a tavern he had often frequented with his friends in better times.


Yesterday, the thought skittered across the outskirts of the manic tumult that was his mind, I was here just yesterday!




He hurried as quietly as he could manage for the door of the tavern, vaguely noting that a part of one wall had collapsed causing the roof to cant wildly. The Dakariin sounded closer and he knew that his options were severely limited: seek refuge in the tavern and hope that it would be enough, or be captured, tortured and killed. He could not go much further with such weariness weighing him down. Too much had happened, too much had been witnessed. The tavern seemed to beckon him, luring him with thoughts of safety and maybe even rest. 



He made his decision and with it, his resolve for stealth and care evaporated. With a last, desperate sprint, he crossed the threshold, raced past broken tables and overturned chairs, and vaulted over the bar that still stood, though it was battered and charred around the edges.


Catching his foot on the edge of the counter, he fell awkwardly and the last thing he remembered for a time was the sight of an empty shelf rushing up to meet his head—where's my helmet? Aren't I supposed to be wearing a helmet?—followed by a flash of lightning behind his eyes.


Followed by darkness.




Chapter 3

 “Move it, you sluggards!” roared Colonel Ferril. He was normally an even-tempered man but he was having a very bad day. This morning, he and his family had arisen, eager to begin preparations for the Feast of Shadows that they should be having this evening—right about now actually, cooking, cleaning, dressing and drinking (and why not? It was the Feast of Shadows after all) and so he had been completely caught unawares when word of the Dakariin attack had reached him. He vowed to himself for the tenth time since the first alarm had sounded that the sentries and rangers who had been manning the outposts along the North Road would be drawn and quartered for not sending word of the impending invasion.


They couldn’t all have missed a force this size passing through, he thought darkly, which brought a horrible notion to mind. Maybe they had not missed the invaders. Maybe the invaders had simply taken steps to ensure that word would not reach him, allowing this battle to rage on this day of shadows. He shook his head while his men ran about him, and for a moment he relived a horrible event.


No more than two hours ago, he had watched in horror as six hundred of his men, his finely trained cavalry, were cut down in front of his disbelieving eyes. He had sent out his sally force hoping to stall the Dakariin attack on the front gate but the Dakariin had seemed to have been waiting for just such a force. They had reacted, he admitted with a grudging respect, admirably. He had not even been able to provide back-up; even his archers would have been useless. The Dakariin had engaged his cavalry so quickly and completely that any arrow launched from the battlements would have had as much chance of finding one of his own men as it would have a Dakariin. Not that it would have made much difference in the end. So he had watched the slaughter unfold as stunned and sickened as every other soldier manning the wall. Of course, he had expected losses. He was a seasoned soldier, and a good one, he thought. But what he saw, what he watched...


After being forced to endure the sight of their city slowly dying at the hands of savage pillagers, the rout had nearly broken the spirits of the men frantically defending the keep. For the past hour, Colonel Ferril had been angrily pressing his men to redouble their efforts to save what was left.


The rout had the opposite effect on the Dakariin. The attack came with a renewed fervency that dismayed the Killhernans even more. The defenses were breached at several points along the wall and Ferril’s swordsmen set aside the pots of burning pitch they had been spilling over the walls in favor of their preferred weapons, the swords they had trained with since their adolescent years, engaging their seemingly rabid enemy all along the battlement. For a time, the discordant peal of sword on sword dominated the afternoon as men battled desperately, bitterly, for their honor. Honor? No. That was a rich joke. No, their lives.


Not ten feet away from Ferril, a Dakariin leaped onto the wall, followed immediately by a second. Ferril lunged, a dagger appearing as if by magic in his left hand. With a flick of his wrist, the same dagger suddenly sprouted from the throat of the first Dakariin, along with a red bloom of draining life. At the same instant, his sword seemed to jump into his right hand and within a heartbeat, it found its mark as well, and he buried it deeply between the second man’s ribs. He spun, dragging his sword free of the dying man’s chest, and slashed at the head of the third Dakariin who was just cresting the crenellations. He felt a crunching impact as his sword bit deep and the third Dakariin convulsed, his grip slackening. 



A pike appeared, reaching out from behind him, catching the ladder his enemy had been climbing, and with a grunt of effort, the soldier behind him pushed the ladder away from the wall. It teetered, hanging inanely in space for a moment as though it would defy logic, defy convention and just stay there so it could become some sight-seeing attraction for future tourists—“Can I climb it daddy? Can I?”— then toppled backward, dumping its cargo of wide-eyed, slack-jawed Dakariin howling onto the heads of their comrades and the bloody ground below. More soldiers rushed up to fill the gap in their line and Colonel Ferril spun around, murder mottling his features.

 “The next one of you cow’s asses who lets any of those scum set so much as a toe on these walls is going to hang by his ankles while I personally tar and feather you!” Even amidst the clamor of battle, no one had difficulty hearing their commander’s enraged voice.


As he searched along the stained and sooty walls however, he noticed that there were no more ladders reaching up from the remaining horde below. The Dakariin advance was halted at the walls and the soldiers crowding the battlements started to notice. A weak cheer rose up in the ranks; arrow after arrow peppered the beleaguered ranks below as his archers renewed their attack.


He performed a quick count of the remaining enemy and felt relief wash over him at his result. By his estimation, the enemy force, about eight thousand strong at the beginning of that hellish day, had dwindled to perhaps a little less than fifteen hundred. It was time to finish this. Spinning on his heel, he quickly searched his own ranks, searched for his second in command, Major Tomis. Who was nowhere to be found. Odd.


He left the battlement, descending a set of stone stairs to the courtyard below where he spied one of his junior lieutenants deep in discussion with his own subordinates. He called out to the young officer who glanced up. The lieutenant's annoyed expression melted when he saw the owner of the voice that interrupted him.


Cracking off last minute orders to his sergeants, who immediately saluted and rushed away to see to their superior’s orders, he scurried over to his commander with a salute of his own.

 “Where’s Tomis?” Ferril snapped. 


 “Major Tomis was injured sir. Took a blade in the thigh. He should be at the infirmary now,” the lieutenant’s voice was brisk, business-like and, even amidst the chaos, even as a thorn of unease pricked him, Ferril found himself approving the young officer’s efficiency.

 “Is it serious?”

 “By all reports, no sir. Looks nastier than it is. The wound took him out of commission for the duration of the battle but he should be up and about in a day or two, I’m told,” the lieutenant reported, standing at attention. Ferril noted that as professional as he seemed, he could not hide the fire of pride burning in his eyes. Like Ferril himself, the men thought highly of Tomis and would not like to hear of anything serious happening to him.

 “Good,” Ferril grunted. He was far better at schooling his emotions. His subordinate did not see the relief he felt at that news. “Has the second company of cavalry been prepared?”

 “Yes sir.”

 “They have their orders. Send them.”

 “Yes sir.” Another quick salute and his junior officer ran off.


Wanting to see the outcome, and praying to God that this time, things would go according to plan, he retraced his steps to the battlements above, to almost the exact same position he had stood in for most of the day.


As he ascended, his thoughts were dark. The duke would have someone’s head on a platter for this debacle. Ferril had a pretty good idea whose head it would be.


At least, he thought ruefully, climbing the final steps, Tomis is alive. He will make a fine garrison commander after I’ve been removed.




Chapter 4


Daved opened his eyes and for a moment he thought they were still closed before he realized that he lay in impenetrable darkness. He lay unmoving trying to recall where he was, how he had gotten there. It was the sickly sweet odor of stale liquor backdropped by the bitterness of ashes that reminded him.


He raised his head and the muscles in his neck went limp when an agony of fire erupted between his ears, behind his eyes. A wave of nausea threatened to empty his belly though there was not much in there. He lay still, closing his eyes—that helped not at all—head lowered again, and concentrated on settling the acidic churning. 



After a time, he tried again. Gingerly, slowly, he undertook the monumental task of standing. He might have been trying to scale sheer cliffs with rocks tied to his feet, or swim across the ocean and he thought it would have been no harder to do. He reached his knees before vertigo took him, caused the room to tilt and whirl like a bucking stallion. Panting, his gorge threatening to reverse itself, he hung his head between his arms, and thanked his luck that he was in total blackness—at least he did not have to see the room dance a merry jig around him.


He hoisted his battered frame off the ground with a quiet grunt, clutching the bar that had been both his savior and his undoing, and he rose to his feet, inordinately proud of himself for accomplishing such an easy task, such an impossible feat.


Opening his eyes, he peered through the gloom. Through the broken roof and the shattered door, he saw night had fallen; the only light in the tavern was a pale hint of moonlight that teased across the floor, so dim that perhaps he imagined it. He tried to suppress a shiver, failed. It had grown cold and the sweat, blood and garbage covering him, that made him stink worse than any smoke or stale liquor ever could, felt like it was all freezing to him. At least the air was bracing; it had the effect of rousing him somewhat, of waking him.


But still he felt he was in a nightmare.


He rifled behind the bar, searching, clay clattering and glass shattering as it tumbled to the floor, until he wrapped a hand around the neck of a bottle that felt comfortingly heavy. He uncorked it, raised it gratefully to his lips and drank. His parched throat screamed when bitter wine touched it—not Gram's best stuff, not by far; probably the stuff he served peasants for a copper a glass—but he drank until the bottle was nearly empty. Thirst quenched, he rummaged around on the floor, and with a hiss, he found his sword. Blade first, of course.


Sheathing his weapon, vaguely surprised he still had his sheath, he stepped around the edge of the bar, and stumbled. The floor was littered with dented goblets and shattered bowls, overturned tables and smashed benches. It was an obstacle course through which he carefully wended, his feet rustling the filthy, sooty rushes that covered the floors in uneven lumps.


In the depths of the murk, he spied a darker dark, a shadow in a shadow. It was a familiar shape, like something he had seen often, like something...like someone...

 “Oh Gram,” Daved sighed quietly.


The owner of the tavern lay cold near a hearth that was even colder. He thought he should search for Gram's wife, he thought he should search for their son (bright eyes gazing at the spinning top Daved had brought with him, staring with the innocent wonder that only the very young can have, little hands clapping merrily. A squeal of pure delight...no. Not now). They were like family to him, their door always open for him and he felt he owed them that much. But he could not bear to see them. Not like this.


(Not now)


Time for that later. Time to mourn the dead only if one did not become a member of that exclusive club. There were other things to attend to.


Shivering again, the cold leeching into his very bones, he crossed the rest of the room to the front door and peeked out, surveying the square. It was exactly as it had been when he had arrived earlier, when he had found safety and solace from roaming hunters, but the moonlight added an even eerier quality to the macabre scene. Now everything was painted bone pale, the shadows like blood. Something nagged at him, nipped at the edges of his consciousness like gnats. The elusive thought would not go away no matter how he swatted at it, but neither did it make itself easily known like a word that lurks at the tip of one's tongue.


He stepped out into the silent street, kept his eyes peeled, darting, watching for anything, everything. His ears strained, as alert as his eyes, and as he listened, he was comforted with the knowledge that he should be able to hear a bird fart from the next street over in the...


Silence. That was the nagging thought. As distant as the sounds of battle had been, they had been there. They had accompanied him on his mad dash through the city, nipping at his heels like a pack of coyotes, and before that the vibrant sounds of a thriving city. Now, there was naught but deafening silence. Like a graveyard filled with crumbling mausoleums.


The battle was over. He was suddenly certain of it. But who won? He scanned the skyline to the south, and another emptiness greeted him. Through the wisps of smoke that streaked the air like ghosts he saw no telltale glow. No fire then. Above, the stars ducked in and out of hiding behind ephemeral scarves, winking and twinkling as if they laughed at some joke that was too great, too profound for him to understand. If the Dakariin had won, surely the entire city would be a bonfire. Those savages lived to pillage, to burn. To kill.


He made a decision at that moment, a collapse of thought, of mind that anyone who knew him would have gasped a startled breath to see. Perhaps it was exhaustion, perhaps it was the wine starting to work its magic, but either way, he threw caution to the wind. He trudged south down the middle of the road, not caring if some Dakariin were left, not caring if he suddenly felt the searing pain of sword or arrow, toward the keep and his garrison and his bed in the barracks. If he made it, great. If not, well, that would be fine too. He had his fill of blood and death, of terror and sorrow. He was done.


As he walked, he wondered what he would do after he filed for his discharge. Perhaps he could sign on with a merchant, but what would he do? Be a guard? Too close to his current career path. Or maybe he would see about working in a mill. That was more like it. No. A farm. Yes that's the ticket. He would find a farm out in the middle of nowhere where he could spend the rest of his days encouraging things to grow and to live. But he would worry about it later (not now). Tonight, he wanted his bed and nothing more. He fixed his eyes on the skyline, no longer able to stomach the horrors that littered the streets of the city he had spent the last five years defending, afraid he would not be able to contain the tears which threatened to wash away his sanity.


He did not see the mound in the road that tripped him. Face in the dirt again, he thought grimly amused. Becoming a habit today. At least there's no garbage. Mad laughter fought bitter tears but he stifled both. Spitting dirt, he rolled to see what had felled him. 



The tears won after all.


At his feet lay a small bundle, a tiny form with arms outstretched. A mop of tousled hair covered the face but Daved knew. He knew. Reaching down, Daved choked back (not now!) a sob. So small, so young. The Dakariin had not discriminated. He drew the small form into his lap and brushed hair away, saw the pale face that seemed too peaceful, too calm. He was right, of course. He knew. He knew this boy. He had given this boy sweets, toys (bright eyes gazing...Not now), he had played with this boy as Gram poured them drinks. He had not found Gram's wife, but he had found his son. 



He thought of the last time he had seen this boy. He was nearly drunk and this boy had stepped to his side, tugged at his sleeve to get his attention. “Haven't you had enough?” the boy had asked and so innocent was the question, so immensely beyond the boy's five years was his tone, that instead of taking offense, Daved had laughed even as Gram had chastised his son for rudeness. He was a quiet lad, strangely serious for one so young, but there was always a mischievous sparkle lurking just behind eyes and Daved had found it endearing, and he knew that this boy, this tiny young creature had caused his parents grief from time to time. Of course he knew. He had heard the stories.


(bright eyes gazing...NOT NOW!)


The entire day seemed to be summed up by the tiny form in his arms. The surprise invasion at dawn, the burning city, the botched sortie that saw all his fellows butchered, the mad flight through death filled streets: it all came to this. 



(Okay. Yes, now.)


He wept then, great choking sobs bursting from his gut, and he bowed his head, letting the grief take him, letting the horror be washed away by a bitter flood of salt water.


He pulled the boy close to him, hugging him to his chest and let his grief out.


A movement. A twitch. He gasped and stared down at the still figure, frozen, hope burgeoning like the sun in his chest, but still he had seen too much. He would not let the hope shine through. Not yet. He felt no more from the boy. Perhaps he had not felt anything anyway. It was too much to hope for, too unlikely.


The boy moaned and if there had been any noise anywhere, it would have been drowned out, but the streets were silent, the city dead, and Daved heard it. He fixed his eyes on the boy, watched for any sign of movement, felt for the expansion and compression of breathing. 



It was there. Barely, but it was.


The boy's eyelids fluttered slightly and he shifted minutely in Daved's arms. The tears of sorrow turned to tears of joy and where, a moment before, he had to stifle cries of rage and bitterness, now he had to stifle shouts of joy. He was not alone. He was not the only living thing in the graveyard. Somehow, he felt a connection to the boy, a rightness that he could not explain and he made his second life-changing decision then.

 “I'm going to take care of you, boy. I'm going to see to it that you have the best life I can provide for you.”


As impulsive as it was, it was a life-changing decision. He knew that. What he did not know was how many lives he had just changed.










Part 2:




Of Swords and Plowshares





















 “A simple life leads to a simple mind”


-proverb




Chapter 5

 The cabin stood as it always did, stoic and enduring. It was a plain building with simple logs stacked one atop the next, white-washed to keep them from rotting, and mortared together to keep out the weather. That is not to say that the cabin was slapdash or ramshackle. Not at all. It was plain, but it was meticulously constructed, and any master craftsman would have been proud to call it his work. The walls were straight and true, and if a carpenter laid a level, one of those newfangled gadgets just now filtering into the kingdom from the great and advanced empire of Kashya, down along any of those logs, he would have seen the mysterious, magical little bubble in the glass tube was dead center between the notches. It was not a large cabin—an average man could have walked the entire length of it with less than a dozen average paces, but there was definitely an impression about it that an army with battering rams would not have succeeded in knocking down those walls or even the plain wooden door sitting flush in its jamb with not even the slightest crack to let in either the hot summer sun or cold winter air.

 The roof was tar shingles, a rarity and a luxury usually reserved for wealthier folks, and slanted down from one end to the other; the occupants never worried about finding puddles on their floor or the cots they slept in. The tiniest wisp of gray smoke stretched from the tin chimney in a long sinuous line that reached to the heavens. The windows—though small, they were another luxury—were dark, or perhaps they were not but the glinting glare of the sun gave the illusion that they were. 

 It was a pleasant cabin, small and comfortable, designed for a father and his son to have a comfortable place to lay their heads when the sun was just a memory, and the stars played out their eternal dramas for any who were so inclined to watch. 

 It was a well-tended cabin, its walls brightly white with its new coat of paint, but really, there was nothing fancy about it. It was just paint after all, and there were no swirling and whorling bits of wood trim around the eave, no shutters flanked the windows. There were no colorful gardens surrounding it in their tidy little beds. The occupants of this abode were a father and his son: the former was entirely too busy for such niceties, and too pragmatic, and the latter was...well, the latter was a boy of ten with much more interesting things to do than tend to flowers all day.

 The door flew open so swiftly that a casual observer may have thought fell sorcery was afoot—the door was there, and then it was gone! But of course it was not gone. A ten year old boy lived there and it was an early morning in spring. Surely that was explanation enough?

 There was a flurry of movement in the shadows and the boy darted out quick as a thought. He took three paces at a dead run and stopped, stretched out his arms and breathed deeply of the wonderful air, his chest puffing out like a sparrow's, and he grinned a grin that spread from ear to ear. He stood there with his breath held letting the sun, that ancient and inexorable skygod, still only just begun his day's journey smile its primordial light upon him, warming him. Behind him, the door swung silently shut on well oiled hinges but he did not notice. He only had eyes for what was ahead of him.

 The day was spectacular in his opinion. Absolutely stunning. It was as though some god at some time in the distant past had pulled together a committee of ten year old boys and given them the sole task of discovering the answer to one question: What makes a perfect day?

 The air was warm and soft. There was no more of the spiky undertone that reminded of winter's lurking presence warning that, at any moment, freezing winds could sweep across the land driving snow with such a ferocity to cause each flake to actually sting, chafing red any exposed flesh, driving gales that howled like angry devils, scrubbing the land clean of all things green. Certainly, the days had been warm recently as was normal for that time of spring. It had been warm enough to melt away the snows, warm enough for a simple cloak, even if it was wool, to suffice instead of layers of heavy furs. But on that day, for the first time that spring, a simple cotton shirt (long-sleeved) and linen trousers were ample covering.

 The faintest trickle of a breeze like a breath exhaled from a newborn babe reached him, raised tiny goose pimples on his arms, and carried with it the smells of life stirring: musky earth, sweet grass, and spring flowers.

 It was the kind of day that would let a boy go fishing without fear of a chill but was just a little too cool for biting insects to leave their nests. It was the kind of day that let a boy run as much as he wanted without the discomfort of his shirt clinging soddenly to his back like a molting snake's second skin. It was a perfect day.

 He let out his breath with a long, “Aaaaaah!” and stretched. It was wonderful feeling the sunny warmth after the long, cold darkness of winter. But there were more important things for him to do than stand there.


Off to his left no more than a stone's throw away he saw his tree, an expansive old elm tree whose branches spread for miles in every direction, or so it seemed to him. He loved climbing into the upper branches and resting his back against the gnarled bark and gazing across the landscape that opened up before him like an eagle unfurling its wings. From the upper branches, even in the height of summer when the tree was thick with greenery, he could peer out and see the cabin he shared with his father and beyond. He could see the buildings that made a farm what it was—the sprawling barns, the impossibly high silo, the squat workshop. He could see Galbin's own grand manor, proudly announcing to all passers-by that a farmer of means worked this earth. Even the men working beyond the fences, far out in the fields looking like ants as they plowed and picked, hoed and sowed, were visible from his nest. The small wood bordering the northern edge of the farm compound where he and his friends played countless games of hide-and-seek stood tall and ancient. That small wood, and probably his own tree too, he supposed, had once been part of the great forest, gloomy and sinister, that he could see if he looked south and across the road but it had been cut off from its mother by Galbin's father's father who had built this farm with his bare hands a hundred years ago. Beyond the woods, though not visible from his tree for it was beyond the main barn and over a rise, was his pond. It was not a big pond and not deep. He could swim across it with ease. But the water was fresh, rejuvenated as it was by the stream that fed it. He spent countless hours there every summer with his friends fishing and swimming and catching frogs. There was as yet no foliage on his tree, just little green buds like upturned teardrops, and that always made the scenery even more panoramic though it was less pretty without the green framing.

 He considered climbing his tree then but only for an instant. It was the first perfect day of the year; there were far better things to do than waste it in a tree. He thought then of the chores he should be doing but there really was not so much. He would simply have to make sure he got home first so he would have time to clean the dishes, get the mud off the floors, take the sack of dirty clothes to the main house for the laundress's, get water from the well, clean the chamber pot...

 But if the tree was not important enough to hold his attention for long, then a list of chores was definitely not in the running for things he wanted to do right at that moment. Besides, his father never got home before the sun was nearly set. He had all day. First, he had to find his friends. Best to get started then.

 He ran then, as fast as his legs would carry him, tousled sand colored hair dancing in the wind, across the grasses until he reached his first destination, the large barracks-like barn that had been built to house the variety of employees a farm this size needed: nearly two score farmhands, maids, cooks, a blacksmith and a carpenter all stayed in the barracks, along with their children. The only residents of the farm who did not reside there were he and his father who, as Galbin's right-hand man had been given the honor of separate lodgings, and of course, Galbin's own family who lived in the grand old house originally built by Galbin's father's father and renovated to its current state by Galbin's father.

 When he flung open the door, which protested with a creak like a reluctant old man, one glance immediately told him there was no one there. All the men were out in the fields at that time of day, plowing and sowing for the growing season ahead while the womanfolk would be at the main house seeing to chores of their own: washing, sewing, cooking, and a shopping list of other necessary chores needed to keep a farm running, all the while immersed with their gossip and laughter. The rows of cots populating the large main room that were reserved for the single men were all empty—except for blankets scattered in crumpled heaps that looked like little bodies still curled in sleep. Even most of the doors along the back wall which led to the more private family rooms were open.

 Unsurprised, he slammed the door and ran on. He passed the workshop, a squat structure with wide double-doors set on rails so that they slid open wide enough to allow access even for wagons in need of repair, and a dense cloud of gray-black smoke rose into the air coming from the forge's chimney like a rock-slide going the wrong way, and he did not bother to spare a glance through the open doors. His friends certainly would not be wasting their time in that dark, smelly place, enduring the gruff roars of Jax, the dark, smelly blacksmith. 

 On he went, leaving the rhythmic clanking of the smith's hammer behind, flying past the south wing of the main barn, the largest structure on the farm—though not the tallest, an honor reserved for the silo—easily housing the entire herds of cows and horses, the pigs and the chickens, when they were not outside. He thought about searching the haylofts, a favorite spot during those dreary rainy days when being outside was as much a chore as scrubbing floors, a perfect spot to set up man-sized stacks of hay so they had a soft place to land when they jumped from the rafters. But it was not raining and certainly no chore to be outside. He discarded his thought out of hand. They most definitely would not be there.

 He rounded the corner and the silo came into view. Easily taller than the tallest tree, it stretched up to the heavens with a strangely graceful grandeur that always awed him. Almost always. Not that day. He had better things to do. All it contained were stacks upon stacks of food stores, depleted after the long winter, but not so much so that they would starve before the next harvest. He dismissed the silo and sped on, not wearying, barely even breathing heavily with all the exuberance of childhood at his fingertips.

 The world finally opened up when he passed between the north-west wing of the sprawling L-shaped main barn and the corner of the smaller secondary barn reserved for storage—harvested crops that almost unbelievably did not fit in the silo, tools, wagons, and sundry knick-knacks, many of which he did not have a name for. The woods rose abruptly along an invisible border far to his left where farmland ran into it, a clot of elms and cedars still waking from their winter sleep, spotted with clumps of evergreens giving the entire line a mottled look. 

 He angled right, leaping over the low wooden fence which zig-zagged its way along the edge of the compound looking for all the world like a slithering snake, to where the trees thinned out and gave way to a hill whose gentle, shallow slope misled. Seen from this side, it seemed no more than a low rise, but the slope was a long one and when he reached the top, panting finally for it really was a very misleading hill, he could once again see that it was indeed quite tall. If he looked over his shoulder, he could see the top of the main barn from here. But he did not look back of course, for he had found his friends right where he thought they would be. He started down the other side of the hill, much steeper on this side, steep enough that in winter, when the snows were deep, a boy on a sled could pick up blinding, mind-numbing speed and if he was reckless, could sail halfway across the pond before coming to a stop.

 Dismay washed through him and he redoubled his pace when he saw the group of friends huddled in a small circle near the edge of the pond, staring intently at something on the ground. They had found something interesting, maybe even exciting, and they had not waited for him. Halfway down the slope, he waved to them and called out.

 “Halloo,” he yelled and if he had not been concentrating so much on keeping his feet under him—instead of over him which would be an entirely unfortunate thing—on the treacherous hill, he would have winced at the note of desperation in his voice. What did they find?

 The heads of his friends popped up like curious prairie dogs, and when Darren saw him running down the hill toward them, he grinned and waved a hand that looked like a ham with sausages sticking out of it. He was a large boy. Not fat, just large. Even at eleven years, he had a girth that suggested he would be extraordinarily powerful when he grew up. As the blacksmith's son—and apprentice—he often did work that many men found back-breaking. His plain features were open, honest and he was well liked on the farm.

 Trig was there too. Being the oldest at the farm—besides Valik who did not count, in most of their opinions—everyone tended to defer to him which was all right. Trig was a pleasant boy even if he was by all accounts a rather ugly one and, as his nickname suggested, he was bright. He always had the best ideas, like the time he had suggested they prop a bucket full of water over Valik's door. “Maybe that'll cool him off,” Trig had laughed. It backfired though for it was Valik's mother who had entered the room first. Trig had been a little more prudent about the locations of his pranks from then on. At least until the welts on his back had faded anyway. He was smart.

 “Jurel! Hurry and see what we found!”

 “What I found you mean,” Wag, the youngest of the boys, said.

 Trig rolled his eyes in Wag's direction even as they turned as one to welcome his approach. Not surprising, really. Wag had a terrible tendency to follow them around like a lost puppy and had all the energy of one. Of course, Wag was not his real name but one day about a year before, he had followed Darren around so closely, bouncing on his feet and babbling about everything, Darren had turned on him and shouted that he needed to “stop wagging like an excited dog,” and a nickname had been born much to the younger boy's chagrin.

 “Hello everyone,” Jurel said between pants, slowing to walk the last few paces. “What's going on?”

 He could barely contain his curiosity as he searched the ground, trying to find what all the fuss was about.

 “Oh, it's nothing. Wag found a silly hole,” said little Frieza who popped out from behind Erin's back.

 Jurel noted her general state of cleanliness. Or lack thereof. She looked as though she might have been attacked by some sort of mud monster and lost, she was so covered in it. Before Wag could send the scathing retort he was most surely formulating right at that moment, Jurel decided to poke a little fun at the tiny wisp of a girl.

 “You know you're awfully muddy Frieza,” Jurel informed her as if it were somehow news. “Your mother's gonna whip you good.”

 Now it was Frieza's turn to look indignant, and Darren guffawed.

 “No problem there Jurry,” Darren laughed. “All Frieza has to do is stand in front of the pig sty and her mother'll never even see her.”

 A general laugh passed through the group and Frieza stomped her foot.

 “You be quiet, you—you big oaf,” cried Frieza and this made everyone laugh all the harder until Trig stepped in.

 “Ok, ok, leave Frieza alone.” 

 As their unspoken leader, he often took it upon himself to protect them. 

 “Besides,” he added with a mischievous smirk, “she'll get it soon enough when her mother sees her carrying half the farm on her skirt.”

 “And what about my hole?” Wag asked, dismissing Frieza, who was not important. After all, he was a whole year older than her. “I bet it's a frog's hole.”

 Jurel finally saw the hole in question. It was a tiny thing surrounded by short grass with a bit of mud that looked like a welcome mat, and disappeared into the ground. Even the sun could not find the bottom of it.

 “It can't be a frog's hole,” Erin sniffed.

 Of course she would know. She knew everything. Grudgingly, Jurel had to admit that Erin was not really a bad sort. She was just so insufferably smug.

 “Yeah,” Frieza piped up, “it can't be a frog's hole.”

 “Well, why not?” Wag demanded.

 “Because it's too small to be a frog's hole, silly,” Erin explained in the same tone a parent used on a child who was being willfully dense.

 “It's not too small,” retorted Wag. “It's still cool out so he's got his front door closed.”

 Jurel watched as his friends argued and smiled. This day was starting off very well. Very well indeed.

 * * *

 The sun climbed higher in the sky and grew warmer as they played several rousing games of Catch-Me-If-You-Can, running through the grasses, turned mostly green by the weeks of warming weather, with only patches of ecru like the footsteps of a dancing giant, whooping with delight. Frieza, being the smallest of them, was most often the chaser but everyone, even Wag, let her catch them once in a while. Despite her pesky tendency to emulate Erin's self-importance, everyone liked her well enough and they wanted to include her in their play. They also did not want to have to endure one of her tantrums. Ugly business those.

 When the sun had reached its zenith and hung there, hesitating as if it did not want such a beautiful day to end either, they threw themselves to the ground at the top of the rise, still laughing, and watched the puffs of clouds that had wandered over into their part of the world while they were playing.

 “That one looks like a cow, doesn't it?” Darren asked of no one in particular.

 “Naw, it looks like a horse,” Wag declared. “A knight's trusty steed, armored and prepared for a grand battle against the dragon that kidnapped the princess.”

 A sense of unease passed through Jurel, fleeting memories crawling up his spine like spiders.

 “It's too fat to be a horse, Wag,” Erin sniffed.

 He tried to hide his discomfort as they argued over whether it was a cow grazing in a field or a horse trotting to battle. His friends did not know what he knew. They still believed that battle was like the stories: all honor and glory and valor. They imagined it was no more than some grand game that men played, like Catch-Me-If-You-Can or Hide-and-Seek but in armor and with swords. But Jurel had witnessed a battle of his own. A real battle. A battle where men roared and screamed and hacked at each other with sharpened steel that had vicious serrated edges. He remembered blood and fear, the smell of bitter smoke, all that remained of homes, of families, and the sickly sweet stench of death, meat, and manure mingled into one nauseating bouquet. And he remembered loss. Above all, there was loss. It was like a gaping hole with edges as ragged as a torn sack. A hole filled with empty pain. 

 A lump filled his throat and his eyes burned with unshed tears as chill spider's fingers continued their relentless journey up his spine. With momentous effort he pushed away the unwanted memories and surreptitiously wiped the moisture from his eyes. He had never told his friends about that day. In truth, all he wanted was to forget it had ever happened, that his life, though short, had been tipped upside down like a jug of fresh spring water into desert sands. Until he was empty.

 “Hey you slackers! What're you doin?” 

 It was a rare occasion indeed that Jurel was glad to hear Valik's voice. This was one of them. Sitting up, he turned his head to look down the hill toward the farm. Trig and Darren did likewise and the three watched the approach of the eldest of them.

 There was not much nice to be said of Valik. He was a mean-spirited boy who enjoyed pranks that went too far, and nasty, hurtful words. He always laughed hardest when he provoked tears in another. Jurel did not like him and he was pretty sure the sentiment was shared by anyone who knew him. It was a sentiment that was probably felt by anyone as soon as they saw his pinched features and beady, rat-like eyes. He reveled in his role as eldest of the lot. He loved reminding them that he was nearly a man grown, though his thirteenth birthday had passed but two months ago and he would not truly be considered a man for three more years—a lifetime away. He paraded himself around like he were superior to them, strutting like a peacock whenever he was around them. He was also Galbin's only son and heir to the farm—a fact he gleefully reminded them of constantly. Life with Valik around was generally a challenge.

 Valik's late arrival meant his father had probably ordered him to work in the fields that morning. He hated getting his hands dirty, preferring instead to let others do the work for him. Everyone knew that he would be in an especially foul mood, and when he was in a foul mood his words stung all the harder and his pranks hurt more.

 There was a bright side however. As he got older, his father placed more and more responsibilities on his shoulders in preparation of the day when he would inherit the farm. It meant that he was around less and less to torment the others.

 “I said, what are you slackers doin?” he asked as he reached the top of the hill and stood with fists planted on his hips like an angry father and glared down at them. “What's a man got to do to get an answer around here?”

 Well at least it had been a good morning.

 “We're not doing anything, Valik,” Trig said in a placating tone. “Did your father have a lot for you to do today?”

 “Well of course he did you idiot. There's a lot to know about ownin a farm you know.”

 Maliciously, he peered at them, and sneered. “But then, the likes of you wouldn't know, would you? All the hired help needs to know is how to follow orders.”

 “Not if I can help it,” Darren muttered and Jurel suppressed a grin.

 “All you need to know is how to use my plows,” continued Valik, oblivious to Darren's comment.

 With a self-satisfied smirk, Valik looked upon them as though they were his subjects and his eyes lit on Frieza.

 “Frieza, look at you! Your mother's gonna have a fit when she sees what you done to your skirt. Why don't you run off like a good little girl and get washed up, eh? Besides, I don't need children gettin under my feet for the rest of the day.” 

 “But mama said I could stay out and play today,” she said and her lower lip trembled slightly. “She said I could play.”

 “I don't need no little girls and their dollies boring me to tears,” he said as gruffly as a thirteen year old can manage (and never mind that there were no dollies to be seen). “Go on. Off with you.” He waved his hand, dismissing her.

 “Come on Valik,” Trig said, coming to the girl's defense. “Leave her be. She won't be in the way.”

 The hopeful look in Frieza's eyes, so bright and excited, nearly broke Jurel's heart. Valik hesitated with his mouth partway open and his eyes slitted angrily when he saw the same plea mirrored by everyone. Then he sighed a martyr's sigh and threw his hands in the air.

 “Fine. You can stay.” He jabbed a finger at Trig then, like it was a dagger. “But you had best make sure she don't bug me.”

 With that warning—which was almost immediately forgotten by Trig—he rose and trotted off. Knowing he expected them to follow, they all rose and shuffled along behind him, like a line of chicks following a harping mother hen.

 Jurel did not understand how Valik could be so unpleasant. His father, Galbin, was a good man. He was the kind of man who still believed in the old rules. Anyone, no matter how ragged, could approach the farm and beg a night's stay and Galbin would not only provide lodgings, even if it might only be a blanket in a hayloft, he would provide a meal. He was a hard working soul too; never would he ask anyone to do anything he himself had not done a thousand times over. Jurel's father reminded him time and again that this man, as soft and portly as he seemed, deserved all the respect he had, every lick of it. Coming from his father, that was high praise indeed.

 In a way, Galbin had adopted Jurel as something of a surrogate nephew since they had arrived some four years before, and Jurel loved him for it. He always had a smile and a jest for Jurel. Whenever his father was asked to dine at the main house—usually to discuss business—Jurel was always invited. None of it seemed to have any effect on Valik though. On the contrary, Galbin's son seemed to take particular pleasure in watching him squirm like the flies he pulled the wings from.

 “Hey new kid,” Valik barked. Four years and that nickname still seemed to delight him. “Go and fetch my ball and maybe I'll let you play this time.”

 “I'll go Jurel,” Trig offered.

 “No no. It's fine. I'll go,” he replied for Valik's sake. And, quietly, for Trig, he added, “I don't mind getting away from King Farmboy for a bit.”

 As the rest of them ran down to the field already caught up in a game, Jurel angled away and made his way back to the farm. Over the fence he went, and back the way he had come earlier until, rounding the corner of the big main barn, Galbin's house came into view.

 It was a large house and Jurel was always impressed by it. Certainly, not even the grandest palaces could be any more splendid than this great two story structure at the end of a cobbled path, that gleamed snow white with its new coat of paint. Windows marched in two rows, six in all and, with their shutters thrown wide open, reflected the sun so it seemed the light came from within. The tall roof was lined with red clay tiles all the way to its peak, matching exactly the color of the shutters. Two stone chimneys—one at each end of the house—rose up and appeared to Jurel like squat watch towers. He skirted around the side and to the front where he reached the veranda that spread nearly the entire length of the house and he stepped through the front door which, as was usual when the weather warmed, stood invitingly open.

 He ran into a brick wall of noise. Pots and pans clattered from ahead, through the kitchen doors, women laughed and chattered and called across the kitchen to each other as they saw to their tasks, and he saw a flurry of activity. 

 And the smell! The most wonderful aromas were coming from those doors: seasoned chicken roasting over the cook fire vied with fresh baked bread until he almost drooled and his belly grumbled, reminding him that he had not eaten since breakfast. As if he was a fish caught on a line, he veered from the wide staircase that rose to the second floor and Valik's room, and followed his nose down the long hall, his feet silent on the polished hardwood and one hand trailing idly along the white plaster of the wall.

 As soon as he crossed the arched doorway, the cacophony peaked. What was a brick wall of noise before, turned into an avalanche and he watched as women bustled about almost chaotically. Knives struck wood in quick succession, thockthockthock, as vegetables were chopped and potatoes were peeled. Water sluiced as some women wiped dishes that were handed to them and piled them clattering on precarious stacks in the cupboards, while others filed in and out carrying buckets of well water. Over it all, voices melded creating an alto roar that was intermittently speckled with laughter and with the odd shouted command.

 He sidled along the edge of the counter that ran around the room, trying desperately to keep himself from being sucked into the maelstrom, certain he would never emerge in one piece, and spotted old Marta kneading dough at the farthest counter across the room. Hesitating, he decided to take a risk. Licking his lips nervously, he tried to gauge the comings and goings of the women in front of him, quickly realizing there was no pattern. It was a bee hive of activity in the kitchen and women came and went as need dictated.

 As soon as a tiny gap opened, he steeled himself and dove through, praying fervently that he would survive the stampede, and managed to arrive at her side, surprised there had been only two shouted reprimands at him to watch where he was going.

 “Well, hello young Jurel,” she said mildly without even bothering to look up from her task of mauling and pummeling perfectly innocent dough with gnarled fingers that looked like knotty oak. “What brings you to the kitchen at this hour?”

 “Um, well I wondered if I might have a little bite to eat?” he asked. More mumbled, really.

 “Jurel Histane!” she said, rounding on him and planting her fists on her hips, giving the abused dough a much needed reprieve. “It will soon be time to sit for dinner. What will your father say when he finds I have ruined your appetite, hmmm?”

 “I'm sorry ma'am. It's just...I haven't eaten since breakfast, you see, and-”

 Clicking her teeth, she rolled her eyes dramatically. “Oh you children. Silly geese the whole lot of you!” 

 The twinkle in her eye belied the scolding tone and Jurel's hopes raised a notch.

 “Stay here,” she commanded and disappeared into the storm of activity leaving Jurel to look around and try to make sense of the chaos.

 Bits of conversation reached him like errant raindrops and he tried to make out the various voices. “Oh yes he did! And then he said...” one of the wash girls was saying to another and, “No no! Not like that. First, you need to...” That sounded like Valik's mother, Ingirt, waspish as ever. “You hear about Rorik? He was at...” He did not even know who that voice belonged to. Then Marta reappeared somehow unscathed and handed him a cloth bundle.

 “Here you are, you young scamp. Now be off with you. This kitchen is no place for boys who haven't the sense to eat lunch at a sensible hour,” she said and shooed him away.

 He managed to dodge his way back to the door without incident, clutching his prize to his chest like gold and with Marta's voice trailing after him like wind, “And don't be going announcing to all your friends that old Marta hands out freebies else you'll never gull a favor from me again.”

 He stood for a moment, a little out of breath, a little dazed, before gingerly spreading the waxed cloth and staring at the treasure buried within. A slab of golden chicken, still hissing faintly, as thick as his finger dripped grease into a warm roll as soft as a cloud and slathered with fresh yellow butter. He almost moaned with delight when the first hint of steam reached his nose. He did moan softly when he took his first bite and it took two more bites before he remembered why he was here in the first place.

 Stuffing the rest into his mouth—which made him look like a gathering squirrel—he pounded his way up the stairs to the second floor and went directly to the room he knew was Valik's. He scanned the floor littered with clothing, polished rocks, a long branch with whittle marks, and a thousand other useless bits and pieces, until he saw his prize peeking out from under a soiled work shirt. He was about to grab it up when he remembered his fingers were coated in grease and butter and a day's worth of dirt.

 It was an extremely rare occasion when Jurel did something that might be considered unkind. He rarely joined Trig in playing his largely harmless pranks—though he sometimes watched the outcome. He most certainly never joined Valik. But on that day, at that moment, a malicious smile, the most malicious grin he had ever worn, worked its way across his lips. He found, hanging from a rod in Valik's closet, a snow-white shirt. Valik's best shirt. Childish rationale butted its way into Jurel's thoughts. His hands were filthy after all. He had to wipe them clean before picking up Valik's most prized possession, right? Right. 

 Very carefully, he cleaned his hands on the spotless garment, ensuring that he got all the grease from between his fingers, under his nails, and anywhere else grease might hide. Stepping back, he scrutinized his work like a painter, eying this brush stroke and that, ensuring that every one was just so, and when he was satisfied, he plucked the ball from the ground and bolted from the scene of the crime.

 Under the sun once again and on his way back to the field on the other side of the fence, he felt vaguely uneasy, like eyes were watching him in disapproval. Perhaps his prank had not been the best way to get back at Valik after all. He did not like Valik but he had set him up for a good thrashing when the greasy shirt was discovered. But Jurel was nothing if not pragmatic, and he figured what was done, was done.

 “Hey new kid, what took you so long?” Valik called when he spotted Jurel rounding the main barn. “Did you forget your way?” 

 Even at that distance, Jurel could hear the cruel edge to Valik's laughter; he found himself a little less regretful.

 “No Valik. It just took me time to find it in all your stuff.”

 The girls went off on their own—which is to say, Erin did not want to play and Frieza did another admirable job of emulating the older girl. 

 “Women don't play with balls,” Erin sniffed and her expression was the one most people use when someone passes wind at the dinner table. 

 “Yeah! Women don't play with balls!” Frieza echoed.

 Jurel found that to be something of a relief, if a little confusing; was it not just last week that Erin had muddied her yellow skirts, getting just as filthy as the boys? He liked them well enough he supposed but they were, after all, girls.

 They played and laughed in the way that boys do while the sun began its journey downward, in the field that had been stamped flat by livestock en route to and from the grazelands outside the farm compound. There were not many rules to their game except those Valik made up on the spur of the moment and changed whenever it was most convenient for him. It did not matter. The grim memories of earlier were gone and it was a lovely afternoon to play.

 An awkward kick sent the ball bouncing and rolling off target, and Trig had to lunge for it. His own kick went wide and it careened toward the fence. Wag, ever the enthusiastic player, raced after it, galloping like a horse, squealing, “I got it, I got it.”

 Barely slowing, he spun and kicked...

 ...And missed completely, nearly belting himself in the head as he went skidding and rolling alongside the slowing ball. He jumped to his feet and the others, laughing, could see his face redden.

 “It jumped out of my way,” he called to them defensively amid their gales of laughter.

 Eying the ball accusingly, he kicked viciously, and sent it back toward the little group who were still trying to regain their own breaths. Jurel aimed his kick toward Darren but caught it just so and the ball sailed high, seemed to float forward, to slow down as if giving everyone a fine show: “Look ma! No hands!” It landed with a hollow thud right on Valik's protruding rat nose. Sitting hard, spluttering, Valik glared at Jurel while a line of redness fell from his nostril.


That's not good, Jurel thought, his innards clenching like a fist.

 “Oh! Valik! I'm sorry. I-”

 “You did that on purpose,” he shrieked.

 Valik rose to his feet and took threatening steps toward him, his face contorted with rage and drops of blood dripping from his chin, until they stood nearly nose to nose. Though three years his junior, Jurel was quite large for his age and he topped Valik by an inch. The advantage in size did nothing to halt the quaver of fear that Jurel felt.

 “No. I swear I didn't mean it,” Jurel cried plaintively. “I was kicking it toward Darren and I missed. I didn't mean-”

 Again he was cut off. This time by a wildly swung fist. Jurel recoiled instinctively and Valik missed. Even more enraged Valik howled like a mad coyote and threw himself at Jurel, tackling him to the ground. He swung and swung, and even though Jurel raised his hands protectively, several blows struck home and lances of pain stabbed Jurel's face and chest while he pleaded with Valik to stop.

 It was with monumental effort that Trig and Darren hauled Valik off Jurel and to his feet. As soon as the weight lifted off him, Jurel scuttled backward, crab-like to escape the punishing attack. The older boy heaved and struggled, spitting curses at Jurel, his glittering eyes promising more retribution as soon as he got himself loose.

 “Enough Valik,” Trig ordered. “He didn't mean to hit you. Leave him alone.”

 Like a wolf in a trap, Valik continued writhing and squirming, growling and gnashing his teeth. Perhaps it was exhaustion, or perhaps it was the realization that the two boys would not let him loose, but whatever it was, Valik stopped struggling and slumped in the boys's arms, glared at Jurel and wiped his nose on his sleeve leaving a red line like a paint stroke.

 “I'm going to get you for this new kid,” he said and his voice dripped with venom.

 When Trig and Darren finally let him loose, Jurel tensed prepared for another attack. But instead, Valik turned and, picking up his ball, stalked off to leave four stunned boys staring after him.

 “Now look,” Wag said, spinning to face Jurel with a pout. “He's gone and took his ball cause of you.”

 “Shut up Wag,” growled Darren, punching the young boy hard in the arm.

 “You all right?” Trig asked, inspecting Jurel's bloody nose and puffy red eye.

 “I didn't mean to Trig. Honest. I didn't.”

 He fought to keep the tears that threatened at bay, but even so his eyes stung and the world wavered and blurred.

 “We know you didn't,” Trig comforted him wrapping an arm around his shoulders. “Don't we guys?”

 Even Wag did not argue, though because he actually believed it or because he did not want another shot in the arm, no one was certain. They were silent for a moment, shuffling their feet, not letting eyes meet until Jurel tried on a smile which to his mortification trembled alarmingly.

 “I don't think I've made my life any easier round here,” he said, more to hear someone speak than anything.

 “Aw don't worry about him,” Darren said with a dismissive wave of his hand. “He'll piss and moan extra hard for the next few days and then he'll be back to his usual sunny self.”

 They all laughed a little at that and things were mostly all right again. 

 It was not much later, after the sun had dropped a little further in the west, fading from white to yellow and then to orange, that Jurel bade his friends good bye for the day.

 “Father will be back soon and I still have my chores to do.”

 He waved as his friends called their farewells and he trudged off toward his little cabin, his mood soured considerably. The day had started so well too.




Chapter 6

 He sat at the table that dominated the main floor of the cabin, a wooden circle about the size across as his outstretched arms, spotted and pitted with age. It was a cast-off. Galbin had given it to Daved when they moved into the cabin a couple of years ago and it was where father and son spent most of their evenings in discussion and lessons.

 The pot-bellied stove in the corner was lit and ready for the dinner that would be cooked as soon as his father got in, and it made the small space a little too hot in spite of the cooling effect of the setting sun. Even the low-ceilinged loft where they slept at the top of the ladder was too hot and Jurel knew he would spend most of the night without a blanket.

 The remains of the day glowed purple like a bruise through the side window and mingled with the red gash from the open door on the front of the stove until the room seemed somehow injured. Shadows filled the corners, left endless wells of night there until it seemed that the table and chairs, wood stove and window were all that remained, that this tiny bit of world he could see was all there was and it floated in an empty void. That suited him just fine. It matched his mood.

 His chores were finished. He had rushed through them when he got home, too distracted to put more than a passing thought into his duties and he hoped his father would not scrutinize his efforts too closely. His face hurt like someone had punched him—which, of course, someone had. He changed into new clothes as if casting off the muddy, bloody clothes and changing into fresh trousers and shirt, could cast away the events of the day, and he sat in his chair sipping from a cup of cold water, awaiting his father's return.

 Which proved to be soon. As the last of the purple faded to black, the latch rattled and he jumped, looking up as the door swung open. His father halted in the doorway, eying him for a moment with hawkish eyes, one eyebrow raised but he said not one word and that made Jurel nervous. He was silent as he climbed the ladder to their loft. He was silent as he changed his own muddied clothes.

 The silence was oppressive and heavy, like air before a thunderstorm but he held his tongue, preferring to wait until his father spoke. Feet reappeared at the top of the ladder and started down before there were finally any words, and when they did come, Jurel jumped again.

 “We're going to the main house for dinner,” his father said.

 His father did not sit. Instead he looked expectantly at Jurel who obediently rose to his feet.

 “So how was your day, Jurel?”

 Wincing, Jurel stared at his father's broad back as they walked out of the cabin. His father was a good man, an honorable one. But he was not a soft man and that question was too soft, too calmly spoken for Jurel's liking. It was the kind of question a wife asked her husband when she knew of his secret affair. 

 “It was all right,” Jurel mumbled.

 “Oh? Anything special happen today? Anything interesting?”


Of course something interesting happened. I wiped grease all over Valik's best shirt for no good reason and when he finds out he'll beat me to mush. And then I hit him with his ball and he beat me up because I bloodied his idiot nose.

 “Not particularly.”

 “Really? That's not what Ingirt said to me.”

 No one would have missed the warning tone in those words. Last year, Jurel had watched as the hands piled a wagon far too high with bales of hay. They yoked a team of oxen to the overladen wagon and the driver jumped up onto the high seat. With a call and a light crack of his whip, the oxen had pulled and even over the sound of creaking wood and squeaking axles, everyone heard the crack that came from underneath. The driver had jumped off, flailing wildly in the air as, a moment later, a mere heartbeat, the left wheel toppled and the entire wagon tilted crazily, sending bales of hay ramming against the side rails. Those groaned under the strain and snapped, not at all designed to handle that much weight, tumbling all that golden straw to the ground. The driver was caught under the largest bundle and he had screamed as his leg broke with another audible—and much wetter—snap. Jurel thought he heard the same axle-crack quality in his father's voice now. He resisted the urge to look up, to see if something heavy was about to fall on him.

 “It was an accident,” the words bubbled out. “I didn't mean for it to happen. I kicked the ball to Darren and Valik's fat nose got in the way. Then the big idiot attacked me.”

 “I can see that.”

 He raised his hand to his face, to the tender lump under his eye. “I didn't mean to,” he mumbled.

 His father spun on his heel, crisply, like a soldier, and he knelt in front of Jurel. Pinning him with his gaze he gripped Jurel's arms in hands that could have doubled as vises.

 “It was naught but an accident? You're certain, boy?”

 Speechless, almost breathless, he stared into eyes that were hard as diamonds and piercing as daggers, and he could only manage a nod. He thought his father would say more. He thought perhaps his father might not believe him. But then his father abruptly rose and walked on down the dusty path.

 “Then that is how you will explain it to Galbin.”

 As they passed the squat stone column that was the water well, Jurel could not remain silent any longer. His prank had gnawed at him all day and the moment seemed ripe for truth. His gut clenched again, roiling like an angry serpent but he would not let it deter him. He took a deep breath. 

 “Father? There's something else.”

 “What Jurel?”

 “I...”

 Words fled as he stared at his father's back. He suddenly no longer wanted to say anything. He regretted it, regretted opening his big, fat mouth even though just a moment ago, he had resolved to come clean. To tell about the soiled shirt. He kept his mouth shut. Maybe his father would let it go. But of course, it was too late. Once again he found himself the victim of a powerful stare. A stare that demanded truth. Right now.

 “Come on boy. Out with it. Galbin's expecting us.”

 He was certain that a rock slide could not sound more menacing.

 “He...I-I...” Helplessly, he rummaged around in the attic of his mind for words that would be less damning. His lips worked soundlessly as he tried to coax moisture into his suddenly arid mouth. “His shirt,” he blurted.

 “His shirt. What about his shirt?”

 “It-I got it dirty.”

 “And how did you do that?”

 His father was not particularly a tall man but somehow, he managed to loom over Jurel like a black obelisk.

 “I wiped my hands all over it.”

 Of all the reactions Jurel expected, laughter would have been far down on his list. But that was what he got. Great booming laughter that reverberated through the night air and once again Jurel jumped.

 “Boy, I don't imagine a little dust would have done much harm. I'm sure that-”

 “It was grease. And butter.”

 “Explain.” Rock slides and swords and flinty eyes. That was more like it.

 So Jurel did. Haltingly to be sure, and mumbling, which did not help his father's temper. Three times, as Jurel told his story, his father had to bark out, “Speak up!” And Jurel spoke up only to lose his voice a few words later. 

 By the time he finished his story and stood silently awaiting judgment, he was dizzy with a mixture of terror at what his father would do, and relief that he had at least been honest. It was a dizziness that lasted for what felt an eternity even though it could not have been more than a minute, a few seconds, really, as his father stood silent, with arms crossed across his chest like a statue of an ancient king or an angry god, before drawing in a deep breath and sighing.

 “I'm glad you told me lad,” he said. “It shows that I haven't completely done wrong by you. I will discuss this with Galbin later.”

 They were near the house now and were just about to step onto the veranda when his father spun back and stuck a finger in Jurel's face.

 “You understand that I will see you work off your debt. Apparently your hands are too idle and need to be kept busy.”

 His eyes softened then, and the slightest hint of a smile passed across his stern features.

 “Still, I'm glad you told me, lad. It took courage to admit a wrong. It took honor.”


Before Jurel could respond, even before he could fully comprehend that his father was complimenting him—he was still stuck on the fact that he would be doing chores forever—the front door flew open and Galbin's bulky form appeared in the light spilling from within.

 “Well there you are,” he bawled out in his usual jovial way. “I was beginning to think we would be dining without you.”

 He was a huge ox of a man, standing easily head and shoulders above Jurel's father and certainly he was nearly as wide—like a great big squishy square—but for all that, he moved with the easy grace of a man possessing untold amounts of strength hiding beneath the soft layers. He shooed them inside with massive hands that seemed carved from marble and his teeth glimmered white with his easy smile.

 “Welcome Daved. Always welcome of course. Come in, come in. You too young Jurel. Come in and be welcome. Marta? Marta where are you? Our guests have arrived.”

 From somewhere deep inside the house, a reply came followed by the bustling footsteps of old Marta, head of the household staff, co-conspirator in the attainment of illicit lunches, and unknowing abettor in the incident of the greasy shirt.

 “You know where the dining room is. Make yourself at home. My dear wife and son will join us shortly.”

 Galbin strode down the hallway and disappeared through a large arching doorway on the right still chattering over his shoulder at them. Jurel loved the man like an uncle but he never seemed to be able to keep up with him. Daved rolled his eyes and snorted; they were well used to Galbin's energy.

 “Well, let's go lad.”

 They entered the dining room and Jurel could not help but stare. The dark stained rectangular table dominated the center of the room but it was what was on top that riveted his attention. Illuminated by a dozen bees wax candles in the finely crafted chandelier hanging above the center were plates and bowls, all containing something that made Jurel's mouth water. Carrots, corn, peas, potatoes; it was all there and it all steamed. Delicate porcelain salt and pepper holders, each with their own dainty spoon, flanked bowls filled with creamy butter. They themselves were flanked by bowls of warm rolls that looked so soft, so scrumptious that Jurel was tempted to reach out and snatch one and gulp it down right then and there. Crystal goblets, each one reflecting the chandelier's light in a glittering rainbow, stood by each setting, waiting to be filled by one of the bottles of wine that were uncorked on the table. In the center of the table, a bare circle of wood was conspicuous only due to its being bare but Jurel was pretty sure by the succulent aroma coming from the kitchen what would fill that spot.

 He had been to dinner here before but usually dinner was a modest affair. Not that dinner was ever forgettable at Galbin's table. On the contrary, the smells and tastes were to be remembered for months afterward. But that night seemed extravagant. Almost excessive.

 “Sit, sit,” Galbin invited, indicating two chairs. “Daved, have you had a chance to rate the new man, Buril?”

 Daved heaved a sigh. “Oh aye I have and I must say he's as stupid as he is lazy.”

 Even as Galbin roared out his laughter, Jurel tuned them out. Farm business was not his thing. He was much more interested in his surroundings. The frenetic activity of earlier had died down, and the house was quiet. The hearth behind Galbin crackled pleasantly though not too brightly or hot that the dining room was uncomfortable. Soft light reflected from the darkly lacquered wood wainscoting that ran around the room at shoulder height giving the illusion that it was not wood at all but fine satin. His inspection was cut short though when he heard familiar voices drift in from the hallway.

 In walked Valik, sullen as ever, wearing the same grimy clothes he had on earlier, the red smear turned rusty on his sleeve, and he stalked to his place directly across from Jurel. Ingirt entered right behind, her puffy yellow skirt swishing and whispering as she walked to her end of the table. Even as those already at the table rose to greet her, Valik plopped himself down and stared sourly at his plate over a nose that was still noticeably swollen, eliciting a sigh from his father.

 “Hello dearest,” Galbin said. “Our guests have arrived.”

 “Why thank you husband. I hadn't noticed.” 

 The scathing sarcasm almost made Jurel's eyes pop out but wisely, he kept his mouth shut.

 “Good evening madam,” Daved said with a bow so gracefully done that any queen would have been satisfied.

 “Well. Now that the pleasantries are past, why don't we eat?” Always ready for food, Galbin was. “Marta? Marta! If you could, please?”

 Ingirt was a waspish woman at the best of times. More often than not, if the children of the farm were doing something they should not necessarily have been doing, it was invariably she who found them out. Her voice was high—some might say shrill—and she used it to good effect. 

 Jurel could well remember the incident with the cow patty two summers ago. Trig had suggested that they jump from the rafters into piles of hay. Always one of their favorite sports. “Look I already made the pile,” he had said and sure enough, there was a nice plump pile of hay as tall as Galbin. “You go first Darren.”

 What he had neglected to mention was that the hay was actually a rather thin camouflage for a shoulder high pile of cow dung. Even as Darren jumped Trig had laughed and called out, “Pleasant landings!”

 As Darren emerged like some creature from a nightmare, a troll or an ogre perhaps, spluttering and wiping his face, he hurled a fistful of brown goo at Trig who dove out of the way still laughing so hard Jurel had been certain his ribs would crack. The second fistful of gunk slammed into the barn wall mere inches from the door. Just as it opened. Just as Ingirt had walked in. Her eyes had bugged out and Jurel had been certain that at any moment, lightning would shoot out of them. Her lips were pinched; there was just a thin white gash like a scar across the bottom of her face—a strange counterpoint to the two bright red spots on her cheeks. When she started berating the whole lot of them, she sounded like an entire murder of crows angered by a fox who stole their meal. Men had come in from the fields to find out who had been murdered and Jurel had wiped his ears, absolutely certain they were bleeding.

 With an expression that could have soured sugar, Ingirt clicked her teeth. “Perhaps it would be wise to dispense with some pressing issues first, dear.”

 “No. We shall eat first. I'm starving.”

 Marta entered at that instant as if Galbin's pronouncement of starvation was of far greater importance than his summons and she set a platter holding the most beautiful chicken Jurel had ever seen, cut into perfect slices, on the circle of bare wood in the center of the table. He suddenly found himself eternally grateful to Galbin's appetite.

 “Thank you my dear Marta,” Galbin said and he breathed deep. “It smells absolutely splendid. Will you join us?”

 Jurel barely even heard Galbin's praise or his invitation; his attention was firmly riveted on the meal in front of him and his belly began to grumble earnestly and loudly.

 “No thank you Galbin,” Marta replied. “Dake awaits me. His joints ache so in this damp weather, you know. If you don't need anything else from old Marta, I'd like to take my leave and go to him.”

 “Of course my dear,” Galbin said with a smile. “Give Dake my best and tell him to take care.”

 “Oh Marta,” Ingirt called when the old maid reached the door. “Please be here early on the morrow. There will be quite a mess to clean up.”

 Another sigh from Galbin. Marta's only response was that she closed the front door perhaps a little more firmly than was necessary. There was silence for a moment as expectant glances passed around the room, a tableau of courtesy as everyone tried to determine their turn to serve themselves until Galbin waved a hand meaningfully to the bounty laid out.

 “Come on now. We're all family here. Dig in. Don't be shy.”

 So they did. Well, all of them but Jurel who could not help but gawk at Galbin as the man ravaged his first plateful like a bear coming out of hibernation. He was not surprised to see spots of food appear on Galbin's clothes. He was surprised that the chandelier managed to avoid the splatter. He felt he witnessed a violent crime more than he saw a hungry man eating. It was not until his father nudged him, none too gently, that he remembered himself.

 “Don't be rude boy,” he murmured even as he stuffed a forkful of chicken in his mouth. “Eat.”

 Shrugging slightly, Jurel did as he was told and joined everyone in enjoying the wonderful feast.

 For a time, they ate and the only sounds were the faint clinking of cutlery and snatches of mundane discussion that revolved around the weather, the quality of the fishing at the pond, and compliments to the cook. That suited Jurel just fine. It allowed him to give his food his undivided attention and he savored every bite. He and his father always ate well, but their meals were never this tasty, never so grand. Whereas he could expect a couple of slabs of meat fried in a skillet and sided by dried vegetables at home, or perhaps a hearty stew, here he dined as he was certain royalty dined. The chicken was so tender and juicy he could cut it with his fork, the mashed potatoes crackled with garlic, and the peas were so plump and juicy they popped in his mouth like sweet little fireworks. It was marvelous.

 “I bet you don't get to eat like that in your little shack, eh new kid?”

 He almost stabbed himself with his fork as his eyes snapped up to Valik's malicious smile. The food that had just a moment ago riveted him turned to ashes in his mouth.

 “Valik!” Galbin roared in a voice well accustomed to traveling great distances over farm fields, and then more quietly, “I apologize for my son Jurel. Please enjoy your meal.”

 “Enough Galbin. I want to know why Jurel assaulted my son today.”

 He had to admire her strength of will. Even under her husband's withering gaze, a gaze that Jurel knew could send even the surliest of the hands bolting for the nearest cover, she managed to remain proud, managed to stare down her nose at Jurel like a judge pronouncing sentence on a vile criminal.

 The room was a tapestry of tension. Daved had stiffened in offended outrage and Jurel could see the muscles in his neck trembling. Valik was grinning maliciously again, and Galbin and Ingirt continued their staring contest across the table. He was certain that the silent battle they waged was a brutal one. Jurel himself, wanted nothing more than to slide unobtrusively under the table.

 “Daved, you've heard about what happened. What say you to my wife's accusations?” Galbin's voice grated with pent fury and he did not break off the glare he shared with his wife.

 A whisper of skirts rustling broke the stillness. For all her outward calm, Ingirt was intimidated. No surprise there. Galbin was an easy going man, slow to anger. Jurel had only seen him truly angry twice since he had met the man. On the rare occasion when he did anger, it was like a fire in dry brush.

 “If it suits you Galbin, I'd like to let my son speak for himself.” At least Daved did not seem fazed by Galbin's wrath.

 His expression softened as he transferred his gaze to Jurel and he smiled encouragingly. “Worry not lad,” he said quietly. “Speak your piece and I, at least, will listen without bias.” A sharp glance was fired at his wife and she cleared her throat nervously. “My son and my wife will listen to you. Silently.”

 His thoughts were a swirl, a confusing jumble of bits and snippets that tossed about like leaves in the wind. He felt pinned by the eyes that watched him silently and expectantly, waiting for him to put on his show, perhaps waiting for him to slip up, for him fall on his face as it were. He imagined that this must be what a condemned man felt when he was escorted to the gallows. It was once again a nudge from Daved that roused him from his daze.

 “Go on, boy. You heard him. Tell your side of it.”

 With nowhere else to look, Jurel stared down at the remainder of his meal sitting in a mess of congealing gravy like toads in mud. His words stumbled haltingly from his mouth like each one needed to be dragged kicking and screaming from the safety of his head and even when he managed to get them out, they were as quiet as a stalking cat. Slowly, the events that led up to Valik's bloody nose began to take shape.

 “Speak up new kid. We can't hear your tale,” sneered the older boy.

 The table shuddered with a great boom when Galbin's fist struck it, plates and glasses jumping as though startled. He rose so suddenly that his chair skittered backward and toppled near the wall.

 “I said you will listen silently!” he thundered. “The next time you speak without my leave, I will tan your hide. Do you understand boy?”

 Somehow Valik managed to hold his father's glare but only for a moment before he lowered his eyes and muttered an apology. Even Ingirt did not look at her husband as he stood with his fists planted on the table, vibrating with rage, looming over his son. It was with obvious effort that Galbin drew in a deep breath and controlled himself as he picked up his chair and sat, motioning Jurel to continue.

 So he continued and by the time he reached the end of his story, his confidence was enough that he was able to look Galbin in the eye. 

 “...and then he jumped me and beat me while I was on the ground. It took both Trig and Darren to pull him off me. Then he swore he would get even with me,” Jurel concluded and much to his surprise he felt some alien emotion had taken hold of him, one that he had felt maybe once or twice before: he was outraged.

 “You're a lying whoreson,” Valik shrieked.

 Even as he rose ready to leap across the table to exact his revenge right then and there, Galbin too bolted upright, again sending his chair flying backward. In a flash he was around the table and gripping Valik by the scruff of his shirt, and hauled him off the ground like a wolf picking up his straying puppy.

 “I think I understand the truth of the matter now,” Galbin hissed and the power of his voice was such that everyone in the room cringed—even Daved, though less than the others—and Valik blanched. “Since you seem to lack enough sense to follow your father's direct order, I have no doubt that you would attack another boy—a younger one!—based on a misconception.” With a heave, he sent his son stumbling across the room, fighting to keep his footing. “Your dinner is over. Go to your room and let me not hear another sound from you for the rest of this night. I expect you will be very busy tomorrow and for the foreseeable future so I suggest you get some sleep.”

 As Valik fled, sobbing, up the stairs, Galbin whirled and faced his wife with a withering glare. Some small part of Jurel whispered that she should be getting used to that look tonight.

 “I think this matter is settled, don't you?” 

 It was as if he dared his wife to object, like some animal part of him had been uncaged and struggled to stay loose for a while longer. It was a side of Galbin that rarely showed itself and for the first time in his life, Jurel was afraid of the huge man who was like an uncle to him.

 “Yes husband,” whispered Ingirt, her eyes downcast, on her hands clasped white-knuckled in her lap.

 “You did good lad. You did fine,” Daved murmured, patting Jurel on the shoulder.

 Jurel tried to smile but his world was upside down. He had seen Galbin angry but he had never seen him furious. Not like that. He always wore an easy smile, was always ready with a joke and a laugh. That night, he had looked ready to murder his own son.

 “Well that was entertaining,” Galbin sighed as he pulled his chair back to the table.

 Jurel saw it then. He saw the look in Galbin's eye. The hurt, the sorrow, the inescapable knowledge that his son, his blood, was a sniveling bully, and Jurel's heart went out to the big man. Galbin loved his son, that much was obvious. He wanted his son to grow up to be a man like him; he wanted his son to be honorable, and hard-working. How it must gall to know that his only son and heir was such a selfish lout.

 “I know you meant no harm lad,” Galbin said with a weak and wholly unconvincing attempt at a smile. “I know it was just an accident. Never fear that old Galbin thinks any worse of you.”

 As if rousing from a dream, a nightmare perhaps, Galbin blinked and glanced left then right like he was seeing his surroundings for the first time appearing from the oily remnants of fitful sleep. He clapped his hands together and rubbed them vigorously.

 “Now then,” he said crisply, all business. “With that settled, can we eat? I'm starving.”

 Could a man be blamed for wanting to forget that his son was a fool, at least for the moment? At least while he was enjoying a pleasant evening with his closest friend and his (still ashen-faced) wife? Could a man be blamed for wanting to push away bad memories, to sweep them under the rug to be trodden on, or at least buried under forkfuls of chicken and potatoes, until they were well and truly hidden? Perhaps then they would disappear and somehow the disappearance of the memory might change the reality.

 Ingirt seemed to have other ideas.

 “I think I too shall retire for the evening. I've no wish to listen to you two discuss business.”

 She tried to inject some good humor into her words. Oh how she tried. But in the end, the strain was too great and it seeped through like water out of a leaky bucket.

 Galbin raised sad eyes and gazed at his wife. Just as with Valik, Galbin loved his wife, no matter how difficult she could be, and he despised seeing her hurt. Later, there would be tender words between them. Later they would talk and perhaps shed a tear over their mutual stubbornness. But for now, in front of guests, no matter how close those guests were to being family, graciousness was the name of the game.

 “Of course, love. We will speak later?” There was an apology in those words, an olive branch that was hopefully extended.

 “Yes dear. Just don't be staying up too late now,” she replied crisply but not with any malice that Jurel could detect. It would seem the olive branch was accepted.

 She glided as gracefully as a swan around the table and placed a tender kiss on her husband's cheek, whispered something that Jurel did not quite catch but that caused Galbin to blush, and to smile genuinely and widely. Skirts rustling and whispering, she glided from the room and disappeared like a phantom into the darkened hallway beyond.

 His own plate was still half-full but his appetite had deserted him, and so he could manage no more than to play idly with the remains of his meal, running his fork in swirls and circles through the congealed mass. Even the two men, he noted, seemed less interested in their food. Like him, they did little more than pick at their plates, staring morosely, though, true to form, Galbin put in an extra effort. The silence was an awkward one as each one mulled over their own private thoughts, perhaps mulled over how to break the ice and inject a little gaiety back into their evening. But the silence lengthened, stretching until the room seemed taut, quiver-thin, until Jurel thought he might scream.

 “May I have my leave as well, father?” he asked.

 “Not hungry anymore, hmmm?” His gaze was understanding. “It's all right with me as long as it's all right with our host.”

 “Well, I don't know,” Galbin said, his eyes twinkling slyly. “You might not thank me for letting you go when you find out that Marta baked apple pie.”

 He had tasted Marta's pies before and they were always delicious, like warm breezes and sunny days, but he could not seem to find any enthusiasm for it right then.

 “Thank you, sir. Dinner was wonderful and I'm afraid I've left no room for dessert.”


Please don't insist. Please let me go.

 Eying Jurel's half full plate, Galbin chuckled. “You've raised quite a tactful young man there, Daved. What's your secret?”

 There was mirth in his eyes and Jurel knew he was caught out. His father, on the other hand, stared with fierce pride at him.

 “Can't take too much credit, Gally. He's a good lad all by himself.”

 “That he is. Of course you can go. Tell you what: when your father leaves I'll make sure he has a nice fat slice of that pie for you.”

 Rising carefully, making sure to hide his impatience to be away from there, he thanked Galbin and politely bade them both a good night.

 “Don't forget lad, there'll be plenty of chores tomorrow. Get some sleep.”

 “Yes sir.”

 He had to consciously measure his steps until he reached the front door. He wanted nothing more than to flee but to do so would be unseemly. As soon as he stepped out into the cooling night air, however, he ran as fast as his legs could carry him, choking on his relief.




Chapter 7

 Galbin's study was a warm place. A quiet place for a man to sit and think. To bend over the endless reams of paper on the desk, that a farm that size seemed to require, or to recline in one of the plush chairs in front of the fireplace after a long day of work and enjoy a bracing sip of something strong. And that was exactly what the two men were doing: sipping fine brandy and idly chatting about the day.

 Already, they had decided that Buril, the lazy, stupid new farm hand would be sent packing the next day. Already, they had decided what to do with the rest of the south fields. That business was over and their infrequent chatter, bracketed by the long, comfortable silences that men who were as brothers often enjoyed, began to move toward less important issues. Speculations on the weather brought on speculations of the haul they could expect at the next reaping, chat of repairing and perhaps updating the smithy turned to a discussion of the main barn's roof where a minor leak had been found and if, during this busy season, they had the manpower to spare to repair it.

 “Aye but if the weather stays good, the leak will be of no concern,” Daved opined. “At least not for a while, anyhow.”

 “As long as the good weather now doesn't mean drought later.”


Their conversation was idle and meaningless; just two friends filling up the spaces. But it was also distracted conversation, weighted by thoughts of the day. In Daved's case, weighted by thoughts of a truth that had yet to be told.

 “What's eating you, Dave?” Galbin asked as though reading his thoughts. “You're not your usual self.”

 Daved heaved a sigh, and chuckled sourly into his cup, replaying in his mind the admission his son had made by the well earlier that evening.

 “I guess now's as good a time as any to tell you about my boy's lack of sense.”

 But instead of continuing, he trailed off, taking another sip of his brandy to hide his discomfort. Jurel was a good lad and he did not want Galbin to think any worse of him.

 “Well, out with it man,” Galbin growled and rolled his eyes in mock severity. “What happened?”

 Sheepishly—not a tone that suited Daved at all—he recounted Jurel's admission in ruining Valik's shirt. 

 “I suppose he figured it would make a suitable rag,” he growled.


It irked him that his son would act so even as he chided himself for thinking that way. Jurel was, after all, a ten year old boy. Boys did things like that. It would seem almost a crime against nature if a boy existed who never pulled a foolish prank at least once in a while. He himself had pulled many as a child, much to his parents's chagrin. He still remembered the snake he had slipped into his sister's bed. Boy, had she shrieked that night. So had he when his father had switched him for it. In a strange way, a part of him was glad that Jurel showed some propensity for mischief. He was always so stolid, so serious. So...proper.

 Galbin gaped at him, mouth hanging open, completely in disbelief that Jurel would commit such an act. Then as though a flood gate cracked open, roaring laughter bubbled from the very depths of his bulging belly.

 “Jurel did that? Your Jurel? Why that little scamp,” he chuckled, wiping a tear from his eye. “Ingirt was some put out with Valik about it. And he came out and told you all about it, did he?”

 “Aye, that he did. Out by the well when we were coming over earlier tonight. I should have known something was up when I first saw him. He was so preoccupied. So serious—even more so than normal. Even his chores were poorly done. I never minded him going out and playing before getting his work done because he always did it well before I got home. But tonight...I should have seen it.”

 “Ah but you were preoccupied yourself. My Ingirt was not exactly flattering of your lad before you left to get him.”

 “Aye. Maybe that's it,” Daved responded but he was not totally convinced. “Anyhow, I'll pay to clean or replace the shirt as you see fit, of course.”

 Galbin was shaking his head before he even finished. “No, put it from your mind, Dave. I think I'll keep this between us. As I said, Ingirt was quite put out with him. She dotes on him too much, I think, and perhaps it will do Valik some good to see that his mother is capable of being vexed with him.” He laughed again and shook his head. “Though I must admit, I really didn't think your boy had it in him.”

 “And I'll make sure he doesn't keep it in him,” Daved muttered darkly. Boyish nature or not, ruining property was an entirely dishonorable thing to do.

 “Don't be too hard on him, Dave.” Again, he seemed to read Daved's mind when he continued, “Boys will be boys after all.”

 “Of course, but I would have preferred it if he had stood toe to toe with Valik and vented his grievance to his face instead of sneaking around like a thief. He's a good boy, but he'd too damned timid. I don't want him to be a bully-”

 “Like Valik,” Galbin muttered.

 “Aye. Like Valik. But I don't want him to be afraid to stand up and fight if the situation warrants.”

 More dark thoughts intruded. Memories of a past life. Flashes of sword and ax. Sprays of blood. Screams of dying men. Soot billowing from burning buildings. A city grievously injured. He stared into his empty glass, seeing in the bottom of it things that he had tried to push into the deepest recesses of his mind for years.

 “Sometimes, I wonder. I think maybe...”

 But again he trailed off, left the thought unvoiced.

 “Will you not finally tell me?” asked Galbin.

 Daved's heart wrenched, though whether from the gentle caring in his friend's voice or from the thought that he should actually put the dark memories into words, bringing them back to life in a way, he was not certain. Perhaps he should. The memories were as fresh then and there as if it had all been yesterday. Perhaps telling someone would be a relief, would heal in the way that a poultice on a wound healed. His gaze was pensive and pointed inward as he again considered telling Galbin of the battle, of how, even as the last of the invaders were being put to the sword, he had found the lost child in the street. How at that moment, his life had become clear.

 But something held him back. A wall, or a door that must remain closed for fear that what was held within was too powerful, too wild, to control. He shook his head.

 “No Galbin. Not yet,” he sighed and his sorrow was so profound that Galbin could not bear to hear it.

 “Of course. Never fear, my friend. I will not push for things that are none of my business. Forgive me for prying.”

 “Thank you. It is not a thing lightly remembered let alone told.”

 He stared into the fire, wishing that he could dump his dark thoughts into the flame, wishing he could watch them wither and burn alongside the wood.

 “Some day. Some day I will tell you all. But not yet.”

 After what seemed like hours, the silence became unbearable, as heavy as stones, and Galbin changed the subject back to safer territory, back to things of little consequence and a short time later, they sat comfortably chatting about equipment maintenance and man power, washing away sour memories with dry brandy.

 * * *

 In the wee hours of the morning, far too late for proper folk to be out of bed, Daved sat on his small cot trying to stop the room from spinning sickeningly about his buzzing head. His loft was warm, too warm, and even bare-chested as he was, the scars crisscrossing his chest pale and glistening as if they were wet in the light of the single candle, the heat made his guts turn a little. It could have had something to do with the river of brandy he had drunk earlier.

 At the other end of the loft—three paces at best, and small ones to boot—his son snored lightly, twisted in his blanket so it seemed the square of wool was trying to tie him down. His hair was already disheveled, mussed by the fitful tossing and turning that always plagued him in the first hour or two that he slept but his face was peaceful, innocent.

 In many ways, Jurel had never recovered from his experiences of Killhern city. As much as a year afterward, he had suffered nightly the terrible nightmares that on better nights let him sleep, though badly, unevenly, but on the worse ones, caused him to wake screaming as if he were being tortured. Daved was always there for him. Even though they were not related by blood, in his heart—for Gram and Wendilla had been like family to him—Jurel was his son. Daved would rock him, tunelessly humming songs that he dredged from his memories, songs that his own father used to hum to him until the boy fell back into troubled sleep.

 Even now, he would waken sometimes, whimpering and shaking, but thankfully not nearly so often. It was almost too painful for Daved to bear most nights. Here was his son terrified and hurt, and he could do nothing about it. Some nights he hated himself for that weakness.

 Those bloody memories had stayed with Jurel, affecting him so profoundly that he loathed violence of any sort. Even the suggestion of it, like stories of ancient battles told around a fire, sent the boy running. It had grown like an infection in him so even the merest confrontation was to be feared. For an ex-soldier, a veteran of many campaigns, that idea was as alien as sunshine at midnight.

 Shaking his head, as much to clear the muzziness of drink as to clear the thoughts, he blinked and sighed.

 “Don't worry lad,” he said in a voice so quiet a mouse would have strained to hear. “In time, it will fade. God grant you mercy, you will never forget, but it will fade, like one of my scars. Then maybe you'll become the man I know you should be.”

 Jurel stirred. Muffled by the pillow over his face, he asked, “Pa?”

 He had not called Daved 'Pa' in, what, two years? His eyes burned and he cursed himself for a sentimental fool as he crossed the small space between them.

 “Hush boy,” he murmured, brushing sweaty hair away. “All is well. Go back to sleep.”

 “Yes Pa.”

 Satisfied for some reason, he blew out the single candle and lay down to join his son in sleep.




Chapter 8

 His eyes snapped open and he sat upright. Not knowing if it was the incessant bird song or if it was the smell of cooking bacon that woke him—and not caring, really—he jumped out of bed and dressed quickly, giving himself a good knock on the head when he stumbled into one of the roof beams while trying to push his legs into his pants that seemed intent on making the simple act of dressing an epic battle.

 A strange disorientation held him as if he had awakened somewhere he should not have. Had his father spoken to him last night? Must have been awful late since he did not really remember it. But he shrugged off that confusion as well since it did not really matter. He smelled bacon and that mattered. He was starving.

 He clambered down the ladder as quick as a cat, jumping the last few rungs to the ground and when he turned he almost staggered in shock.

 There sat his father in his chair, a splash of sun lighting his features, drinking a cup of that ghastly brown stuff that he liked so much in the morning, and riffling through a small stack of papers in front of him. Then it dawned on him that the sun was much too bright through the small window. It was late, well past his time to be up and about. He had slept in. His father would be furious.

 But then, his father did not seem furious. In fact, he smiled when he saw Jurel standing there like a startled rabbit. Another important fact dawned on him as he watched his father lean back and flip the sizzling slabs of meat in the skillet. Why was he even home?

 He expected angry remonstrations. Or maybe a cuff upside the head for his laxity. He steeled himself to it even as his father continued to smile. Just the calm before the storm. That was all this was.

 “Ah, there you are you lazybones.” 


Here it comes.

 “I was beginning to think you'd sleep the whole day away. That would have been a shame. It's another nice one.”

 Baffled, Jurel looked around the tiny cabin. Whoever this was sitting in his father's seat looked like Daved but certainly, it was someone in disguise. Perhaps his real father was hiding somewhere. But where? He was probably right outside the door, listening, waiting for just the right moment to pounce.

 “Father? Is everything all right?” Jurel ventured carefully like he was walking on thin ice over a fast moving river.

 Eyebrows furrowed, Daved nodded. “Of course. Why wouldn't it be?” Then as clear as the sun, realization struck home. “Oooh! I see. You're wondering why I'm home are you? Well it seems there's not so much to do so Galbin told me to take the day off.”

 He flipped the bacon again and in a tone that seemed pensive, weighted by terribly important issues, he added, “It occurs to me, that if I have the day off, it just would not be right to make you work.”

 He could not help himself. His eyes bugged open with pure hope and his father snorted.

 “Now don't be thinking your old man's gone soft. I've not forgotten what happened yesterday. I will expect you up bright and early tomorrow, you hear?”

 “Yes father. Of course.”

 He could barely contain himself. What would he do today? He had been resigned to a long day of work and now he was free.

 “Before you go, have a bite to eat.”

 Jurel almost laughed. When he woke up, all he could think about was food but he had forgotten that quickly enough. Of course, when he saw what his father had prepared, he figured he could wait to go outside for a minute or two. Toasted rolls covered in melted cheese and sizzling bacon: his favorite. He ate with gusto, ignoring the stinging burns caused by the cheese, and when he licked the last bits off his fingers, he looked at his father.

 Daved's generous good mood perplexed him. A part of him said that he was still sleeping, that he was having a pleasant dream and at any moment, he would wake up to his father's gruff voice, “Time to get to work.” It must have been so. His father was fair and honest almost to a fault. If Jurel received a word of praise, it was because he deserved it. If Jurel was punished, well, he deserved that too and his father was not one to make exceptions. He felt as skittish as a deer as he got up from his place and inched his way toward the door.

 “Should I do the dishes first, father?” he asked even as he gripped the latch.

 “No,” Daved said, with a wave of his hand, his eyes bright with amusement. “Go on with you. Enjoy yourself. I'll have dinner ready at sundown.”

 The last words reached him as the door slammed shut behind him, then he was off and bounding across the farmstead under the sun, and he was so excited he did not even feel the coolness of the breeze.

 * * *

 “Ho there.” 

 At the top of the hill he saw Wag wave. “Jurel! Hey everybody it's Jurel,” Wag's voice drifted down the hillside.

 “Thanks for the info. We never woulda guessed,” came Darren's retort.

 “I saw Valik this morning,” Erin said primly when Jurel caught up with them. “Is he ever sore with you.”

 “Yeah. He's awful sore,” Frieza echoed.

 What could he say? He shrugged uncomfortably and kept his mouth shut.

 “So what happened?” Wag asked, hopping from one foot to the other. “Did your da whup you? I bet he whupped you good.”

 “No, Wag. He didn't whup me. I told him what happened. He told me to be more careful.”

 “That's all?”

 “That's all.” 

 Jurel could not help the stab of resentment at Wag's disappointed tone. Nor could he help the satisfaction when Darren punched him in the arm.

 Changing the subject, he looked around, business-like and rubbed his hands together. “So what are we doing today?”

 What do children do when given free rein in an expansive field with the warm sun smiling down upon them? They play of course. They run. They laugh. These children did just that. Every once in a while an argument would break out over some rule infringement or other—an odd thing since there were no rules—but more often than not, they laughed and, well, cavorted. Frieza shrieked when Wag chased her with a dung smeared stick, Trig and Darren wrestled as Jurel watched (uncomfortably), and Erin sniffed haughtily. 

 When they got tired of that, they climbed trees at the edge of the woods pretending they were wild cats hunting their prey. Until Trig twisted an ankle jumping from a low branch. It was not a bad hurt and after a few minutes of limping like an old man with a case of the joint flares, hissing through clenched teeth, everything was all right again. Wisely, they decided to keep out of the trees for a while.

 Then they were pirates on the high seas. They picked up dried branches which, in their minds at least, became cutlasses and they attacked each other, whacking and thrashing and all the while giggling gleefully.

 Except for Jurel who felt a tickle up his spine and decided he did not really want to be a pirate, instead preferring to climb a nearby tree where he could watch his friends.

 “Arrr, ye scurvy dogs,” shouted Wag in what was possibly the worst imitation of a seaman's brogue any of them had ever heard. “I've come fer yer booty, I ave!”

 Trig and Darren followed suit and a general melee broke out as the girls shrieked. Erin and Frieza played their roles as the damsels in distress to perfection. Erin was always at her best when someone, usually a knight in shining armor, had to save her from the depredations of the evil brigands or dragons or ogres. Or pirates.They tumbled about playing out a rip roaring little battle until abused branches broke.

 Even watching them from the comfort of his perch, he felt unease settle in his belly like a hot stone. When he could no longer stand it, when his discomfort threatened to ruin his day, he turned his eyes outward, scanning the horizon. 

 They had played away a good part of the day; the sun had begun to lower toward its rest and the world was bathed in rich golden light, the sky a sapphire with a velvety topaz base. Soon, he knew he should head back, but for that moment he wanted no more than to witness the majesty of it all. He pushed away the sounds of the mock battle that raged beneath him, pushed away Wag's protests that Trig's branch was longer than his own—and his yelp when Darren punched him in the arm—and he watched the fields undulate like a green ocean, pushed by the cool breeze. He saw the new buds on the trees glistening like emeralds, and beyond all of it, in the crop fields, he watched the distant forms of men working their way through the last of the season's sowing. 

 When his eyes turned to the farm, he caught a flicker of movement near the silo. The flicker resolved into the form of a man, a man that was plodding toward them, head bent low, and shoulders slumped in what was probably exhaustion. He squinted, trying to make out the identity of the man but the distance was great and the man was in the shadow of the silo. When he broke free of the shadows, Jurel had to sigh in dismay for that was no man approaching them. It was Valik.

 Another fine day, it seemed, was about to be ruined.

 Yesterday's events were too new in his mind, too fresh. Valik was never his favorite person to see but right then, right there, Jurel would have rather faced the father of the Underworld before Valik. Twisting himself, agile as a chipmunk, he gripped the branch that supported him in his hands and he let his weight roll off until he dangled by his arms before lightly dropping to the ground.

 Still engrossed in their adventures, the others had not noticed the approaching figure and so it was up to Jurel to warn them.

 “Guys, I'm off to the pond for a bit.” As he started his trot, he called over his shoulder, “Oh, and Valik's at the bottom of the hill.”

 Did Darren groan? Did Trig sigh? Jurel was not sure but the idea was comforting as he made his way down the steep slope toward the water. The pond rippled like wrinkled silk and tufts of reeds poked out like unruly hair. The sun reflected so it looked like he was seeing a glowing pool of quicksilver. It was for this reason that he did not notice the presence of the three boys that sat at the pond's edge until he was no more than a score of paces away from them.

 A little surprised—it was a rare thing indeed to see newcomers of any sort—he called out, “Halloo.”

 In unison the three figures jumped, went ram-rod straight as though they had been caught at some crime. One of them twisted and almost fell over in the process. In the midst of regaining his balance a hint of clay caught Jurel's eye. A pot? A jug?

 The boy handed whatever it was to another and rose on unsteady legs to face Jurel. Of an age with Jurel and the others, he glared bleary eyed and wavered where he stood.

 “Whaddaya want?” the boy slurred.

 Jurel had continued his approach and now that he was barely more than an arm's length away, he saw that it was an earthenware jug. A flash of shock accompanied the realization that these boys were quite drunk. He was proud of the fact that he hid his surprise and he shrugged as nonchalantly as he could manage.

 “Nothing. My friends and I often play down here so I was coming down to enjoy the sunset.”

 As the other two rose to their feet, mirroring their leader's glare, and his stagger, Jurel began to think that maybe these boys wanted to be left alone. Too late for that, he thought apprehensively.

 “Well, yer friens don't seem t'be ere, now do they?” he asked with a smirk and his friends chuckled.

 “Do your fathers know you're here?” Jurel asked and he could have gladly kicked himself for it.

 “Do yer fadder's know yer ere?” one of the others mimicked in a sarcastic falsetto and this time the chuckle was louder, and less friendly.

 “Look boy,” the leader said. “I don't care if you an yer friens use ta play ere. Dis is our pon now an I don' wanna see yer ugly face roun ere no more. Got it?”

 As if to punctuate his meaning, he raised a fist and shook it at Jurel. Swallowing the lump in his throat, Jurel took a step back, raising his own hands in a gesture he hoped would be seen as mollifying.

 “The pond is plenty big for all of us,” he tried and again he berated himself. Entirely too whiny, he thought.

 “Ain' none too bright, is yer? I jus said this ere's our pon. Scram you lil turd.”

 He did not need to be told again. He fled, racing up the steep slope until he reached the summit and he did not stop running until he reached his own circle of friends. 

 He did not care that he interrupted Valik's tale of some woman who did him all sorts of favors in some city far away. It was not true anyway; Valik had never left the farm as far as Jurel was aware. He barely registered Valik's hands clenching into fists, or the angry glare on his pinched rat face.

 “Well well. Look who had the balls to show his face around me,” he sneered. “Unless you want a good beating, get lost. We don't want a lying coward with us.”

 Although Wag hesitated, uncertain whether he should side with Valik or with Jurel, the others ignored the older boy's comments.

 “What's the rush, Jurry?” Trig asked. “We thought you were heading down to the pond.”

 When he finally stopped gasping enough to speak, he gestured back over his shoulder.

 “There's some other boys down there. I'm pretty sure they're drunk. They told me to get lost-”

 “Seems there's a lot of that going around,” Valik cut in darkly.

 Surprisingly, it was Erin that came to his defense—along with her ever present echo. 

 “Leave him be Valik,” she chided. “What's wrong Jurel?”

 As might be expected, by the time he finished telling them what the drunken boys said, hiccuping and gasping his way through, there was a general uproar. Muttered comments turned to angry proclamations that they would reconquer their territory. 

 They stood in a tight circle like a fist, as Valik told them what they would do. He turned a glower on Jurel but it was not a glower aimed at him. For the first time in memory, Valik seemed to have forgotten his animosity toward him, instead focusing his anger on their mutual enemy.

 “How many are there?”

 “Three,” Jurel said with burgeoning fear at the direction the conversation was taking.

 “Three of them, four of us,” Darren asserted with a wolfish grin.

 “And they're drunk,” added Trig.

 “Hey what about me? There's five of us!”

 Wag was jumping up and down, excited as a puppy and he seemed genuinely afraid that the others would not include him in the upcoming war.

 “Four and a half, at best,” Valik smirked. “What exactly is a pipsqueak like you going to do, eh? Bite their ankles? Eh?”

 He laughed at his own joke, well satisfied when he saw the resentment and disappointment on the little boy's face. 

 The mood was certainly a dark one and it seemed that the entire sky dimmed for it, though Jurel was not sure if this was so or if his imagination played tricks on him. There was no doubt what the others were planning and icy fingers crept up his spine. This could not happen. It was just a pond, after all. Surely when the other group was sober they would not be so belligerent, right? But the course was set and he was not sure he could bring himself to do his part. And if he did not, he would be an outcast.

 There was an unspoken law among boys. They backed each other up without fail in any situation. If one was caught in a prank, the others joined in the blame. If one was in danger, the others rallied to defend him. If one got into a fight, the others would stand at his shoulder. He was not sure he could if it came to blows. None of them knew what he knew. Fighting was not the way. Fighting only led to pain and loss. He was already trembling with dread and they had not even begun to walk back down to the pond.

 “Please let's not fight,” he begged.

 Contemptuously, Valik rolled his eyes but Darren placed a comforting hand on Jurel's shoulder.

 “Don't fear Jurel,” he said in what was surely meant to be a comforting tone though his eyes were fierce. “We'll talk with them. Once they see we're serious, they'll surely leave.”

 “Just talk?”

 “Of course,” Trig said. “None of us really wants to fight after all.”

 He should have been comforted. Their words should have made him feel better. But as the boys turned and marched like a troop of infantry toward the pond, he felt only a hollow place, dark and shadowed like the mouth of a cold, damp cave, open up in him.

 With nothing else to do, he swallowed the lump in his throat, and he followed.

 * * *

 The boys were sitting right where Jurel had left them, still passing around their jug. They were singing a tune—though perhaps singing was too charitable a word; bawling may have been more appropriate. By their laughter, it might also have been bawdy if the words had been intelligible, and Jurel's friends halted only a few paces away, just about the same spot that Jurel had stood a few minutes before, without being noticed.

 Valik stepped forward and tapped one of the intruders on the shoulder. With a yelp, the boy spun to goggle owlishly at him. The song dwindled to nothing and the other two turned to look up at their opponents. In unison, the three rose to stand unsteadily facing them.

 It all seemed like a bad dream to Jurel. Like the dream he sometimes had where he stood in a grassy field and all seemed well at first. The sun shone, the breeze cooled him and everything should have been right. Except somehow it was not, somehow there was the feeling of impending doom, as if the wind itself whispered to him to run, to hide. But he could not, even when somewhere in the distance a rumble began and roared toward him at unimaginable speed. Even when he found that the source of the roar was the ground falling away, disappearing into the depths of nothing and it was getting closer. He always tried to run then, always tried to do as the wind so urgently whispered, but his feet were planted to the spot and they would not obey his command. Clouds roiled in and covered the sun, faster than was possible and in steel gray gloom, he watched as the ground collapsed, as the line between standing firm and falling forever raced toward him...

 “So I hear we're not welcome at our pond anymore,” Valik said and Jurel could not help but be impressed by the amiability of his tone like they were old friends catching up. “Might I ask who you would be to take our pond away from us?”

 “None o yer bizness.”

 The leader was of a height with Valik and they stood eye to eye. Valik's mild demeanor fell away as they stared at each other: two wolves challenging each other for dominance.

 “I tol yer stupid frien there you weren welcome ere no more.”

 “Well, you see, we have a little problem with that,” Valik said, smooth as silk and hard as steel. “Why don't you pack up your little wagons and walk out of here while you still can.”

 “You threatnin sumpin, boy?”

 “I'm not threatening. I'm promising.”

 Each boy took a step toward the other, each boy raised a fist and they seemed like two knights preparing to duel over an insult.

 Frantically, for he thought he could feel the ground start to fall away, Jurel tugged at Darren's sleeve as he watched the unfolding horror with wild eyes.

 “I thought you said we were just going to talk.”

 “We did. They don't want to listen.”

 A new voice began screaming, NO! NO! NO! Jurel almost turned to search for the new voice before he realized it was his own and it was in his head. He blinked. Somehow there was water in his eyes and it stung like...like sweat. But it was not hot enough for sweat, was it? If his breakfast had not been so far away, he was certain he would have lost it then.

 “Well in that case,” the drunken boy began but the voice was hollow and seemed to come from the other side of the pond.

 Instead of finishing his thought, the boy swung a wild fist at Valik and although Valik reacted quickly, it was not quite quickly enough. The fist caught him solidly in the shoulder and he cried out. Simultaneously, Trig and Darren responded, lunging forward. Like him or not but laws, even unspoken ones, had to be obeyed. 

 Jurel could not make his feet respond.


Come on! My friends are in trouble.


NO! NO! NO!


Please. 



NO!

 His mouth worked wordlessly and he watched helplessly with blurred vision as the battle was well and truly joined. Arms swung like clubs, bodies writhed. Voices yelled angrily when fists were hurled, and howled in pain when they landed.

 Still Jurel stood rooted to the spot, motionless except for the trembling that shook him like a sapling in a gale.


NO!NO!NO!NO!

 The drunken boys attacked furiously, seemed unaware of the blows they took so fortified were they by whatever they had been drinking. He watched and he saw. Darren went down under a flurry of fists falling like an axed tree, Trig's head snapped back and he stumbled as blood sprayed from his nose glittering in the sun like rubies from a broken necklace. He saw all of this and still his feet would not obey him.

 There was a growing pain behind his eyes, like an iron band stretched too tight and in his ears, he heard an unearthly ringing like a hundred crystal bells struck over and over. In that ringing, he heard sorrow and loss. But there was more: he heard fire, rage, and longing.

 “Jurel! Jurel, come on!”

 Valik's voice reached him from far away, so far away that it could have been from the other end of the world, beyond a chasm of falling ground, and even the sight of him seemed obscured as if he looked down a metal tube and through dirty glass. He blinked, tried to clear his eyes but instead of clearing, he...

 Blinding light flashed, seared his eyes, like a bolt of lightning that struck too close.

 His father stared at him. Not Daved. No, his father. Gram. He was wide-eyed with fear as he gazed at Jurel. The acrid stench of burning clawed at him, made him gag.

 Another bolt, a second flash! and Valik punched someone in the gut. He was holding his own but there was an angry gash along his jaw. It reflected the angry glare in his eyes. Trig pulled someone off Darren and spun him, punched him in the cheek. He knew the voices still yelled, he saw their mouths working with it. But it all seemed lost in the insistent pealing of the bells in his ears.

 But that was not quite right. He did hear screaming. It was not the screaming of children fighting. No, it was the screaming of men dying, forlorn, bereft of hope, full of loss, emptying of blood. There was another voice too. A keening voice, thin and reedy. A tormented voice that he dimly realized was his own.


Flash!

 He cowered under the wooden table in the tavern. Even at his young age, he knew he was only moments from dying. A glance toward a darkened corner revealed his mother staring at him but she did not see him. Her mouth hung open as though surprised by something and a silken thread of blood dripped from her lip to the floor.

 He averted his gaze, back to his father who was being held by filthy men clad in leather. A third, standing in front of his father, facing him with his viciously serrated sword. The filthy man thrust forward...


Flash!

 The ringing in his ears was deafening, maddening, so powerful that he clamped his hands to his head but that did nothing. It continued to rise in pitch and volume. It was so loud that it even affected his sight; he could no longer make out the battle that waged in front of him. He did not see Valik spin, eyes wide, as a tooth glittered, spun lazily in the air. Instead, he stood in a world of black, shot through with ragged colors, blood red and pus green, that pulsed like a demon's heart.


Flash!

 His father sagged into the arms of the laughing soldiers and let out a rattling exhalation. A red rose bloomed around the hilt of the sword that protruded from his father's usually spotless white apron. Even as they laughed, they released him, dumping him to the ground like garbage. Jurel bit his lip, squeezed his eyes shut. He had promised, after all, to be a good boy. To be quiet no matter what.


Flash!

 The two worlds collided like titans at war, melding past and present, fusing them so he could no longer tell the difference. He was running through grasses that were verdant and pungent with the new spring, made bright by the afternoon sun, or perhaps he ran down a cobbled street in the darkness of night, through billowing walls of smoke and past body-shaped lumps on the ground.


He hurdled the rough wooden fence that snaked its way around Galbin's farm, a fence that could also have been a burning cart, its driver leaning back and staring at the sky, with two shafts sticking out of his chest.

 He saw the main barn where the livestock was kept, solid and tidy, the way Galbin liked things. He saw the general store that Gram frequented for supplies, its windows broken, its door missing so it looked like a hungry demon watched him pass.

 There were farmers herding chickens back to the coop securing them before the end of the day, there were soldiers hacking and slashing.

 He careened past Galbin's house, certain he heard Daved call out, certain that at any second the dirty men with nasty swords would catch him and cut him, club him, kill him. 


Near the well or maybe it was the horse trough outside the tavern, he stumbled, lost his footing. Distant pain flared in his hands and knees as he rolled and slid to a stop. The ringing bells were torturing him, demanding that he...that he...what?
That he what? What was he supposed to do?

 He screamed. The world rolled and hiccuped around him like a ship on stormy seas. He stared at the sun of that beautiful spring day and he stared at the smoke shrouded moon of that terrible autumn night. He stared and he screamed an animal scream. If his senses had not deserted him, he would have seen the terror in Daved's face.

 Pain wracked him, roared through him like molten lava, engulfing him and searing everything away, distilling him until all that remained was terror and sorrow. 

 He saw a familiar figure then, appearing out of the darkness like the silhouette of an angel. A figure that was both soldier and farmer. The figure knelt beside him and gathered him up gently in strong arms. Was that someone calling to him? He could have sworn that someone called his name. But how could he hear it? His hands were covering his ears. Could they not hear the bells that sounded like a hundred deranged blacksmiths going wild with their hammers? 

 He saw the sun wavering like it was under water. Or maybe he was the one looking up from his drowning death. He saw silhouettes, like specters, surround him, close in, stifling. He saw his father, terror-stricken, anxious. He saw...he saw...

 He saw blackness.




Chapter 9

 The still air was arid under the punishing sun. It was so dry that puffs of dust kicked up by his horse hung in the air like smoke, and coated his hair so that it seemed light blond instead of its usual ashy gray. A fine layer of the stuff covered the robe over his thin figure—some might have called him emaciated, though they would be quickly disillusioned if they saw the wiry muscle underneath. It tickled his nose, made him sneeze. It could have been worse he supposed. If the sun were not so scorching, his sweat would not dissipate so quickly, leeched from his skin by air that seemed as thirsty as he was. Instead of a fine layer of dust, he could have been covered in salty, stinking mud. It could have been worse, but it was bad enough.

 The grasses along the side of the road were yellow, parched and brittle as baled hay. The trees were wilted so they looked sad, run down by the heat, and the ground ahead was shimmering like an ocean ahead of him instead of more dust.

 He cursed himself for an old fool, though he did it silently; even if he'd had the spit for it, he did not have the energy to speak, or even to grumble. His thighs and back ached and his shoulders were slumped in imitation of the trees. What in blazes was he doing out here in the middle of nowhere, in the middle of the worst drought he could remember? His horse was not in much better shape. The poor old girl was so spent, her nose nearly dragged along the ground and her steps were slow and deliberate as if each one was a labor.

 Even as he felt sorry for himself, so too was there a sense of excitement. It was like an over-taut lute string hummed deep in his bones. Dulled by the oppressive heat certainly, but there nonetheless. Something drew him this way. Something fathomless. Something intangible. He knew the feeling. It was what he had dedicated his life to. This feeling of pulling, a vague indescribable longing, had taken him before and each time he had approached with the same sense of excitement. 

 Of course, he had been wrong those previous times. It had never panned out; he never found the one he sought. But somehow, this time was different. There was an underlying certainty that he had not felt before, like an achy joint that announced the imminent arrival of a storm.

 So he rode his weary horse, somewhere in the middle of the vast kingdom of plains and forests that was Threimes, and he set his crystal blue eyes, clouded from the heat, to the dusty, shimmering road ahead, and taking a sip from his nearly empty water skin, he smiled.




Chapter 10

 The farm wallowed in the blistering heat of drought, seeming to hunker down on itself like an injured animal in the dust. The fields that so often rang with the gleeful peals of the children's laughter were silent. No one played in the rough yellow grasses; it was too harsh on their skins, and the sun was too unforgiving to stay out long unprotected, and protection came at a cost: more layers, more heat. Even the pond had receded noticeably. Where before the water was ringed with a thin track of mud and emerald grasses, now there were several feet of baked, cracked dirt, covered in sere, skeletal weeds and furry gray scum so the pond seemed ringed by a feverish infection. 

 The crops had suffered in kind, scorched by the raging inferno from above, and they were beginning to wither away to dust in the fields. Galbin and Daved had reacted with their usual pragmatism. The smith and the carpenter had been conscripted to build stacks of buckets to supplement those that were excavated from the mounds of storage in the smaller barns and a score of hands, armed with these buckets were making endless round trips from the pond to the starving crops. Another score of men were digging out the irrigation trenches, unused for years, that ran from the pond to the fields.

 So it was that Jurel found himself endlessly trudging the beaten path from field to water and back, feeling no small amount of empathy for the plight of a pig roasting over a fire. But, as little as he liked his bucket carrying duties, he understood Daved's reasoning for setting him to the task. 

 He was big for his age due largely to a growth spurt that had started just the last autumn. So big in fact, that if a stranger had seen him, he might have been mistaken for a grown man even though he was still a boy of twelve. His father had replaced his wardrobe three times since he had begun growing like a well watered weed and even so, his newest shirts, barely a month old, failed to cover his wrists anymore. Thankfully his wardrobe was humble and did not cost very much but Daved had begun griping incessantly that if he did not stop growing, they would have to eat the clothes to keep from starving.

 His incongruous size made the task of carrying buckets quite sensible and as much as he disliked it, he trudged his payload of four full buckets tied to a pole across his shoulders—bare chested; the issue of his shrinking sleeves was not an issue that day—toward the fields for what felt like the thousandth time since sunrise while his shoulders burned under the hellfire. His throat burned as badly as his shoulders; he was sweating profusely but the air was so arid that water seemed to leap from his skin.

 The irony was not lost on him and he smiled sourly, wryly, with cracking lips. Here he was, parched and burning up, carrying four buckets of sweet, sweet water and he could not drink. Why? Because it would be dumped on the ground. He reminded himself again for what must have been the thousandth time since sunrise (at least once per trip, it seemed) that it could have been worse. At least he was not digging trenches.

 His destination was a check point of sorts, a predetermined spot where the carriers left their laden buckets in one line and picked up empties from another. Carefully, he set down his precious cargo and straightened with a grunt. He had been making these trips since right after breakfast and his back ached fiercely. Stretching out the kinks with a groan, he scanned the dusty fields where the men hunched miserably over, emptying buckets along the lines of crops, scuttling here and there, bent over like the Dwarfenn of ancient stories who worked their stone. Darren and Trig were among them, and even Wag was out there somewhere; everyone had been conscripted in the effort to avert the disaster of the drought.

 With a new pole and four empty buckets slung over his shoulder, he plodded back the way he had come. With nothing else to occupy his thoughts—except the monotonous walk, back and forth, back and forth—he thought of his friends. Though perhaps, he mused with a pang of regret that friend might be a little strong a word these days. Ever since that stupid fight a couple of years back when those stupid boys from the other stupid farm had given his friends a good thumping. That was when it happened. They never kept him from joining them in their games but they also never called on him anymore. When he did join them, they treated him politely like he was a house guest that was right on the verge of overstaying his welcome. He kicked a stone, sending it skittering across the ground and scowled. Valik, of course, only treated him worse. Oh, not so overtly as before to be sure. Galbin had commanded Valik to leave him be and when Galbin watched, Valik was nothing if not coolly polite. As soon as Galbin turned his back—even for a heartbeat—Valik took every opportunity to torment him, right down to a new nickname: the crazy coward. Not particularly imaginative but somehow it stuck. The worst of it was that though Trig and Darren never cheered Valik on, they did nothing to defend him anymore.

 At least they no longer saw the other boys anymore. After berating them for their extreme lack of good sense, Galbin and Daved had gone to the neighboring farm and apparently had a chat with the boys's fathers. After the boys had been escorted—dragged by their ears—to Galbin's farm and had apologized for their behavior, a gruff, surly, and completely unconvincing performance, Jurel had never seen them at the pond again. Indeed, he had never seen them anywhere. That was something at least.

 Of the fight itself, Jurel remembered only fragments, like looking at himself in the shards of a shattered mirror, and he was pretty certain that he preferred to keep it that way. It had been weeks before he was able to eat a decent meal and months for him to stop jumping at every little noise like a spooked horse. As he shuffled his way along the sun-parched dust, he recoiled from thinking too strongly of that day. The terror was still there, lurking like a troll, ready to leap out and devour him if he took a step onto that bridge, though for the life of him, he could not seem to recall exactly what caused that terror. All that was left was the impression of running for his life.


Immersed in gloomy thought, he decided to detour from the direct route along the fence line in favor of a trek through the woods slightly north. Following the newly re-excavated trench, he made his way to the tree line and heaved an immense sigh of relief at the first touch of shade. The heat was still stifling, grinding at him until he thought he might join the dust at his feet, but at least the relentless sun was off his back.

 Setting foot on a game trail, he slowed, letting the scene unfold before him, letting the peacefulness wash over him and wipe away his dark mood. The woods were old, ancient. Great oaks, so wide around their boles that he would not be able to reach half way around, towered above him, surrounding him like giants from another era, their branches intertwining and meshing so that the forest seemed to have an endless green blanket to protect the fragile life on the ground. Shafts of sunlight penetrated small gaps in the canopy dappling the underbrush, and motes of dust and pollen danced and sparkled in the golden bars like pixies. As he walked, his feet snapped twigs and rustled the dry leaves left over from past autumns and it seemed that he could smell the long gone smells of damp pre-winter in the musty, musky dryness, mixed in with the scent of sweet sap and of the tiny wildflowers that spotted the ground polka-dot white and blue. Birdsong, robins and sparrows, jays and even a cardinal, accompanied the chitter-skitter of squirrels calling to each other, perhaps to stake their individual claims on some bountiful cache of nuts or a particularly homey hole in one of the trees. Combined, it was a natural symphony that eased and comforted him, and he felt renewed. It was not as soothing as a cup of cold water, but it helped.

 Too soon, he began to hear other sounds. Sounds that were discordant, that went contrary to the natural order of the tranquil woodland. Shovels rasped into dirt, and men called to each other. One fellow was singing a song, though not well and even if Jurel had wanted to try, he could never have named it. Frankly, his song sounded more like the grunts of a wounded goat. Peering ahead through a break in the trees, he caught a glimpse of farmhands digging in the trench, trying to coax the all-important pond water to the crops more quickly than a few men carrying buckets ever could. Galbin was there hard at work with his own spade and when he caught sight of Jurel approaching, he smiled.

 “Good day, sir,” Jurel said.

 “Jurel lad. How goes it?” 

 He was sweating and flushed red with exertion so that he looked like a man who just finished running halfway across the world. Everyone had seen Galbin work hours on end without a break in the past. No matter the task, whether it was baling hay, herding cows, or digging, he had done it and he never seemed to break a sweat. It was a testament to the force of the heat that he looked like he was about to have a heart seizure. His eyes crinkled at the corners like wrinkled parchment with his smile and a hint of curiosity.

 “You seem to have strayed into our little wood. Might I be correct in assuming that you thought a slight detour would avail you of a little shade? A little reprieve from our harsh sun?”

 “Yes sir,” Jurel said feeling his face heat up as he looked at his toes. “But I wasn't dallying. I swear.”

 If Galbin wondered what was so interesting about his feet, he had the courtesy not to ask.

 “I was implying nothing of the sort lad,” Galbin laughed and his eyes sparkled with amusement. “I'll wager you haven't stopped all day, have you?”

 “No sir.”

 “Aye, I figured as much. These men here,” he called jovially over his shoulder, could learn a thing or two from you.”

 A round of chuckles, tired but merry, followed Galbin's dig and he suddenly found himself pelted with dirt across his broad back.

 “And whiles we're diggin our lives away, breakin our backs, yer leanin on yer shovel prattlin to the young'un, malignin us. Where's the justice I asks?” Meran, a veteran hand and one of Galbin's closest friends, moaned with false righteousness.

 The men laughed, Galbin included, and even Jurel smiled. Every single man working on the farm was hand picked by either Galbin or Daved. They were all chosen for their ability to work, and their desire. A man did not last long on Galbin's farm if he tended to gripe or to sleep past sunrise. All except for the blacksmith, Jax, and he was given leeway only because the work he wrought was masterful—when Galbin managed to lever him from his chair. Even items as simple as nails seemed almost magically well done. The rest of them did their work and not a one complained; there were far worse places to work than Galbin's farm after all.

 “You see Jurel?” Galbin moaned throwing his hands up in mock despair. “You see the level of ungrateful insubordination this poor old man must endure?”

 Following another round of laughter, Galbin narrowed his eyes and stared hard at Jurel. “Turn around. Let me see your back.”

 Bewildered Jurel did as he was bade, unsure of what was to come.

 “Yer gonna be sore young'un!” Meran hooted.

 “By God lad!” Galbin gasped. “You really haven't stopped all day! You're red as a beet.”

 Galbin tried to find the sun but under the dense canopy; nothing but those golden lances penetrated to the forest floor.

 “What time is it anyway?”

 “About midafternoon sir.”

 With a start, Galbin's eyes widened a notch. “Is it now? Well the day is just flying past us then. Once you've gotten those buckets back to the field, you're done for the day. I would suggest asking your father to spread some balm on your shoulders else you'll feel like the sun decided to take up residence.” He shook his head, chuckling. “I don't envy you lad. You've days of feeling like one of Marta's roasts then you'll molt like a snake.”

 Bidding them all good day, Jurel continued on his way, picking up his pace, anticipating the last buckets and the end of his very long day. Behind him, echoing hollowly through the trees, he heard the men laugh at some bit of wit.

 He reached the perimeter of the woods, passing back into the brutal sun without pause. He was almost done for the day. He looked forward to kicking off his shoes which chafed his feet raw and resting his aching body in his chair. Of even more importance, he wanted water. Lots and lots of water. He briefly considered throwing himself down the well when he got back. The well seemed to have an endless supply of cold water, deep enough that it never dried even in the worst drought. Surely he could never drink it all. But he could certainly try.

 As he daydreamed of immersing himself in cold water, hot coals straight from a fire pelted him. He yelped and hissed as tingling pain spread like angry ants. He staggered, spluttering grit from his dry mouth and squeezed his eyes shut against the burn. As he wiped his offended eyes, he heard a malicious laugh. Searching through what looked like dirty glass, he saw a blurry form at the edge of the trench and his heart dropped when he recognized the voice that spoke.

 “Well if it isn't the crazy coward,” Valik sneered, tossing another load of dirt at Jurel.

 He fought to keep his calm. He continued walking as if he did not even notice the older boy.

 “Hey, crazy boy. I'm talking to you,” Valik called angrily but Jurel kept walking.

 Valik's spade hit the ground with a muted clang and two footfalls later, a hand gripped Jurel's shoulder and spun him roughly around.

 “Oh hello Valik. What can I do for you?” he asked, ignoring the searing heat where Valik gripped him.

 He tried for nonchalance. Maybe even a little feigned surprise as if he noticed Valik for the first time, but even he heard the resignation. Could he not go one day without this weasel bothering him?

 “For starters, you can drop dead, you little turd,” Valik spat, a neat trick considering the moisture sucking heat. “You don't answer when your elders speak to you, boy? Where's your manners, boy.”

 “I'm sorry Valik. I just spoke with your father and he bade me finish as quickly as I can.”

 His gambit seemed to work, at least marginally. Mention of Galbin made Valik hesitate, eyes clouding with uncertainty. His father was relentless about ensuring Valik was on his best behavior in front of Jurel. He would not like being reminded of the fact. But his eyes narrowed and he seemed to regroup like a nearly routed platoon of infantry.

 “So what? That mean you can be a disrespectful little turd?”

 “No, I was just trying to do my work,” he replied and indicated the trench. “Just like you. I think your father will be very happy with your progress when he gets here. Probably any second now. He and his men were just inside the trees when I passed.”

 “Don't you dare compare your whiny sniveling self to me,” Valik hissed, red faced with anger but he seemed to consider for a moment, glancing back over his shoulder as if he expected his father to be standing there with arms crossed, tapping one foot in the dirt. With a shove, he turned and went back to his task, growling, “Get lost. Get out of here.”

 * * *

 He knelt at the pond's edge, filling his last buckets of the day, still thinking of his latest encounter with Valik. Why was Valik such a mean bastard, he wondered? Why did he seem to delight in tormenting him? The others never endured half of what Jurel had to. Why? Even before the fight, Valik had hated him, had reveled in making Jurel feel small. Maybe the fact that Jurel, for all that he was two years younger, had always been bigger had something to do with it. The first time he had met Valik, the older boy had looked up at him and sneered. “You look like a troll,” he had said and Galbin had clouted him for it. It would seem entirely in Valik's nature to make himself feel bigger however he could.

 Things had gotten worse since the fight, since Jurel had run like a coward while his friends were beaten black and blue. But that was not his fault. They should never have gotten into that fight in the first place. Yet they had, and they had been soundly thrashed and Valik blamed Jurel for it. 

 He lifted the pole onto his shoulders, grunting with effort as exhausted and baked muscles protested, grunting with pain as the pole settled into his sunburns like a branding iron, and began the last leg of his journey, his mood once again tainted by sour memories. He decided to eschew the shade of the forest for the more direct path. He would be done quicker taking that route, and he would avoid anymore encounters with Valik.

 It was with surprise, almost stunned disbelief, that he lay his load on the ground with the other full buckets. He was done. It felt like ages since he had picked up his first buckets earlier that day and now staring down at them, aching, burnt, parched, he was done. 

 Spinning on his heel, he sprinted, grunting with every jolting step, toward home, a sanctuary that promised shade, water, and a chair. And, his grumbling belly reminded him, food. Food would definitely help.

 “But first, water.”

 He blasted through the front door of the cabin, and following his own advice, he upended the clay pot filled with water that, though lukewarm, felt like he jumped naked into a snowbank during a blizzard as it washed into his mouth and down his shoulders. It was bliss.

 Finally sated of that need, he flopped into his chair, ignoring the protests from his sun-blasted flesh and closed his eyes. Just for a moment though. His belly was still taunting him.

 * * *

 “Jurel. Wake up lad.”

 Bolting upright in his chair, Jurel gasped as he scraped against the wooden slats. It felt like he left half his back behind as he peeled away.

 “Galbin wasn't kidding was he?” Daved remarked with an amused chuckle. He shook his head wryly. “Lad, whatever possessed you to take your shirt off?”

 “It was too hot,” he said with a shrug, noticing that Daved had not burned. Of course not. He had gone brown, like mahogany, and though Jurel was not sure if it was sun tan or dirt, he felt a moment of envy at his obvious lack of discomfort.

 “Aye, and I bet not so hot as your hide feels right now, eh?”

 His face flushed as he felt the tightness in his shoulders, the stinging pain.

 “No I suppose not.”

 “Well let's get a better look then. I have some salve that should ease the burn a little. It doesn't smell so pretty and you'll feel like a greased pig, but it works.”

 After rummaging around in their storage bin for a moment, Daved returned with a small pot covered in thick leather.

 “Turn around. Let me have a look.”

 Jurel sat silently while his father smeared the bitter stuff liberally, tsking and tutting the whole time like an old mother hen, grumbling about the foolishness of youth and Jurel had to smile. Wherever the paste was applied, his flesh went through the most interesting phases: first there was almost unbearable heat like a forge fire, followed by icy cold that almost made him shiver, then lastly, numbness, a pleasant painless numbness that spread across his back like a comfortable blanket, and he breathed a sigh of relief.

 “There. All done,” Daved pronounced wiping his hands on an old rag. “Leave it uncovered for a while to let it breath. I'll add more to it tomorrow morning.”

 Tossing the rag into a hamper used for soiled clothes, he asked more conversationally, “So how was your day?”

 Jurel shrugged again. “Busy enough. I walked so much I thought my feet would fall off.”

 “This coming from the same lad I've seen run across the fields with his friends from sun-up until sun-down without pause?” Daved snorted and rolled his eyes theatrically and Jurel had to smile, abashed, for he supposed his father had a point.

 “Aside from that I spoke to Galbin for a bit. I see the trenches are almost done.”

 “Aye, finally,” Daved said with a minute nod.

 “And then I had the good luck to see Valik.” 

 He was like a canker sore, was Valik. Every time Jurel was having a good day, he had to come along like an infection and ruin it. Sometimes, he believed that when Valik was having a bad day, he automatically searched for Jurel so that he could feel better with a little torment, like spinning a cat by its tail.

 “What is it with him? Why can't he just leave me alone?”

 Daved's smile fell away. “What did he do this time, boy?”

 After describing the encounter, he finished with, “Why father? Why does he do it? Is it because he's a mean little bastard?”

 Gazing upon his son with his hawk eyes as if pondering some deep mystery, or perhaps as if Jurel was some sad artifact unearthed from a previous age, evidence of an ancient disaster, he breathed in deeply, before answering.

 “It's because he has no respect for you,” Daved stated so matter-of-factly that Jurel flushed and turned his head down. “Granted, he has little enough respect for anyone—as you say, he's a mean little bastard—but you, he thinks you're a coward.”

 He hesitated, regarding his son, evaluated him as if he had to say something that Jurel was not prepared to hear and probably would not like to. He was right.

 “I don't think I blame him for thinking that way either.”

 Jurel surged to his feet, indignation and anger bursting so strongly within him, he thought he could almost see it flickering before his eyes like cinders.

 “Father!” he cried out, bunching his fists at his side, trembling with the effort of holding back his rage like a sapling trying to hold back a team of oxen.

 He felt a stab, an itch between his shoulder blades: betrayal. His own father thought he was a coward? Him? Just because he did not like to fight? Just because he thought there were better things to do than trade fists with someone until one or the other fell down? What did it prove anyway? What did it matter?

 “Sit down, Jurel.”

 Daved waited, his glare piercing to Jurel's core until Jurel ceased quivering and sat once again inspecting the floor in front of him with resentment gnawing at his insides.

 “Look boy. Look at you. You're big for your age. Hells, you're big for damn near any age. If I didn't know you, I'd peg you for nearly a full grown man but the moment anyone so much as looks at you the wrong way, you back off. You scamper away like a frightened chipmunk. That's why Valik thinks you're a coward and because of it, you're an easy target for him. Do you understand?”

 Not moving, barely daring to breath, Jurel sat waiting for the end of this miserable little nightmare. He would not cry! He would not! His own father thought...

 “No. You don't, do you?” Daved sighed. “You need to stand up for yourself. I'm not suggesting you start picking fights every time someone glances askance at you, but there's nothing wrong with defending yourself.”

 Watching his father stare out the small window into the deepening twilight, Jurel kept his peace. What was the point in arguing?

 “You lack confidence boy. That's your problem. You lack confidence and you need to find it. It's somewhere in that thick skull of yours, I know. Because if you don't find it, you will spend your entire life running from one bully or another. For the rest of your days, events will dictate how you act. You will not be able to control one facet of your existence because you'll be too busy running. Now do you understand?”

 Existence? Events dictating his actions? What...? He stared blankly at his father. He knew that Daved was trying to tell him something important. He knew his father was trying to help but he had absolutely no idea what Daved was talking about. Daved turned away from the window to look upon his son who remained silent, blank as new parchment. Throwing up his hands in exasperation, Daved blew out his breath in a great frustrated whoosh, at wits end with his obtuse child.

 “If Valik bullies you, defend yourself,” he growled. “Is that clear enough? At your size, I've no doubt you could wipe the floor with him. There's no shame in standing up for what's right.”

 Jurel understood that part. He did not agree, but he understood. It was all the stuff about events dictating actions and control over his life and stuff that did not make any sense to him. How would fighting Valik give him control over his life? All it would cause was pain and misery. Right? Confused, Jurel tried to work through what Daved said, word for word in his mind. But no matter how he tried, it just did not seem to work out quite right. He was missing something, some vital piece of the puzzle that would reveal the whole, like a carpenter with lots of wood but no nails.

 “I'm sorry father,” Jurel said. “I don't get it. I just don't see how bloody noses and black eyes can help.”

 Emotions flickered across Daved's face so quickly that Jurel could not sort them out, then as light as a feather settling to the ground, he smiled sadly.

 “You're a good lad Jurel. I wish sometimes...I wish...”

 He turned back to the window as if something of extreme importance called his attention.

 “I wish that everyone was more like you. There'd be a lot less strife and misery in the world,” he said wistfully. “But things aren't like that. I fear if you don't find your courage, you'll not survive long in it.”

 For a time, there was no sound in the cabin, no motion. There was just an uncomfortable silence that seemed to hum with energy, as they both gazed into their respective nights. Abruptly, Daved turned.

 “Enough of this. How about some dinner?”

 Like a puppy, Jurel's ears perked up, his eyes brightening as his anger fled, and Daved chuckled. Quickly, the dark thoughts were forgotten—or at least set to the side for the time being—and they took comfort in the regularity of their nightly routine. A simple meal was prepared and they relished it after a long day of hard work.

 After dinner and the subsequent clean-up, they passed their time in the nightly lessons that Daved insisted on: reading, arithmetic, history, and when the moon was high in the sky washing all color from the land until only silver-gray on black remained, Daved stood and stretched his arms wide.

 “Well lad, it's another early morning for us so I think it's off to bed. With your shoulders you can't work in the sun so I'll be sending you off to the trenches in the forest.”

 With a groan, Jurel followed his father up the ladder to his bed. It seemed that the next day would be a very long one indeed. Again.




Chapter 11

 As he had predicted, the day was a long one and so were the days that followed. Jurel spent the next three digging or carrying buckets until, much to his relief—and the relief of all the poor souls on the farm—the trench was finally completed and water flowed to the fields without all the back-breaking labor. The buckets were stacked in the storage barn beside the shovels and life began to return to at least a semblance of normalcy as men recuperated from exhaustion, sun-burns, and even a couple of cases of the sun seizures.

 As luck had it, two days after the work on the irrigation trench was complete, the skies turned gray with roiling, angry clouds and weeks worth of rain washed over the land in just a few hours with such force that it was not difficult to believe the sky was angry at having missed an important appointment. Mixed feelings prevailed among the hands. Uncertainty whether to feel relief that the crops were well and truly saved or to feel disgruntled that God had played some cruel joke on them for holding the rain at bay just long enough to let them break their backs on the now redundant trenches. They muttered and grumbled until Galbin, ever the optimist, pointed out that if drought struck again, they would not have to dig anymore. The point was a valid one and even the sorest, surliest hand conceded, at least marginally appeased.

 As Jurel sat in his chair one evening finishing up the dregs of his meal listening to the patter of rain on the roof, and Daved read through various reports Galbin had handed him, scribbling little notes here and there with a stub of lead, their attention was grabbed by a knock at the door. When Daved opened the door to greet their visitor, Jurel's meal curdled in his belly. Valik stood on their front step, pouting as was normal, dripping in the rain.

 “Valik. What brings you here?”

 Jurel was secretly satisfied to hear the iciness in his father's tone.

 “There's a visitor and Pa wants you there,” Valik answered.

 “A visitor? In this torrent? Odd. We're in the middle of nowhere. What brings a visitor to Galbin's door?”

 “How should I know? He said he was passing through and begged Pa for a dry place to spend the night.”

 The surly boy stood, waiting for Daved's response, impatiently shifting from foot to foot in the rain, looking like a wet cat. Elevating Jurel's satisfaction was the fact that his father knew the young man was uncomfortable and seemed to ponder Valik's message for far too long. He had to turn away to keep his nemesis from seeing the smile that he could not stop from spreading across his face.

 “Well,” Daved finally said, drawing out the word as if it carried with it a decision that would change the world, “I suppose I can come by for a visit. Jurel, clean up, will you please? I won't be long.”

 “Pa has asked that you both come,” Valik informed them, his expression turning angry.

 “Oh? Very well then. You can clean up tomorrow Jurel. Fetch our cloaks. It would not be sensible to go out into the rain without them after all.”

 With mixed feelings, Jurel rose and fetched the requested cloaks. On the one hand, he did not look forward to traipsing about in the rain—cloak or no cloak—nor did he relish time spent near Valik. On the other hand, it was not often a stranger stopped by. That in itself was cause for excitement, or at the very least, interest. The fact that there was a minor mystery afoot raised Jurel's anticipation a notch. Passing through? As his father had said, they were in the middle of nowhere. If Jurel remembered his geography lessons, there was nothing but dense, impenetrable forest to the west. According to the stories, it was a haunted place from which there was no return. Perhaps this traveler had taken a wrong turn from the caravan route in the east, the one that ran across the northern edge of the kingdom before turning south and extending all the way to Kashya. But if that were the case, then it was quite a wrong turn indeed; the caravan route was days away, weeks.

 With no answers forthcoming, he followed his father into the rain. Neither bothered to glance at the sodden Valik who ran ahead. They were greeted at Galbin's door by Marta, looking as gnarled as an old oak.

 “Come in, come in. Take those sodden things off and give them to old Marta,” the maid chirped before he could open his mouth to say hello. She flitted about them like a mother bird, tossing their cloaks over her arm, ignoring the water that drenched her dress. “Galbin's awaiting you in his parlor. I'll have these cloaks good and dry before you're off again, never fear.”

 She bustled about so quickly that Jurel had difficulty keeping his eyes on her. His father, he noted with some relief, wore the same sort of dazed expression that he wore. So at least it was not just him.

 “Boots too, boys, boots too. Can't have you tracking mud all over my nice clean floors now can we?”

 Hustling, Jurel removed his boots, half expecting Marta to reach down and do it herself if he did not move quickly enough for her liking, and he glanced up in time to see Marta shoo them along.

 “Come come, I'll take you to Galbin now. Would you like a refreshment?” But before they could answer, she knocked at the parlor door, “Daved and Jurel are here,” and she bustled off to leave them staring dumbfounded after her.

 “Well,” muttered Daved. “That was interesting.”

 Galbin ushered them into the room and Jurel caught his first view of the stranger rising from his seat by the fire. He was old. Silver hair framed a lean, clean-shaven face etched with craggy deep wrinkles. He wore a pleasant smile and his sky blue eyes gleamed startlingly with some secret delight, their corners crinkled like bird tracks, and Jurel was positive that this was a man used to smiling. His simple robe of undyed wool, maybe gray or some shade of tan draped over a body that seemed emaciated but by the easy grace with which the old man rose, Jurel did not think him sick or ill-fed. On the contrary, the old man seemed quite spry.

 “Daved, Jurel, this is Master Kurin, an itinerant healer from...” Galbin faltered, glancing a question at their visitor. “I'm sorry. Where did you say you arrived from?”

 “I did not say,” Kurin said, and his voice was rich, deep, seeming to belie his age, while his cultured inflection seemed to belie his plain garb. “I am, lately, from Grayson City.”

 “Ah. Yes, of course. Grayson City,” Galbin replied and his tone echoed the thoughts of the other two. From the east and south, near Kashya on the caravan route? How had he ended up here? “Master Kurin, may I present my dearest friend and right-hand Daved, and his son Jurel.”

 “I am honored to make your acquaintances.”

 The oddest thing happened then. Kurin bowed. It was a bow that any king would have been satisfied with but although strange, what really caught Jurel's attention was that, at the nadir of his bow, Kurin caught his eye, and with a roguish grin he winked. Startled, Jurel could do naught but stand there with his slack jaw gaping open like a fish surprised to suddenly find itself in a fisherman's boat.

 “A pleasure sir,” Daved said politely. Very proper, but his tone was unaccountably cold.

 “Yes, well, now that the introductions are out of the way, please sit and be comfortable.”

 With a shooing gesture toward the chairs around the fire, Galbin followed his own request and lowered his girth into a chair that creaked alarmingly. “Ingirt and Valik will join us soon. Valik, I'm sure is trying to dry off and Ingirt, well, she does love her grand entrances.”

 When everyone was situated, Daved spoke. “So you're a healer, then.”

 “Yes. I travel the lands far and wide, seeking those who require my assistance.”

 The room was small, but somehow, Kurin's resonant voice seemed to echo as if he was a talented stage actor, or maybe a musician, and they were his audience.

 “That is interesting. Most healers tend to set up shop to ply their trade. How is it that you come to wander so?”

 Once again, Jurel heard the coldness even though the question was asked mildly enough, and there was an underlying suspicion like a tricky river current just below the surface. He knew his father, trusted him, and something about Kurin had his father's defenses up. Kurin saw it too for he let out a good natured laugh before he continued.

 “It seems that my story does not ring true with your Master Daved,” he chortled and turned his surprising eyes to Jurel. “Is he always so distrustful of strangers?”

 What could he say? He should answer. He should smile. He should...something. But still he wore that foolish, vapid expression and stared at this enigmatic old stranger with the voice of a saint, even as Daved sat, back straight, outraged, and white-knuckled so that Galbin began to worry the arms of his chair would splinter under the force.

 “No, no. Don't answer,” Kurin said, waving away his own question as though it was an annoying fly. “It is not a polite thing to ask and I apologize for my presumption.” His eyes twinkled like stars with his amusement. “In answer to your question, good master, it is hardly possible for all those who require my services to travel the length and breadth of the kingdom. No, I must go to them. In this way, I am where I am most needed. Besides, it is much more interesting to travel the land and meet its peoples than it is to sit in one spot and stare at the same walls all the time.”

 “I see. And are there any here who require your services?”

 Kurin's eyes flickered and Jurel thought that perhaps the old man glanced at him. It was so quick that even hawk-eyed Daved did not seem to notice. Before anything else could be said, Marta entered carrying a tray laden with decanters and goblets.

 “Here you are. Wine, brandy, ale, water and milk for the young one. Whatever you like, old Marta brought it,” she announced, setting the tray on a side table. She fluttered her hands in front of her. “Ooh. That's some heavy tray you have...” Trailing off when she saw Daved's expression—a soldier preparing for bloody battle, it seemed—her eyes widened a notch. 

 “Yes. Well. There you are. Good evening gentlemen,” she called over her shoulder, bustling from the room as if it were filled with rabid wolves. Of course, she tended to bustle anywhere she went so Jurel was not entirely certain.

 Something else he was uncertain about as he sipped his milk, as Galbin tossed back a shot of brandy, then another in quick succession, and as Daved sat, still as a statue, was why there seemed to be so much tension in the room it could only have been cut by a very sharp knife, or maybe an ax. His father seemed—even for Daved—unusually terse; he was almost outright rude to their guest, and Galbin looked as if he had seen a ghost with his forced smile and ashy face. Kurin, on the other hand, did not seem to notice anything was amiss and he spoke openly, heartily and with a broad smile. He was missing something but for the life of him, he could not fathom what it might be.

 As the men continued conversing about all those inconsequential things that strangers trapped in the same room discussed, things got really complicated.

 The door opened and Valik walked in like he was some kind of prince—a surly one as usual, followed by the queen, his mother. Did he never tire of being cross? Surely his face must hurt from holding that frown in place all the time. At least, donned in his plain—and dry—work clothes he no longer looked like an offended feline.

 As Ingirt entered, those in the room rose to their feet politely while Valik plopped himself into a chair and ignored everyone. Ingirt, resplendent in her best dress, baby blue and covered in frills and lacy things, beamed broadly at the strange old man while Galbin made more introductions.

 “Master Kurin, may I introduce my wife, Ingirt? Ingirt, this is Kurin, a traveling healer.”

 With another deep bow, Kurin grandiosely kissed her hand. “It is an honor and a pleasure to meet someone of such radiant beauty as to make my heart stop.”

 “I imagine it wouldn't take much to make your heart stop, you old coot,” Daved muttered under his breath.

 “Er...yes. Well,” Galbin said over top of Daved's snipe so that the only person who heard it was Jurel, “This is my son Valik.”

 “Pleasure to meet you dear boy,” said Kurin with a bow that was not as deep as the one offered to Ingirt or even to Jurel.

 Keeping totally within character, Valik did not acknowledge the introduction while Ingirt, obviously flattered by the old man's extravagant words tittered and batted her lashes and bright red spots appeared on her cheeks.

 Once glasses were full and everyone was seated, the idle chatter full of boring conversation started again. Jurel, being twelve years old, could not care any less about a conversation that centered on farming, then on weather and how that affects farming, even though these topics seemed to rivet Kurin and he drank it all in avidly as if there was nothing more important in the world than finding out that the breaking of the drought would hopefully see the crops flourish again.

 That is not to say that the weather change did not interest him at all. No, quite the contrary. With the breaking of the drought, he imagined that his own work load would drop substantially. With no more need to carry buckets or dig trenches or any of the other myriad tasks that were necessary during a drought, there was a good chance he would be able to spend more time with his friends trying to mend fences with Trig and Darren and even Wag. Even Erin and Frieza, though they were of less importance, being girls and all. He wanted things to go back to the way they were, the easy camaraderie, the comfortable silences. Oh yes, the change in weather was important to him. Just not for the same reasons that it was important for Galbin or Daved.

 Some instinct, like an unscratchable itch made him glance surreptitiously toward the sullen boy sitting beside Ingirt. Valik glared at him, his eyes seething with hatred; if looks could kill, Jurel would be a puddle of goo on the floor. Now what had he done to deserve that look? He hid his surprise and dismay in his cup as he took a sip. Perhaps his father had been right and he would some day have to fight Valik but even as the thought reared its ugly head, he shied away from it. No, he would not fight. How could fighting help? He still did not understand his father's words—they had been tumbling around in his head for days cluttering his thoughts—how standing up to a bully like Valik could accomplish anything more than bloody noses and black eyes. His only answer, the only answer he could fathom, was to continue avoiding the brute. Not an easy thing to do on a farm this size but, really, was there an acceptable alternative?

 “...he thinks you are a coward. I don't think I blame him for thinking that way either...”

 The words still stung, still threatened to bring tears to his eyes. He was now painfully aware that Daved, his father, considered him a coward. And why? Because he did not care for fighting. That was entirely too unfair. He knew he was the biggest boy on the farm. He knew he was the strongest too, even compared to Darren who was his father's apprentice at the smithy. He even knew that with no other recourse, if he were forced, really really forced, he could best any of them when it came to fists. Why rub their noses in it? But then there was all that gibberish about running away, and events dictating his life. He was of a mind to dismiss it all as the ramblings of a man who had worked too long in the sun except that he had begun to understand the point. At least where Valik was involved anyway. It was likely that in his efforts to stay away from him, Jurel might have been forced on occasion to abandon what he was doing. Spending time with his friends: If Valik approached, Jurel would leave, no matter that they may be embroiled in the most rip-roaring game of Catch Me If You Can. But he lived on a secluded farm. Aside from that minor inconvenience, what kind of effect could it possibly have on his life? He was always doing as others bade him anyway, so—

 “And what say you young Jurel?”

 His line of thought was snapped with Kurin's question. His eyes focused, found the old man gazing at him pleasantly, awaiting his response. Racking his brain, Jurel tried to remember what the old man said but he had been too lost in his own thoughts. There was nothing there.

 “I...Sir? I-I'm sorry,” Jurel stammered and shifted uncomfortably in his seat all too aware that he was the focus of attention for everyone in the room. Ingirt looked down her nose in disapproval, Valik smiled maliciously, and his father glared as if daring Jurel to be rude. “I'm terribly sorry. I did not hear your question.”

 Valik snorted.

 “Ah, to be young again,” Kurin laughed wistfully. “To let one's mind wander while all about, stodgy adults discuss topics intended for stodgy adults.”

 “Aye,” Daved growled and pinned Jurel with his glare, a look that promised they would speak more of this later. “But being young does not release one of the responsibility of being polite to his elders.”

 “Perhaps, perhaps,” Kurin said with eyes that twinkled in delight. “Nonetheless, I do not mind repeating myself. What do you think of life on this farm, child?”

 Jurel suppressed a flash of resentment at being addressed so condescendingly. He was no child! He was twelve! Nearly a grown man!

 “It's all right, I suppose,” he said with a shrug. “My father takes good care of me and Galbin is a good master.”—Galbin smiled proudly at that—“There's plenty of work to keep us busy and-”

 “Yes, yes,” Kurin interrupted. “That's all well and good. But I did not ask what you do on the farm.”

 Kurin leaned forward intently, raising one eyebrow, and for the first time, Jurel saw another side to this man. Until that moment the stranger had been all mild banter and easy smiles, slightly distracted as though age had begun to addle his wits. His look at that moment was decidedly unmild. Piercing, coldly calculating: that might describe it better and Jurel shifted uncomfortably under his scrutiny.

 “What do you think of it?” Kurin repeated.

 “I-”

 “Why such an interest in a boy, Master Kurin, my son?”

 If Daved were a dog, Jurel was positive that his hackles would be standing and his teeth would be bared in a threatening snarl. Emotion flashed in and out of Kurin's eyes so rapidly that Jurel was only vaguely aware that he saw frustration. The old man leaned back into his seat with a disarming smile.

 “No offense was intended sir. I just wished to hear what he has to say. Children often have different views of their environment than their elders do and I was curious to hear his. It was just a question and of no consequence.”

 Farmers, as a rule, tend to be a stoic lot. Rarely did they come out and announce their emotions for all to hear. Too womanly. Instead, they preferred to keep their peace, to go out to the fields every day with stony expressions and get about their work. There was an old saying that was often used, like a mantra, “Sour words make for sour work.” It was not that bad moods did not exist among farmers, it was that farmers saw no point in blathering it about. No matter how they felt, the work needed to be done.

 Galbin did not run his farm so successfully without knowing how his workers felt under the calm veneers. He was well attuned to their moods. As he shifted his attention between the strange old man and his best friend, he knew exactly how close Daved was to violence.

 “Well, I don't see that the boys have to be here, do they?” Galbin asked of no one in particular. “As you said Master Kurin, stodgy conversation for stodgy adults. Perhaps the rain has abated.”

 “Very true sir. Children must be allowed their leisure,” Kurin said with a grave nod to Galbin's wisdom.

 There was a faint sense of mocking in the words but his hopes had jumped at the opportunity to be away from there so he ignored it. Besides, no matter how excited he was to meet someone new, he had enough of tension and raised hackles and strangers for one night, especially strangers who were, well...strange.

 With a nod from Daved, Jurel was up and to the door before Valik spoke.

 “Oh yes,” he said with a predatory grin. “We will have a grand time...playing. Won't we Jurel?”

 “Mind you don't play too rough,” Galbin warned, “else, you'll hear about it. Understand?”

 Jurel did not wait another moment. He bounded like a startled deer to the coat rack where his cloak hung, dried out by Marta, and after donning his boots—which he had to do twice; he managed to put them on the wrong feet—he bolted through the front door, ignoring Valik's calls.

 “What's the rush? Wait for me. We'll have fun.”

 “I really don't think so,” he muttered.

 The rain had indeed stopped though the sky threatened more to come, and the evening was still oppressive, as heavy as wet wool. It even smelled heavy: wet grass and hay mingled with manure and the musky odor of livestock. Instead of alleviating the intense heat, the heavy downpour had done nothing more than change hot and dry to hot and humid, and within ten paces, his shirt was plastered to his body. A bit of moisture would not hurt, he supposed. He probably needed a wash anyway.

 After depositing his cloak at home—it was far too hot to wear and it would only encumber him—he made his way to his tree and when he negotiated the slick bark, he hoisted himself up to a high branch and, letting his legs dangle, he rested his back against a thick limb, soothed by the whisper of the leaves.

 With not much to see in the bruised gray evening, he turned his mind back to the encounter, wondering about Kurin. What a strange old man. His father had perfected the art of intimidation; he could stare down an angry lion. But Kurin seemed so placid, even in the face of his father's hostility, barely even seeming to notice that Daved was inches away from tossing him out on his wrinkled old can.

 Then there was the story that he was some kind of traveling healer but Jurel had already concluded that there was more to it. He was young, not stupid. So then the question was, who was he? Why was he here? Was it really just luck and poor weather that brought him to the farm? They seldom received visitors out that way. They were just too remote, and if his father's lessons were to be trusted, there was nothing at one end of the road except trees. Haunted trees. The last time they had hosted visitors that Jurel could remember must have been...about...

 His eyes widened when he realized that except for the occasional merchant who came by to survey Galbin's produce there had been no visitors.

 With a sigh he shook his head to clear away the suspicions that buzzed like hornets. His father was definitely having an influence on him, he thought wryly. Perhaps Kurin was exactly who he said he was. Perhaps he really was no more than a hapless traveler caught up in bad weather. Perhaps.

 Yet there were more mysteries. The old man showed an iron core under his soft surface. Jurel would have wagered all the coppers he had stashed away on that—all three of them. He had seemed too keen to hear Jurel's answer to a question that, according to the old man, was inconsequential. He had no idea how to reconcile the stranger's attitudes. 

 But it was no matter really, not to him; Galbin and his father were there. It was their problem to worry about enigmatic strangers. It was his to be curious.

 So he loosened the reins of his mind and let his thoughts wander wherever they pleased as he stared sightlessly through a hole in the boughs and evening darkened toward night. Maybe Trig and Darren would want to play in the field tomorrow, as long as it was not too wet. Or maybe he could go fishing. The rain would certainly have them up and biting.

 And when night was full on the land, covering up everything in its velvet shroud of shadows, he heard his father call from the front door of their cabin, “Jurel? Where are you?”

 “Up here father.”

 “In that tree again? You keep doing that and one day it'll decide it doesn't want to hold your weight anymore.”

 He smiled at his father's joke. “Yes father. You're back then?”

 “No lad. I'm still sitting in Galbin's parlor trading nasty words with an old idiot who doesn't know how to stay out of the rain. Are you coming in?”

 “If it's all right with you, I'd like to stay a little longer.”

 “Mind you don't stay out too late. And watch your footing when you climb down. It'll be treacherous.”

 “I will. Good night.”

 “Good night son.”

 As he watched the night pass by, the clouds began to thin out and the pale moon glowed yellow-white, hazily as if through cotton, high in the sky. His thoughts had begun to repeat themselves, turning in lazy circles, and he began to think that it might be time to head for his bed. Just a few more minutes though. The moon was rather pretty in its cloak, ephemeral and bright all at once.

 “Jurel?” Kurin's voice drifted up from the base of the tree and he almost lost his balance in his startlement. “Are you up there?”

 A fleeting urge to keep quiet was quickly overridden by his curiosity. “Yes sir.”

 “I thought I heard you earlier. May we speak for a moment?”

 He was tired, he was going to bed, he thought he heard his father calling him: a variety of excuses played through his mind, but once again, curiosity won out.

 “Of course sir. I will be right down.”

 “No, no. No need. No need at all.”

 There was a grunt and the tree trembled slightly. Another grunt, and shocked, Jurel realized the old man was climbing. His sight barely penetrated the gloom under the leafy cover of the tree, but there was just enough moonshine that he made out a vaguely man-like shape clambering with surprising agility from the ground below. A few scraping noises, another grunt, and the old man was resting on a branch directly behind Jurel who once again, found himself tongue-tied by the old man's strangeness. The silence stretched uncomfortably, pulling taut until it threatened to injure someone when it snapped, and when it finally did, Jurel almost did get injured; he jumped at the sudden words—never a good thing to do when one is precariously perched high in a tree.

 “You never did answer my question, Jurel.”

 “It is as I said sir.”

 “Please stop calling me that,” he said in a pained voice. “My name is Kurin.”

 Silence again and the boughs whispered nervously in Jurel's ears.

 “You and Valik are not friends, are you?”

 “No. How did you know?”

 “It wasn't that hard to figure out,” Kurin answered with a low chuckle. “You pointedly ignored him and he stared daggers at you all evening.”

 Jurel nodded. It was pretty obvious when he thought about it.

 “May I ask why?”

 If he had thought on it, maybe if he had been older and wiser, he might have asked why Kurin wanted to know, or what business was it of his? But, natural suspicions aside, he thought he heard real curiosity and that more than anything compelled him to speak.

 “He's mean. He always treats us badly as if he's better than us.”

 Even Jurel heard his own poutiness. He did not care.

 “There's more.”

 It was not a question; the old man was stating a fact. It annoyed Jurel to no end that he was being prodded so.

 As if reading his thoughts, the old man added, “I apologize if I make you uncomfortable. Sometimes my curiosity gets the best of me. When a mystery pops up, I can't help but grab on and shake it until the answer comes loose. You need not answer, of course.”

 Who was this man that, in one moment could make Jurel sweat anxiously, and the next make him want to answer any question at all?

 “We were never really friends but I suppose the worst of it came when I didn't join in a fight that my friends picked with some other boys. My friends took a good thumping for it and Valik has never forgiven me.” 

 The more he thought of it, the more it soured his mood and he could not help adding, “Probably never will.”

 “Ah. This boy does not seem to recognize your wisdom. A shame, really. When he owns this farm, I imagine he'll need all the wisdom he can find.”

 It was wistfully spoken, and quiet but even as the compliment filled Jurel with pride, the rest filled him with foreboding. The words were meaningless, moonlit musings that disappeared as soon as the sun rose, banished like morning mist. And yet...

 “What do you mean, 'when he owns this farm'?”

 “He is Galbin's eldest son, isn't he?” 

 Jurel heard a rustle as if the old man were turning so he could see him to drive home an important point with a meaningful look. But there was a tree in the way and anyway, he need not have bothered. He had Jurel's undivided attention. For some reason he felt the same way he did that time that Darren had burned his arm at his father's forge, leaving a sickening black and red gash that smelled kind of like cooking pork. As nauseating as the sight was, he had not been able turn away. He had stared at that burn with horrified fascination even as his friend screamed in agony.

 “Yes he is,” Jurel responded carefully.

 “Galbin is human and as all humans must, his time will come and he will pass to the other side. The laws of this land are quite clear: in the event that a father dies, the eldest child inherits whatever the father owned,” he lectured.

 Understanding lanced through Jurel like an arrow and he groaned. On some level, he always knew that Valik would one day own the farm. He should, for Valik loved rubbing it in their faces as often as possible. But aside from Valik's boasting, it was an abstract idea, as useless to dwell on as rain during a picnic: what would be, would be. He had always assumed that he would spend the rest of his life here with his father and Galbin and his friends. But the contradictory thought perked itself: Someday, Valik would own the farm. On that day, Jurel would be homeless. He knew that. It was inevitable.

 But certainly that was a long way in the future. Galbin was healthy and strong as an ox. Nothing could bring that man down short of the moon falling on his head. He need not be concerned over an event that would not come to pass for years. Right?

 “By your silence, I take it you understand the ramifications,” Kurin commented. “So how old are you anyway? Your face says twelve, maybe thirteen but by the gods, your size says seventeen. I hate a mystery. It's driving me mad.”

 “I'm twelve. I'll be thirteen in a few months. On the Day of Shadows.”

 Behind him, he heard a strangled cough like Kurin had swallowed his tongue and alarmed, he craned his neck as far around the tree as he could, trying to see what ailed the old man.

 “Sir? Are you all right, sir?”

 He coughed wetly and responded in a wavery voice, “Yes, yes. Just a touch of chill. And I asked you to call me Kurin.”

 A touch of chill. Jurel sweated in the muggy heat and Kurin had a touch of chill. Right. Sure.

 Leaning back, he said nothing, instead content to let the silence draw out again. It gave him time to regroup his muddled thoughts. Kurin kept jumping from topic to topic and it was awfully confusing. An owl hooted somewhere in the darkness, like a warning to the life that scurried in the grasses: “Fair warning: I'm on the hunt. Here I come.” He imagined hundreds of mice scuttling for safety, calling out squeaky rodent warnings, “Git the little 'uns inside! Quick!” or “No time for foraging. There's death in the skies tonight!” “She'll hit when you least expect.” “You'll be dead before you can blink.”

 “You said you were a traveling healer,” he said, more to get rid of the bloody image than anything. “What's it like?”

 “Well my boy,” Kurin mused. “It's a good life. Not easy, but good. I wander wherever the wind takes me and I see new things every day. Why just last month I was on the western shores of the Sun Sea watching the most spectacular sunrise you could ever imagine. Do you know why it's called the Sun Sea, Jurel?”


Why it was called the Sun Sea? He barely knew where the Sun Sea was. He had only heard of it once or twice in his entire life. If memory served, it was somewhere east and far to the south, near the Kashyan border.

 “No.”

 “Hmmm. Well if you stand on the shore on a clear morning and wait for the sun to rise over the mountains in the east, you're greeted with the most wondrous view. The sun is mirrored on the surface of the sea, you see, and it appears for all the world that the sun's twin is under the surface. The entire sea lights up golden and red and purple and...well, all the colors you can imagine. People from all over the kingdom travel there just to catch a glimpse of the sunrise.”

 “Sounds pretty,” Jurel said without much conviction. He saw the sun rise all the time; sometimes he went out to the pond and the sun reflected there too. He could see no difference except for the scale. Even if Kurin apparently could.

 “Pretty?” he spluttered and Jurel wondered if the man was going to have a heart seizure. “Pretty? It's one of the most breathtaking wonders in the entire kingdom. Why, to some, it's almost a religious experience. Pretty?”

 His voice dropped and he continued his rant in a low mutter to himself. Jurel strained his ears, trying to make out the man's words but all he managed to get was “provincial louts” and “fool farmboys”. Indignation flashed red hot and he sat up straighter.

 “I am terribly sorry that I cannot live up to your expectations. Sir.” The old man had a chill did he? Well Jurel would see him downright frozen! “I do not get to travel much. You know, being a provincial lout, a fool farmboy and all. Sir.”

 He was gratified when he heard a small gasp. The old man went so still that Jurel wondered if he had in fact managed to freeze him in place. A tiny bit of fear crept in as the old man remained silent, followed by guilt. He should respect his elders, after all.

 “I'm sorry. I shouldn't have snapped that way. I'm sure the view is very nice.”

 “No no, my boy,” Kurin sighed. “It is I who must apologize for my indiscreet words. Curse my addled old wits. I was not saying that you were a fool. I am simply distraught that a young man as bright as you has never had the opportunity to experience the world and see its wonders. Perhaps some day you will, and then you can forgive an old man his wagging tongue.”

 “I doubt it. I'm stuck here on this farm. I imagine I'll be here forever.” He was surprised by the bitterness he felt.

 “It sounds to me like you were not completely honest about your feelings of farm life, Jurel. Why not?”


The girls played a game like this. They gripped hands and spun in circles faster and faster, laughing until they cried, chanting a silly rhyme, “Round and round we go...” before they collapsed in a dizzy heap.

 “I don't see any reason to moan about it,” Jurel said and again he was surprised by the faint sadness, like dried flower petals falling to the ground. “If I'm to be here the rest of my life, I may as well make the best of it.”


Sour words make for sour work.

 “That, my boy, is possibly the most fatalistic thing I've ever heard anyone say in my very long life. Granted, it's a pragmatic view, but have you ever considered that you may not need to remain here all your life?”

 Jurel barked a laugh. “And where would I go? This is all I know.”

 “Precisely. Isn't the thought of learning more, of expanding your horizons, seeing and doing new things a tempting one?”

 It was as though a bell had been struck somewhere deep inside him. Kurin was saying something important, something necessary. What would he do about it? The prospect of adventure excited him and he perked up a little as his thoughts worked feverishly. Until an image of his father materialized, hawkish glare goring, boring into him, shaking his head in disappointment, brought him up short.

 “But then what would my father do without me?”

 “What he must. What all fathers must when their children grow up. He will adapt. He will let you go. He will always love you and he will worry about you every day. He will hope for those odd days when you reappear and when you do, he will cherish those moments more than any other. When you speak of your adventures or your work or whatever it is that you end up doing, he will be proud of you for taking the reins of your life into your own hands.”

 Hearing those last words, almost a mimicry of Daved's own, caused Jurel's eyebrows to draw in on each other, furrowing, creasing his forehead. Had his father told Kurin? Had they discussed Jurel's cowardice? It seemed unlikely; his father looked on the verge of murder when he was sent out of the room. He could not imagine his father would change his mind so easily and ask Kurin's advice on fatherhood.

 “Just remember my boy: if you're not happy with your lot now, you will not be happy with it later. It's up to you to decide.”

 Surely he had years to think on it, years before any real decision needed to be made. Surely.

 Behind him, he heard the rasp of bark scraped and a grunt as Kurin stretched out his arms.

 “Well, it's getting late. I think I should retire for the night. I have an early morning and a long road ahead of me.”

 The tree trembled again, and there was more rustling and scraping as Kurin gingerly descended. There was a muffled thud and a grunt as the old man jumped the last of the way, and he started off.

 “Think on what I've said, Jurel. Good night,” he called quietly and then he was gone.

 “Good night, Kurin.”

 He stayed a while longer, not entirely prepared to return to his bed yet. He was too busy mulling over the strange conversation with the strange old man. Could he leave the farm? Would he? The old man had a point now that he thought of it: He was not entirely happy here, and now that he admitted it to himself, bared it to the moon and his tree, he wondered why. He had a comfortable home, good food, and plenty of things to keep him occupied. He had his father—at least the man he thought of as his father, and loved as such. Daved was a hard man, unforgiving, and he could be overly rigid at times, almost brutally stern, but for all that he was always there for Jurel. So why was he not content with his lot?

 It was often boring, true enough. There was plenty of work, but it was dull, monotonous, often back-breaking labor. He always did it—what else could he do?—but at the end of the day, when he returned home with aching shoulders and a sore back, he never felt satisfied, never felt that he had done anything particularly useful. He had his friends to play with but that too had its drawbacks for it was shallow fun, and mindless. Just a bunch of children running about aimlessly playing silly games in the fields. It was boring but was that enough reason?

 Then of course, there was Valik. Always Valik. Every single day, he harbored a knot of dread in the pit of his belly, like a candle in a dry hay barn, because of that bully. That petty, malicious little turd made him miserable at every turn. If Jurel went away, he would never have to think of Valik again. Now that might be enough reason.

 He watched the moon watch him. It had become more distinct with the gradual dispersion of the cloud cover and it stood at its zenith looking like a gigantic pearl in the night. Perhaps it was time to go in after all. It was late, very late, but the prospect of more drudgery in the morning made him hesitate.

 Everything was different. He missed his friends. Why had he not just joined in when they had gotten into that fight? Then things would be better. Then no one would think he was a coward. Even his own father! It just was not fair. He tore a twig from its home and broke it into little pieces before hurling them into the night, heard them whisper and skip off the surrounding branches and leaves. Why should he have joined in? His father spoke of defending his beliefs. Well was that not exactly what he had done? He believed in peace. He believed in leaving bad situations be. He believed in not getting a broken nose because some stupid boys wanted to take a stupid bit of water. Besides, the fight had not accomplished much, now had it? Galbin and Daved had accomplished more by simply speaking with the boys's fathers. The fight had done nothing whatsoever. Yet everyone thought him a coward. Valik tormented him. He still did boring work.

 Kurin was right. He would have to leave at some point. Because at some point Valik would indeed own the farm. Valik would not let him stay. Or maybe he would. Maybe he would welcome Jurel with open arms and then relegate the nastiest tasks he could think of. It was not difficult to imagine himself cleaning outhouses and shoveling horse shit for the rest of his life.

 So he would leave. As soon as he was old enough. Money would not be a problem. He did not have much, but his years of farm experience would surely come in handy. He could find his way from farm to farm, doing tasks to earn a little copper and maybe a place to sleep for a night or two, before he moved on. Maybe he would see that sunrise Kurin had spoken of. Or visit the cities of his father's stories. Cities like Oceanview with its trade ships packed so tightly in the harbor that the masts looked like a floating forest, and Threimes, the kingdom's capital, all domes and spires and palaces for miles in every direction.

 Maybe when he was gone for some years, he would return to visit his old friends and regale them with tales of his adventures. Oh, how they would be green with envy! They would not think him a coward then! A smile spread across his face and if his father could have seen it, he would have been surprised that Jurel could look so happy.

 With a jaw-cracking yawn that split his grin in half, he decided that he could think more on this another day. It really was time to get inside, to get to his bed. He needed rest. Tomorrow would be a long day of drudgery and boredom but even though that thought was unpleasant, he still walked home with a bounce in his step and a smile on his lips.

 * * *

 “Good night Kurin,” he heard the boy call from his hiding spot. He smiled as he walked toward the barn and the bed that Galbin had provided for him in the hayloft. Sleeping in a barn did not bother him; he was used to it and things could have been worse. He had spent many rainy nights out in the open, soaked to the bone, shivering as he lay awake waiting for dawn to finally arrive, waiting for enough light so he could move on without worrying that his old mare would snap a fetlock. It was part and parcel to his roaming nature. A hayloft was a far better alternative. Especially the hayloft at this farm.

 Had he finally found the one? Could it be? At first, he had not been sure. The boy was kind, thoughtful, well spoken for his age—a testament to Daved's skills as a father—but he was timid and he lacked anything resembling confidence. That, he was not willing to ascribe to Daved's upbringing.

 Daved was surly, as gruff as an angry wolf, which led Kurin to believe that at some point, the man had likely been a soldier, probably a sergeant judging by his bearing. Soldiers were not renowned for coddling their children. On the contrary, Daved probably rode Jurel incessantly, tried to pound strength into him at every opportunity but from what Kurin could see, it did not work. The boy was pleasant, but he was too quiet, too apt to turn his eyes down. Kurin liked Daved, respected his forwardness; it was no wonder that even with little farming experience he had risen to second in command of this farm. He was certain Daved did all the right things for the boy.

 But then why was the boy so...cowardly? Why did he shrink away every time that little bastard, Valik, looked at him (how a man as good as Galbin could let his son become such an unmitigated ass was another question, one that would have been irrelevant except that it showed Jurel's weakness). Almost, he had dismissed the boy. Almost, he had thought he made a mistake coming here. But something made him stay, made him come out to the tree and talk to Jurel. He thanked the gods that he had. There was something about him that compelled Kurin's attention. It was as if darkness shrouded him, leaving the important bits a mystery. Oh, how he loved a good mystery. 

 As his steps carried him along the moonlit path toward the barn, the realization struck that a dire event in the boy's life might very well have altered him like a ship blown off course by a storm. The death of his real parents? Yes, that would do it. Especially if it had been a violent death. Especially if Jurel had witnessed it. That would be yet another sign, now wouldn't it? His belly was filled with a familiar sensation like agitated butterflies. His pace was lively, far too brisk for an exhausted old man.

 No one but a blind fool could miss that Daved had adopted the boy. Physically, they were nothing alike. Daved was about average height while Jurel, at only twelve was incredibly tall, standing almost nose to nose with him. Daved was dark with hair the color of ebony, and with eyes that were nearly black, while Jurel was blue-eyed and almost blond. Their jaws were formed differently, their noses were as night and day; Daved was definitely not Jurel's real father. For all that, the adoption was total. The bond between them was powerful. Daved was as much Jurel's father as any; his love for his son was easily visible no matter how gruff and stern he was.

 Which, once again, brought him full circle to Jurel. If Daved was not his real father, then who was? Kurin needed to know. Everything hinged on that bit of knowledge. All the other signs were promising, mousiness notwithstanding. When the boy had told him his birthday—confirmed it, for Kurin had already had a pretty good idea what the boy would say—he had almost jumped for joy. That would have been a singularly unpleasant experience considering where he had been at the time. A vagrant image of him lying on the ground at the base of the tree, groaning miserably with the gods could only have guessed how many broken bones, made him smile wryly. Oh yes, that would have been unpleasant indeed.

 He entered the barn but he did not see it. He was turned inward, going over everything he had learned that day, navigating his way by instinct alone. Jurel was the strongest candidate he ever had. He had been searching for near on thirty years; could this be the one? Would he finally redeem himself in the eyes of his brothers and sisters in the Order?

 Promising, very promising. But not certain. Not yet. The boy would bear watching for a time and there were plans to be made. He nodded to himself, having made his decision, and with an agility that belied his age, he scrambled up the ladder to the loft above and his waiting bed. 




Chapter 12

 Stuffing the last of his roll into his mouth, Jurel sprinted outside into the new day. The clouds had dispersed during the night so the sun, still barely over the eastern horizon was a bright orange ball that promised a warm day ahead, but hopefully not so warm that drought returned. He looked forward to a long day of work and play, hopefully with his friends. Unless his father piled too many chores on his shoulders. Which he would, if Jurel was late to see Kurin off as he had been bidden.

 He ran as fast as his legs could carry him, arriving at Galbin's front door just in time to watch old Kaul lead Kurin's horse, a somewhat bedraggled old mare, around the corner of the house to the waiting group that was chatting idly on the path that led to the road outside the farm and then on to whatever lay beyond. He pulled up, skidding to a halt beside his father and puffed, trying to catch his wind around the remains of his breakfast.

 Daved glanced at him, one eyebrow raised. “There you are boy. I was beginning to think you wouldn't make it.”

 “Sorry father,” Jurel mumbled and he was embarrassed to see crumbs spew from his mouth.

 “Well, you made it just in time. Our honored guest,” sarcasm ran thick, “is just preparing to leave.”

 “Any idea where you're headed?” Galbin asked the old man who checked his saddle and his bags.

 “Oh, I don't know exactly.” Kurin paused and stared at the sky as though Galbin had asked a question of monumental importance. “Riverfang calls to me but I must admit that my old bones are weary and it is a long, long journey across dangerous lands. I have pondered Master Daved's words and I may decide to settle somewhere, open a little shop and stay warm and comfortable beside a fire.” Then he chuckled before adding, “At least until the call of the road lures me away once again. Such is the life of a vagabond I suppose.”

 Eyes twinkling, he turned back to his packs, checking and rechecking as though he had mounds of possessions to sort through instead of the meager change of clothes and a few small packs of food wrapped in oilskin that seemed lost in the heavy leather bags.

 Jurel found himself wondering, once again, about this old man who had turned his life upside down with no more than a few words. On the one hand, he was most definitely strange; his words and actions—imagine a man his age climbing a tree like he was a boy!—left Jurel bewildered. He was obviously an educated man, and well cultured but he roamed the land as poor as the lowliest peasant. On the other hand, he had an open nature, a warmth that seemed to invite easy friendship. And for all his strangeness, his words rang true. It was quite a conundrum.

 “Posh, sir! You are obviously no common vagabond,” Ingirt announced archly.

 “I thank you madam for your charitable words.” Kurin bowed deeply as he had the previous night. “We vagabonds must, by need, take all the charity we are offered. Especially when it is offered by one so beautiful that the gods must have blessed her.”

 Once again, from the depths of his bow, he caught Jurel's eye and winked and Jurel could not help but smile at this roguish display. Ingirt tittered and fanned her reddening face with a hand.

 “I should not tarry any longer. I am keeping you from enjoying this lovely day.”

 Taking his reins from Kaul, he swung easily into his saddle as limber as any of the herders on the farm, as limber as his own father who was well known to be the best horseman on the farm and reached down to shake Galbin's hand. “Thank you for your hospitality and your generosity. I pray the gods will smile kindly upon you.”

 “It is we who thank you, sir,” Galbin returned, obviously trying to emulate the old man's elegant form of speech, though not entirely successful at it. He was too much a farmer. “It has been our pleasure to open our door to you. I fear a bite of food and a hayloft is ill payment for the news and the stories you have brought to us.”

 Kurin extended his hand to Daved, who ignored it pointedly. “And you sir,” he said with a smile that could only be described as mischievous, “I thank you for your refreshing candor.”

 “Always a pleasure,” Daved said with a tight smile.

 “I'm sure it is,” Kurin laughed. “And you, young man,” he turned to Jurel, “I give thanks for pleasant conversation and much needed exercise.”

 His grip was firm, almost as solid as Darren's father's, and his hand felt like dry leather.

 “Thank you sir. For the same,” Jurel mumbled looking down to his feet.

 “I told you,” Kurin said with an exasperated shake of his head, “to call me Kurin.”

 Daved shot Jurel an inquisitive glance. He had not seen the need to burden his father with the knowledge of the treetop conversation the previous night.

 Straightening up, Kurin beamed at the small group.

 “I bid you all farewell. Perhaps I will have the honor of seeing you again.”

 Although he took in the whole group, his eyes seemed to linger on Jurel for an extra moment. With a prod, he urged his horse around and followed the path to the road. Jurel watched until he was out of sight, half expecting Kurin to look back at him, and disappointed when he did not.

 “What was that all about?” his father asked.

 “He came by while I was in my tree last night. We spoke for a moment and he told me to stop calling him 'sir'.”

 He had an urge to say more, to tell Daved all that had been said. After all, they shared no secrets. Of all the people in the world, he trusted his father most and he liked to think that his father trusted him. But something stopped him.

 “That's it?”

 “Yes father.”

 For a moment, Daved's gaze sharpened, piercing Jurel, and he was sure his father doubted he told the whole story. He did not say anything more about it; he kept his eyes on his father's with as much innocence as he could muster and decided to change the subject.

 “Is there anything you need me to do father?”

 With a laugh, Daved shook his head. “No lad. Go on. Enjoy the day. There are few enough of them left this summer.”

 His father's words were still hanging in the air as Jurel ran around the corner of the house to see if his friends could be convinced to let him join in for some shallow, childish play.




Chapter 13

 The trees were bare, ragged skeletons that reached up to the sky, stretched out as if trying to grasp leaves, red and brown and yellow, that sped by borne on the wind, trying to hold on to them, to protect them, trying to keep them near a little while longer like a parent tries to hold on to a grown offspring. The sky was a solid gray mass that pressed close, a thick blanket for a world that prepared for a long, cold slumber.

 The farm seemed to hunker in on itself, dark, saddened by the passing of an old friend. The fields lay fallow, bare earth prepared for its own protective winter blanket, and almost empty; the hands had other tasks at that time of year: repairs, storing and stocking, and chopping mountains of wood to keep their fires stoked and their homes warm when the winter's chill came.

 As he bounded out of the cabin and into the brisk wind, slamming the door behind him, Jurel could barely contain his excitement. He breathed deeply holding the tang of autumn in his chest and shivered, though not from poor garb; he was well dressed for this day. It was anticipation that sent him quivering. He would be sixteen in a few days and on that day, he would be a grown man. But though cause enough for excitement, that was not what he thought of right then. Nor was it the thought of the great feast that Galbin always held on the Day of Shadows that so thrilled him. As an early present Daved, who was going into town for supplies, had agreed to take him along. As far as Jurel could remember, he had never left the farm. It was the prospect of seeing a real live town, and more of seeing something new, that had him in such high spirits.

 Daved, as usual, was already up and about long before Jurel had stirred from his bed, but on that morning Jurel was certain he knew where to find him. He did not bother going to Galbin's house where his father was most certainly finalizing the shopping list with Galbin. Instead, he made his way to the main barn where their horse and cart would be waiting. But when he entered the barn, he almost panicked. There was no cart, and one horse was missing. He spun and ran back outside. His father had promised. He had gone ahead and left without Jurel. But it was so early! And he had promised! Certainty gripped him as he ran toward the main house: his father had left before sunrise. He would have wanted to be off so that he could be back for dinner. He should have risen earlier. Why did his father not wake him? He should have-

 “Jurel! Come on lad. We need to get going.”

 Daved appeared from around the corner of the house, glaring impatiently at him. Relief washed through Jurel, left him dizzy on wobbly legs. He's always glaring. Even when he's happy, he's glaring, he thought and laughed out loud as he trotted up to his waiting father.

 “What were you doing? We need to be off. No time to go playing in the barn.”

 “Sorry father,” Jurel muttered in his new deep tenor. “I thought to prepare the horse and cart for our adventure.”

 Daved grunted, mollified. “It was a good thought but I prepared them almost an hour ago. I've been waiting here for you to drag your lazy bones from your bed for that long.” He chucked Jurel in the shoulder, his knuckles digging in and Jurel had to rub the soreness from his arm. “And there's no adventuring going on. We're going into town, getting supplies, and coming back. So I'll have no running off from you, chasing imaginary brigands and ogres.”

 “Yes father,” Jurel responded and he could not suppress the resentment that flared up in his chest. He was not some boy to go running off playing foolish games. He was nearly a grown man.

 Seeing his son's scowl, Daved grunted again. “Now don't go getting all offended on me boy,” he growled. “I know you're nearly a man grown but you're not yet. You still have a few of those boyish tendencies and I'm heading them off before they jump out of you and make you do something silly.”

 When Daved hopped up onto the driver's seat, Jurel rolled his eyes.

 “Get on up in the back, Jurel. You'll be more comfortable there.”

 “Can I drive?” Even as he asked the question, a vagrant thought made him wonder how many teen aged boys asked that same question of their fathers.

 “I don't think so.” How many fathers had uttered the same response?

 No point in arguing about it. His father was not one to reconsider once his mind was set. 

 When he was settled in the back of the empty cart, Daved clicked his teeth and gave a light snap of the reins. The cart lurched as the stocky gray mare pulled on the traces and they were on their way.

 His excitement returned, replacing the resentment his father had called forth, and he looked to the road ahead. What would a town look like? Vague memories, broken bits and pieces of the city he had lived in with his real parents, did not answer his question. They were too dimmed by time. Any memory that came to mind—a stone building with a wooden sign hanging in front showing a red shield, wide cobbled streets teeming with horses and people, a green grassy flat area where he spent some days while his parents watched with tolerant good nature—were seen as through dense fog; washed out and gray, fading into and out of memory like birds flying through clouds. No matter how much he concentrated, he could not even remember the name of that place. He could ask Daved but his father was not fond of remembering those days and rarely ever spoke of them. He did not wish to bring up any bad memories.

 It was with a darkening of his mood and a shiver that had nothing to do with the chill in the air, that he pushed away that train of thought, instead deciding to live in the here and now, to enjoy the view of the passing countryside. The great impenetrable and haunted forest that filled the center of Threimes kingdom and cut off the road some distance west followed the south side of the road. Great trunks rose high, and so closely together that he could not see more than a few paces into the trees as if they guarded some dark secret, some grim view that no mere mortal was allowed to set eyes on. Their branches mingled and intertwined higher up; it was as though the trees were embattled in an ancient melée and even leafless they formed a canopy so dense, they would keep all but the most stubborn snows from the ground. 

 As children, Jurel and his friends had spent many hours recounting tales to the younger ones, tales of hapless travelers who lost their way and wandered into the forest, never to be seen again, taken as they were, by the ghosts and monsters who were storied to reside in its shadowy depths. The stories were meant to frighten the younger children and they did; Jurel was honest enough with himself to admit that he had experienced his own shivers and goose-pimples. Sometimes. His father always scoffed at those stories, calling them superstitious drivel for fools and children, but looking at the gloomy wall of wood and shadows, Jurel could not help but wonder.

 Where the south side held deep darkness to it like a mantle, the north was wide open and airy. A few trees spotted the ground in clumps but they were as interlopers in the vast farm fields, now barren for the season, their crops picked clean, and the soil turned. It was as if the narrow track of mud that passed for a road, rutted by farmers running the same kinds of errands that they were, was a border of sorts, a battle line drawn between the mortal and the eternal, the known and the unknowable.

 He gazed at a farmhouse similar to Galbin's, as the cart trundled and bounced its way through the ruts and Jurel started in surprise. He had never before seen that house and the realization dawned on him that though they were no more than maybe twenty minutes from their own farm, thirty at the outside, he had never been out this far. Words formed in his mind, floating up from the depths like errant bubbles from a drowning man: provincial farmboy. He had not thought of Kurin in quite some time but now as he watched the new scenery pass him by, still virtually on his own doorstep, he had to concede that the strange old man might have been right after all. 

 He felt like a child all over again—a feeling he did not much like; he was nearly a grown man after all—as he discovered for the first time lands and sights that had probably been unchanged for decades, maybe even centuries. He saw a herd of cattle grazing in the yellowing grasses of a lea while an unfamiliar boy a little younger than Jurel tended them, playing a simple, haunting tune on a reed flute as he watched them trundle by. Another mile passed, and he saw the remains of an abandoned barn, moldering in a skirt of weeds that reached halfway up the gray, rotting hulk. He watched as every once in a while, another house or barn or silo came into view only to disappear behind them, all of them looking almost exactly as the previous ones and before too long Jurel began to wonder if someone played a cruel prank on them, making them ride the same stretch of road over and over again. It did not take very long for him to feel the first stirrings of boredom.

 “Are we there yet father?”

 “We've been on the road for perhaps an hour. I told you it's a three hour trip,” said Daved over his shoulder. “Besides, do you see a town surrounding you?”

 “No but is this all there is to see? Farms and trees? I can see those things at home.”

 “Well what did you expect? Parades of singing elephants?” Daved snorted and shook his head disdainfully.

 “I don't know. I just...well, I thought things might look different out here than they do on the farm.”

 “Now why would that be? It's farmland we're passing through. One farm looks much like any other. Sit back and be patient. We'll be there soon enough then you can get your fill of new things to see.”

 With a sigh, Jurel sat back and resigned himself to a long boring trip. He gazed unseeing at the passing landscape (farmhouse, white...silo, missing part of its roof...cows...farmhouse, a little less white...) while his thoughts drifted. His remembrance of Kurin's words brought more memories of that treetop conversation of so long ago. Kurin had told him that he could leave the farm. Indeed, he had pointed out that Jurel might be forced to leave if Valik ever took control. Now Jurel was nearly a grown man and he wondered. Would he leave? So far, being off the farm had proved to be disappointing. Could he leave?

 “Father, would you ever leave the farm?” Jurel asked even as the question sprang to mind.

 “Haven't we?”

 “No, no. Not just for a bit. Not just for supplies and then go right back. I mean for good. Would you ever leave forever?”

 Daved turned in his seat to regard his son with raised eyebrows and asked with distinct incredulity, “Why would I want to do that?”

 “Well,” Jurel hesitated and considered his options. He could suggest that Daved might be bored and want some adventure, but he rejected that quickly, certain that his father would call it a childish notion. Perhaps then to do something new, to change his surroundings. But no, Daved had told him on countless occasions that he had enough of exploring the world. That left only one option. “What would happen if Galbin died? Wouldn't Valik...?” Jurel broke off, not wanting to finish the unpleasant thought out loud.

 “Now that's a grim thought. Where did you come up with it?”

 Daved sighed and fell silent to stare out at the road ahead. He was silent for so long that when he finally said something, Jurel started.

 “I don't know lad. I really don't. I suppose it would depend on whether Valik can become the man his father is,” he said quietly, pensively. His tone changed then, becoming more a growl, and he continued, “At his age, I begin to doubt anything can redeem him. He's the complete opposite of his father. Why do you ask?”

 It was Jurel's turn to remain silent as he formulated his answer. Leaving the farm, striking out on his own might have been more interesting than plowing and digging, even if what he had seen so far of the outside world was less than riveting. On the other hand, the farm was not all that bad a place to live. Food and shelter were always close at hand and his relationship with his friends had improved over the last couple of years as the old memories faded further and further until they were dusty with disuse. 

 Then there was Erin. It seemed that, lately, whenever he thought of her, his mind went blank and his gut tightened. When she looked at him from under those impossibly long lashes and smiled her delightful smile, he felt dizzy, felt he might sick up, and his tongue seemed to rebel, turning him into a blathering idiot. Somehow, the discomfort was not entirely unpleasant. It confounded him so much that even as he tried to see her at every opportunity, he tried to avoid her too.

 “I guess the thought of seeing new things, of doing something else
is just tempting.”

 Daved nodded understandingly. “There is an appeal to the thought, lad. I grant you that. Keep in mind that before we settled on the farm, I led another life. I saw things and did things that you cannot begin to imagine. Some, I remember fondly. Others, I would rather not remember at all. That's the trade off. On the farm, things are easy and safe, but it is often a tedious existence. 

 “Out there,” he gestured, spreading an arm in a wide gesture to take in all the world, “you can experience wonders and excitement to boggle the mind, but there is an equal share of terror and sorrow.”

 Jurel pondered his father's words, wondering if the excitement would mitigate the danger. Daved had made his own choice obvious. But as he watched the world pass by under its gray blanket, cool and serene, he wondered if it was really so bad. And it came to him that he was singularly unqualified to answer that question. He had no experiences of his own off the farm—well none that he really remembered anyway. He had no idea what was out there. How could he decide?

 As always when he pondered these questions, his mind began to tumble in circles, turning the same thoughts over and over until they began to blur and make little sense, and he was no closer to his answer.




Chapter 14

 “Take a look, lad.”

 His father's voice cut into his mental stalemate like an arbiter at a tournament and he rose to his knees to look over the driver's seat. They crested a hill and Jurel followed the narrow road as it ribboned its way down a gentle descent, still bordering that interminable forest. There had been a brush fire at the far reaches of the farm the previous year, a raging inferno that spread so quickly that it seemed to sprint across the dried fields. Jurel remembered how the hands had cut a wide swath along the edge of the fence. His father had told him that it was a barrier to keep the fire from spreading. For some reason, the road almost seemed to serve the same purpose, only it was the forest itself that was kept from spreading, as if the forest was the fire that needed curbing.

 Perhaps a half mile ahead, the road disappeared into a different kind of forest. Tack Town, a village inhabited by maybe as many as a thousand people—so his father told him, but he found it hard to imagine that many people in one place—mostly tradesmen, traders, or minor merchants and their families seemed to huddle. It was an outpost, a tiny speck, fearful of the vast enemy that encroached on its southern flank, but gamely standing in its way.

 Wooden buildings with thatch or slate roofs (depending on the success of the owner, no doubt) crouched close to each other but there seemed no order to their placement as if some giant child had dropped his favorite building blocks. Streams of smoke rose from a hundred chimneys, thin ribbons of ash that rose into the mid morning sky to merge with their larger brother above. Even at this distance, Jurel could make out movement in the narrow streets, the hustle and bustle of townsfolk out and about on their daily business like a hive of bees.

 Seeing his son's expression, Daved could not help but smile sadly. Jurel did not register it. He was far too busy taking in the sights in front of him. All those buildings pressed side by side, so close that it seemed impossible anyone could get between them. And all those people! Jurel had never seen anything like it.

 As the cart approached, the town opened like a flower and other things began to make themselves known to him. There was a veritable cacophony of sound; a smith's hammer clanking out a steady beat underscored the thudding of horses hooves which melded with the rumble of a score of wagons. A creaking noise, like an unoiled axle chirped, and a whirring growl of wood being split by a heavy saw shouldered its way into his hearing. Underlying it all was a deep thrum, the hum of human interaction. Smells assaulted his nose, of wood smoke, of cooking meat and baking bread entwined with the stench of dung and sweat and refuse, until he was not sure whether it was appetizing or revolting.

 Then they were making their way along between the buildings toward the market plaza that Jurel could just begin to make out in the middle of town. As they went, he saw various shops along the way in various states ranging from immaculate with new coats of paint to ramshackle, so worn down that Jurel doubted the soundness of the structure, each with its own crude but colorful sign hanging by hemp or chain above the door. A spool and thread on one indicated a seamstress or maybe a tailor. Across from that, a squat building wider than the others had a sign with three kegs; presumably a tavern. An apothecary indicated by a beaker, a smithy proclaimed itself with a forge embossed in iron, and dozens of other shops that he could not recognize fronted the street, pushed together so closely that the narrow alleys in between were perpetually in darkness.

 Threading his way carefully through the traffic, Daved concentrated on keeping his cart off the children who ran squealing by, unmindful of being run over, until he reined in, halting in front of a large general store, with a window on each side of the door showing off various goods to passersby. Along the edges of the street, hawkers had set up their crude stands and were loudly vying for the attention of passersby, calling out loudly—as though volume and truth were directly related—that their wares were the best in town. No, the best in the region. The best in the kingdom. An old man with no teeth standing behind a rough wooden counter with a sign that read MEET PYES: TWO COPERS! was holding up a stick with some brown substance stuck to the end as if he displayed some kind of prize, while at another, FREWTS AND VEGTEBLES FRESH FROM THE FEELDS, a plump lady with ruddy cheeks was arranging rusty heads of lettuce and a few shriveled apples. He saw knives displayed and jewelry, he saw varicolored cloth, either in pre-cut squares or rolled up in large bolts, and even bits of armor adorned the front of one stand. He saw these and a dozen more, a dozen dozen more.

 “Here we are, lad. You wait here and mind the horse. I'll be back shortly.”

 “Yes sir,” Jurel said without even glancing at his father. There was too much to see and hear; he felt giddy, light-headed by it all. Then he moved to follow him.

 “Hey, Jurel!” barked Daved. “Did you hear me? Stay here.”

 He paused, blinking owlishly like a drunkard before stepping back to the cart. Shaking his head and grumbling under his breath, Daved stalked away and disappeared into the general store, leaving Jurel to continue his slack-jawed gaping. Jurel was so enrapt that he did not notice the approach of the last person he would have expected to see.

 “Jurel?” a deep resonant voice called.

 He was so shocked that when he spun in the direction of Kurin's voice, he almost lost his feet. As his searching eyes lit on the old man, he gasped. “Kurin? Is that really you?”

 He rubbed his eyes, not believing what he was seeing as though the chaotic activity around him caused the light to play tricks with his eyes.

 “Of course it is,” Kurin laughed, eyes twinkling with mirth. “Who else would I be? How are you child?” He looked Jurel up and down before amending himself. “Though perhaps you are a child no longer, hmmm? More a man grown from the size of you. As I recall, you're nearly sixteen, is that right? A man grown indeed. Look at you. Your shirt is too small.” He shook his head as though he could not believe what he was seeing—a feeling Jurel knew only too well. “My how the time flies.”

 It was too much. Jurel stared blankly, not entirely sure where to begin his replies.

 “Never mind, never mind,” Kurin said. “How I ramble sometimes. It is not often an old man stumbles across dear friends. How are you?”

 Shaking his hand, Jurel responded with the only thing that came in his head. “I'm fine. And you, sir?”

 “I am well, thank you. And the name is Kurin, remember? My how you have grown! Or perhaps I've shrunk.”

 Kurin was a tall man, easily head and shoulders over the throngs who passed by. Jurel noticed then that he was eye to eye with him, but where Kurin had the look of a scarecrow with his gaunt features, nearly emaciated limbs and bony knees, Jurel was heavily muscled from his labors on the farm.

 “It's nice to see you Kurin. May I ask what brings you here?”

 Spreading his arms wide, he smiled but before he could answer, he was forestalled by Daved's gruff voice.

 “Master Kurin, isn't it? What business do you have with my son?”

 His glare was icy enough to cool the day even further and Jurel groaned in dismay. The old man was strange but he seemed harmless enough; Jurel did not understand what his father had against him.

 “Master Daved. A pleasure to see you as well, good sir.” With a sardonic smirk, Kurin continued, “I am well thank you for asking.”

 Even as it was when last they met, his extended hand was pointedly ignored.

 “I didn't ask,” Daved snarled, the thin veneer of civility dropping away as he stepped between Jurel and Kurin—a wolf protecting its cub. “What do you want with my son.”

 “Me? Why I'm simply renewing old acquaintances,” Kurin said with wide, innocent eyes.

 “He was just saying hello father.”

 Well now that was stupid. What made him jump in like that?

 Daved rounded on him, glaring heatedly before he faltered, grimaced, seeming to swallow the harsh words that were on his tongue. Instead he turned back to Kurin.

 “What are you doing here?”

 “I decided to heed your words,” Kurin said, lowering his unacknowledged hand. “My old bones were tired of life on the road and so I decided to settle down for a time. Shortly after I left your company, I decided that the first town I came to, I would stop and set up shop.” Turning slightly, he pointed down the street to a narrow windowless shop that had a sign with a green cross painted on it. He shrugged. “There's my place.”

 “You've been here for the past three years?” Jurel asked incredulously and immediately regretted it when both men turned to face him like he were some mischievous, mythical creature come to life in front of them.


What is wrong with me? Shut up already.

 Handing Jurel a silver coin, Daved told him to go get something to eat at the tavern across the street. Jurel knew a dismissal when he heard one. Disgruntled he thanked his father, bade Kurin—who seemed disappointed—good day, and walked away. 

 “I'll come and get you when the wagon is loaded and ready to go,” Daved called after him.

 Crossing the street proved to be quite a challenge, reminiscent of a certain kitchen at a certain farm. Darting out from behind a two-wheeled cart, he was nearly trampled by a team of oxen yoked to a dray, the driver hollering imprecations as he passed by with barely a hair's breadth to spare. Behind him, Daved roared at him to watch where he was going but Jurel did not bother to slow. Each step he took reminded him that he had not eaten since early that morning and he was ravenous.

 When he pushed open the coarse tavern door, the sight that greeted him was not particularly welcoming. He found himself in a dimly lit stone hall with uneven tables running the whole length of the room, broken only in the middle to allow access from the door to the spattered, sooty bar at the other end. Two firepits, one at each end of the hall, spouted oily black smoke and the entire room was hazy, almost ethereal.

 There were only a few other people in the tavern with Jurel but they did not even bother to look up when he entered. Whether the food was that engrossing or they did not care, Jurel could not tell but judging from the smell of the place, which was worse than the sight, the latter seemed more likely.

 He negotiated the narrow aisle between the tables, rustling the rotting rushes scattered sparsely across the wooden floor and waited at the counter for the tavern keeper, a balding fat man with a red face wearing a spotted apron that in some previous lifetime had probably been white, to notice him. So busy was he wiping dirty mugs with an even dirtier rag that he did not even look up to his newest customer.

 So Jurel knocked timidly at the bar, avoiding the mass of sticky congealing...something on the counter. The keeper looked up with unfriendly eyes and taking in Jurel's slightly tattered farm wear, glared disdainfully at him.

 “What do you want boy?” he growled already going back to his vain attempts at cleaning.

 “I would like some food sir.” He wanted to keep a civil tone, but the man was making it awfully difficult. What had he done to be treated so unpleasantly, he wondered sourly?

 “No beggars,” was the terse reply.

 Opening his hand, Jurel showed the keeper the glint of silver and almost pleaded, “I can pay, sir.”

 What a magical thing it was to have money. It opened doors that seemed impenetrable; it bought any bit or bauble imaginable if there was enough; it brought smiles from the surliest, most cantankerous bastards. It made strangers into friends faster than the eye can blink. 

 The keeper smiled, gesturing to the tables. “Have a seat, good lad. Delia will be out shortly to serve you.”

 Muttering his thanks, Jurel made his way to a seat in the corner that faced the door so he would notice when his father arrived, as the keeper bawled out for Delia to get her fat backside out of his chair and do something useful.

 When Delia arrived a short time later, heralded by her bright orange and very frizzy hair, Jurel was less than impressed. She managed to look even filthier than the tavern keeper himself in her greasy brown skirts that may or may not have been purchased with those polka dots, and when she opened her mouth to speak, Jurel had to fight the urge to cringe when the row of rotted, crooked stumps that he supposed passed for teeth were displayed.

 “What'll yer ave?” she asked Jurel in a wooden tone, staring at him with dead eyes from her pock-marked face.

 “I don't know. Is there a choice?”

 “Beef or lamb stew. With a tankard. Eight coppers.”

 “Beef, I guess.”

 And she walked away without another word.

 He sat pondering Kurin's anomalous story as he waited for his meal. He found it doubtful that a passing comment from a near stranger would make Kurin, who proudly told them of his love for life as a wanderer, settle down but that seemed to be exactly what had happened.

 Despite that, he was glad he had the chance to see the strange man again. Surprised, he realized that he even missed him, though in all honesty he barely knew him, and it struck him that he liked Kurin. The old man was strange, secretive for all his wagging tongue, and seemed a little senile but he possessed an amiable air that Jurel found himself drawn to.

 With a clatter, Delia interrupted his musings, setting down a bowl in front of him followed by a greasy wooden cup. Handing her his coin, he looked distastefully at the slop in the bowl. Brown chunks of what he hoped was beef floated in a thick dark sauce, almost a jelly, amid what he assumed were supposed to be potatoes and carrots—well some of them were sort of orange anyway. She handed him his change and waited with her hand extended. She cleared her throat meaningfully.

 With a flash of insight, he looked up sheepishly and smiled. “I'm sorry. Where are my manners. Thank you very much. It looks delicious.”

 She barked out an astonished, “You jokin?” before realizing he was not. As she stomped away, muttering something about tight-fisted farmers, Jurel wondered if he had made an error of some sort. With a shrug, he looked to his bowl.

 As unpleasant as it looked, it tasted worse but Jurel was starving—when is a sixteen year old boy ever not?—so with each mouthful of stew (whoever had the nerve to call what he was eating stew should be hung, he thought) he downed a mouthful of bitter ale.

 And while he ate, he wondered why Kurin had never come to visit at the farm. Three whole years, he had been here, and yet Jurel had not had any idea until a few minutes ago with their chance meeting. Perhaps it made sense. One night begging for shelter does not a friendship make. There really had not been much reason for Kurin to drop by especially considering his father's obvious dislike of the man.

 He knew his father. He knew that under that rock hard shell, there resided a fair and even kind man—though he would never say it to his face. His hostility toward Kurin was perplexing. He was a keen judge of character too and his impressions were rarely wrong but Kurin seemed no more than a nice old man who was slightly off kilter. So why the coldness? Why did it seem that when Kurin showed up, his father turned into a rabid bear?

 Again, there were no answers. He would just have to ask his father later. Pushing away his thoughts, he leaned back from the empty bowl—at least his wandering mind had distracted him from the inconvenience of tasting the stuff—and nursed his tankard. There were more people in the tavern, a dozen or maybe a few more sitting at benches with heads bent low over their own unsavory meals. A few spoke quietly to each other but it served little to liven the place. It was still early; most people would still be at their work, but considering what passed for food Jurel could not help but wonder if, even at its peak, this tavern ever saw more than half its benches filled.

 He rose from the table, deciding to go find his father, deciding that he could no longer stomach the smell of the place, its surly keeper, or its filthy waitress, when the front door opened and Daved stepped in. Quickly making his way to his father's side, they left.

 “How was your lunch?” Daved asked as they crossed the road.

 “It was all right.”

 “New management,” Daved informed him. “A few years ago, that tavern was the best in town. When Harrold took over, the place went to shit. I should have sent you elsewhere. Sorry, lad.”

 Jumping into the bed of the cart, Jurel stood on the only sliver of wood that was not covered and wondered where he would sit. It was laden high with sacks and crates, and there was not enough space for Frieza let alone him. If their poor horse managed to drag it all home, she would deserve a reward. Maybe a medal or something.

 “Well Jurel, have you had enough?”

 The town almost overwhelmed him. It was like a typhoon inside a hurricane. Even busier now than when they had arrived, the streets were crowded with a mass of sweaty bodies even though it was a cool day, an ocean of people that moved back and forth like the tide. Dizzy, and a little nauseated from his meal, he nodded.

 “Well then, hop up beside me and let's go.”

 As they made their way through the crowds, Jurel got the last of his sight-seeing in but he was distracted, more interested in learning about the old man who had magically reappeared in his life after such a long absence. And in such a surprising way, too. 

 “What was Kurin doing there father?”

 “As he said,” Daved responded, gently pulling their horse around an overloaded wagon that had snapped an axle and around two individuals shouting at each other, gesticulating wildly, “he's opened himself a little place in town and he's plying his trade.”

 “Yes but why here?”

 “He said it was the closest town to him when he decided to take root.”

 His answers were clipped and he did not even glance at Jurel as he spoke. It would have been easy to assume that he was too busy keeping their cart off inattentive children and away from the other wagons that trundled slowly by, but Jurel knew his father. He knew intentional vagueness when he heard it.

 “Why don't you like him? He seems a decent enough old man, if a little crazy.”

 Well, that caught his father's attention.

 Daved glanced sharply at his son with narrowed eyes. “What business is it of yours boy?”

 He was taken aback by the steel in his father's voice, but he decided to go on anyway.

 “Well, none really. I was just curious as to why you're always so mean to him.”

 “Of all the times for you to find your courage,” Daved sighed. “I know his kind. I don't like his kind.”

 “What do you mean, 'his kind'?”

 He had to know. He did not know what drove him to risk his father's anger, but something, some nebulous feeling like a faint breath of air tickling the back of his neck whispered that he had to know. But as Daved's hawk eyes bored into him, as he quailed at his father's mounting ire, he wondered if he needed to know quite that much.

 “I was just curious. I'm sorry,” he muttered, looking away.

 Relenting, Daved sighed and pondered his son for a moment.

 “Look. I know his type. You may think me narrow-minded for it and that's fine. Just keep in mind that I've seen much more of the world than you. He seems like a decent enough old man, I'll grant you that. But who he is, what he represents, well that's what worries me. Do you understand?”

 Of course, since Jurel did not know who Kurin was, or what he represented, he did not understand. He shook his head.

 “You'll just have to trust that your old man knows what he's talking about.” A wry smile chased away the thunderclouds. “Can you understand that at least?” 

 Jurel nodded.

 “Fine. Let's enjoy a nice, quiet, trip home then. All right?”

 Jurel nodded again and Daved turned his attention back to the road.




Chapter 15

 The last of the fields were reaped under skies that promised a long winter and Jurel was called upon to help bring the last of the crops to the silo for storage, and so it was that in the early afternoon on the Day of Shadows, Jurel's sixteenth birthday, he was pushing a barrow full of freshly picked cobs of corn and dripping with perspiration in the biting autumn air.

 Everyone would be quitting early in preparation for the grand feast ahead but for that moment and for the next hour or two, the farm was abuzz with activity as men and women alike rushed to finish their assigned duties.

 Slogging through the field, pushing his barrel through damp soil that sank under the weight, that seemed reluctant to let him pass, he grumbled to himself, though quietly, for as he knew, sour words make for sour work.

 His father had roused him at the crack of dawn—though with clouds thick in the sky, it had seemed more like a faint lightening of night than the arrival of morning—and told him that since he was a man grown, he would be treated with all the respect accorded to all men. Apparently, that meant that Jurel would be turned out to work just as hard as anyone. Two evenings ago, his father had magnanimously told him to sleep in, play, do whatever he wanted, but above all else, to rest because he would need it. At the time, he had been all too happy to listen to his father's advice, even as a part of him wondered at the last little bit, the part that had left him with the distinct sense of a guillotine about to drop. He was no longer confused. 

 “Happy birthday Jurel,” his father had said that morning, ripping the warm blanket from his sleepy grip. “Now get up. There's work to be done.”

 Happy birthday indeed.

 He halted for a moment, turning his eyes up to the overcast sky, felt the cold breeze turn his sweat into prickles of ice and smiled sourly. Ironically, with the sun so effectively hidden, on that Day of Shadows, there were no shadows. But his shadow had nothing to do with it. Instead the holiday was a day to ponder other darker things. It was said that on that day, the barrier between the world of life and the land of death was thinnest, that shadowy creatures had more freedom to roam among the living. The day traditionally culminated in a grand feast, rivaled only by the New Years feast, still some months away, that was supposed to represent life. By taking nourishment, one affirmed one's living existence, strengthened it, and thus kept the evil spirits away. That was supposedly how the clergy viewed it. 

 Galbin, not being a particularly devout sort—oh, he held the odd sermon on the value of hard work or the importance of family, but he had been known to call all the rituals and incenses and high flown words spouted by the clergy nothing but wasted effort. “If God's going to love you, he won't care if you're kneeling in some temple or in the dirt,” he often said—had a different reason for holding the feasts: it was a time for families and friends to unite in relaxation and comfort after a long season of work and reaping, a reward for a job well done. With his belly grumbling like one of the underworld shadows themselves, he thought it sounded like a splendid idea.

 Arriving at the silo, he waited in a line-up of hands all with their own barrows laden with produce, to get orders from his father, positioned at the wide double door to receive the incoming bounty. When it was his turn (for the hundredth time that day, it seemed) his father glanced up from his clipboard and motioned Jurel through to where the mounds of corn lay heaped like giant bowls of butter, past the sacks of beans and the tumbling heads of lettuce, and when he had carefully dumped his load, his father called to him.

 “Go on home and get cleaned up, Jurel. I'll meet you there in a while. We're going to be dining with the hands tonight.”

 “Yes sir,” he grinned.

 Seeing his son's obvious relief, Daved rolled his eyes and snorted.

 At home, he lit a fire in the stove to ward off the damp chill, then stripped off his sweaty, smelly shirt and his mud splattered pants. He sluiced himself off with a bucket of ice cold water and shivering, he toweled himself dry. Donning clean clothes, he decided to add a second layer; the evening would only get colder.

 After his preparations, he buttered a roll and sat to wait for his father's arrival. While he stared out the window, he hoped it would be soon. One little roll—already swallowed, lost in the endless pit of his belly—did not do much to quiet the insistent growling. The view through the window was as usual, not particularly riveting. It was nice enough, he supposed, but except for the subtraction of leaves, or the addition of snow, it never changed much so it was all rather familiar. The trees, including the one he used to climb as a boy, and the road were like old friends to him. Old friends who had nothing new to say and it was all getting very boring.

 Rising, he decided to keep himself occupied in the cabin until his father arrived, certain that Daved would appreciate coming back to a clean, tidy home. He had used most of their water so picking up the bucket, he made his way to the well.

 As he started to fill his bucket from the one that he pulled from the depths, a hard shove from behind sent him sprawling to the ground. A cruel laugh caused him to groan as he picked himself up and turned to face Valik.

 “You thieving turd,” Valik growled. “Did you ask permission before taking my water?”

 Surprised, Jurel saw that Valik was not alone. Trig stood behind his shoulder though thankfully, he was not laughing. He glanced uncomfortably at Valik and shook his head.

 “Come on Valik. Lay off him, will you? Your father has always allowed free access to the well and you know it,” Trig said. “He's done nothing to deserve your anger.”

 “Aye!” Valik rounded on Trig, fury mottling his features. “He's never done anything for us and that's exactly why he deserves our anger!” Turning back to Jurel, he sneered. “Why don't you get lost, boy. I'm in no mood to deal with silly children.” Then he lunged forward and Jurel found himself sitting down hard on the cold ground.

 For an instant, for just a heartbeat, a flash of fury like a red hot poker stabbed him in the chest, and he had the nearly overwhelming desire to feel his knuckles crush the fool's nose, to feel warm blood spurt across his fingers. A snarl twisted his features before the feeling passed, or perhaps it was suppressed, and he wiped away the alien expression from his face. But not quickly enough. Valik saw it an his eyes widened in mock concern.

 “Oh look Trig. I think the coward wants to say something.”

 With a sudden movement Valik reached down and hauled Jurel to his feet by the front of his shirt until they were nose to nose and Jurel could smell the stale alcohol on Valik's breath like rotting corn.

 “Eh boy?” Even though his eyes were narrowed to slits, Jurel saw a light like a madness gleaming there. “You got something to say?”

 “I-Just leave me alone. I've done nothing to you,” Jurel pled with his voice while his eyes pled with Trig to do something.

 “No boy. You've done nothing for me. You were always happy to hang about when it was all fun and games but as soon as your friends need you to help out in a tight spot...well, then that's it. You do nothing.”

 With a last savage push, Valik threw Jurel back to the ground and waved a clenched fist at him.

 “I hate you Jurel,” he spat. “You're a worthless coward and I hate you. I don't know why the others tolerate you but I will not abide seeing your sniveling face anymore.” Whirling on his heel, he stalked away and called to Trig over his shoulder, “Come on. Let's find better company. Won't be too hard.”

 With an apologetic glance at Jurel, Trig hurried to follow, heeling like a whipped puppy.

 Shakily, Jurel picked himself up and filled his bucket. He had to try twice before he could manage to keep the water from sloshing on the ground and when he succeeded, he ran home, swallowing back the lump in his throat.

 It had been years since that stupid fight and yet Valik still hated him for it. Why was he such a nasty bastard?


Why am I such a coward?

 The thought surprised him, but there it was materializing as though from a dense bank of fog. He had felt Valik's strength and for all that Valik was indeed strong, Jurel knew that he was more so. Much more so. Why had he not defended himself? He could have given in to the urge and shattered the idiot's nose, he could have broken teeth or arms or legs. He could have at least stood up and faced his nemesis. But he had not. Again. As always. 

 He hated himself then. He hated himself with an intensity that left him breathless as though an iron band was wrapped around his chest and squeezing tighter and tighter. Valik was right, and so was his father: he was a coward. A whining, mewling coward.

 Nothing in the world feels quite like self-hate. It was as if some vital part of him was torn out, cast adrift on stormy seas like the flotsam of a foundered ship, leaving a ragged hole in the hull of his being, an emptiness that nothing could fill. He told himself that the next time, he would stand up, next time he would defend himself and fight. He shook his fists in the air and played out various scenarios in his mind's eye, scenarios where Valik always ended up bloody and bruised while Jurel stood triumphantly over his defeated foe.

 But he hated himself and he did not believe it for a second, and the ragged hole, like a bloody wound, remained.

 * * *

 It was not long before Daved walked through the door with a pleasant smile and a hearty greeting for his son, and it was not long after that before Daved realized his son suffered.

 “What's gotten into you?” he asked, curiosity mixing with concern in a strange way that only parents could understand.

 Jurel, not inclined to discuss his latest act of cowardice, shrugged and lied. “Nothing father. Just tired. It's been a busy day.”

 A minor mercy: after his father studied him for an interminable moment, he did not press the matter.

 “Well, I think your old man can perk up that sour puss of yours,” Daved announced with a rare twinkle in his eye. “Stay here. I'll be right back.”

 He stepped back out the door that he had just lately come through and Jurel did as he was told, as he always did. If he was not so full of shame, he might have been bemused by his father's behavior. But instead he sat, disconsolately staring at his useless, coward's hands. True to his word, Daved was back before Jurel could sink any farther into his own recriminations, and he carried with him two packages wrapped in plain yellow parchment.

 “I was going to save these for later but I think you might like to open them now.”

 Jurel received the first, a small lightweight bundle without much interest.

 “Happy birthday son.” His father beamed from ear to ear like a boy.

 He tried on his own small smile. “Father, you shouldn't have. Thank you,” Jurel said but it felt wooden, like words spoken more out of ritual than honest sentiment.

 He tore away the paper, listless at first, but with eagerness building when he saw a fine linen shirt, bleached snow white. Lifting the shirt, revealed the pants underneath, wonderfully soft to his touch and dyed deep green, or perhaps blue. It was difficult to tell in the dim light of the single candle. He looked up to his father with wide eyes, genuinely grateful.

 “Thank you father. They're wonderful. I'll wear them tonight.”

 Daved laughed, delighted, and reached into his coat pocket. “You're welcome. But there's more.”

 Withdrawing his hand, he tossed something to Jurel, a small satchel.

 “That's from Galbin. He didn't like the fact that you returned empty-handed from our excursion into town the other day so he berated me and told me not to let it happen again,” he smiled.

 Jurel carefully pulled the drawstring on the leather pouch apart and looked inside, not quite able to hide his anticipation. Silver. There was silver in the purse. Five of them. Five. It was a veritable fortune. He goggled, amazed at his newfound wealth while Daved threw back his head and roared his laughter at his son's expression.

 “Now don't you go spending that all in one place, mind,” he lectured still chuckling.

 “No sir. I won't. Thank you,” he crowed and he did not even realize that his earlier melancholy was forgotten.

 “Don't thank me for that one,” Daved said. “I told you. It's from Galbin.”

 His face went deadly serious then and he watched his son carefully, as if expecting Jurel to flee for some reason. He turned and reached behind him where he had lain the last package. When he handed the long narrow box to Jurel, his smile was wan, maybe sad.

 “This one is from me too,” he said quietly, seriously. “I know what you'll say, but I think it's time.”

 Oiled paper glistened in the orange light as though it was wet, and when Jurel took it, he was surprised by the weight. He glanced a question to his father and with his own voice quiet, asked, “What is it father?”

 Daved shook his head slightly and gestured toward the box. He still wore that sad smile.

 “You won't know until you open it. Go on.”

 It was with trepidation that Jurel complied. Tearing away the paper showed a plain cedar box, rough and bare, but expertly crafted, probably constructed by Fergus, the farm's carpenter specifically for this purpose due to its unusual size and shape, tied shut with coarse brown twine. He could not imagine what was in the box, and judging by his father, he was not sure he wanted to. With a last glance up, he worked the knot loose and removed the lid.

 What he saw left him stunned. His breath left him in a whoosh, as if he had just been punched in the gut. He blinked, and again, but no matter, the sight in front of him did not change. Dimly, as though from an incredible distance, from the moon perhaps, he heard a ringing, a faint clamoring buzz that seemed to convey equal parts horror and exultation. The room dimmed from his view until all he could see was the contents of the box: the deathly steel gleam of a sword. By the barely visible scratches, the blade had obviously been used in the past but it was sharpened and polished until he could see his own horrified reflection, distorted as though some malevolent beast glared back at him from inside the shimmering steel. Its hilt had been re-wrapped and the sheath that lay beside it had been made from the same cocoa dark leather. He stared at it and his emotions came and went so fast that he could not find the will to move.

 “That was my sword when I was a soldier,” Daved said and somehow his voice seemed to merge with the ringing in his ears. “It's not a fancy thing, but it has good balance and with proper care, it'll last you forever. I got the hilt redone and a new sheath made so it's ready to go. Go on. Take it out.”


Take it out? I don't even want to touch the cursed thing!

 Tentatively, he reached his fingertips toward the blade but at the last second he jerked his hand away as though afraid it might reach up and bite him.

 “Father, I...I-I don't know what to say,” he breathed.


Why this? Why would you do this?

 All his previous thoughts of earlier crowded back into his mind, clamoring, jeering at him. 


Coward! Whiner! Mewling baby!


What has gotten into you father?

 “Why father?” he whispered as tears formed in his eyes. “Why?”

 “A man's gift for a new man. That's the easy answer.” He sighed, leaned back. “You are a man now Jurel. I've watched you grow up and I am proud of you. You've a strength of character that others on this farm would be wise to emulate. I know you won't misuse that weapon.” He laughed wryly. “I'd be surprised if you used it at all. Take it son. Keep it with you. It might come in handy one day.”

 Jurel stared. He heard his father but it was like he spoke a different language.

 “Forgive me, father. I cannot accept this. I will not ever use a sword. Ever.”

 Gingerly he lifted the box and held it out to his father. Inanely, he wondered where his father had kept a sword. There were not many places to hide such a thing. At some point, he should have happened upon it.

 A flash of anger so fleeting Jurel was not sure it was ever there passed in his father's eyes then was smothered again by sadness. Gently, as though he held fine crystal, Daved pushed the outstretched box back to Jurel.

 “Look son, I've thought long and hard over things you and others have said lately. I believe there will soon come a day when you'll strike out on your own, leave the farm. I don't hand this over lightly. I hand it over with the knowledge that there is danger out there and you may face situations where the only choices available to you are use that thing, or die. Keep it for now and think on what I've said. If you'd like, I can show you how to use it properly. Won't do you any good if you cut off a finger or something, eh?”

 Light-headed with anger, sick with betrayal, Jurel jumped to his feet, dumping the box to the ground. The sword clattered against the floor, ringing like death's bells, strangely harmonizing with the wretched ringing in his ears, and Jurel suppressed an urge to kick it as far away from him as he could like one might kick at a hissing viper.

 “Learn to use it?” he shrieked. “Father, are you mad? I will not fight. I will not have a sword. I can't believe that you, of all people, would give me such a thing.” He panted great lungfuls of air that tasted bitter and he glared at his father with wild eyes. “How could you?”

 Now it was Daved who jumped to his feet, fists clenched at his side and shaking with suppressed violence. “Fool boy! I thought you were a man. Perhaps I was mistaken. I have tried to be patient with you. I have tried to show you right from wrong, to stand up and defend yourself against bullies. As much as Valik is a vicious bully, at least he has spirit!

 “Can you find no courage in you? No strength at all? No! You're nothing but a sniveling coward. You don't deserve this sword. You are not a man!”

 He reached down and picked up the weapon and Jurel suddenly found himself staring at the gleaming, deadly point only inches from his eyes.

 “This need not be the evil murderous demon you think boy,” Daved hissed through gritted teeth. “This is no more than a tool. It is the wielder who decides how it will be used. Like one of Jax's hammers. You think they wouldn't be deadly if he swung one at someone's head? Does he? How about an ax, boy? Eh? You think an ax wouldn't cut a man in half? Believe me, they can. I've seen it. Have you seen anyone on this farm use one that way? Until you learn to understand that, you are nothing but a fool child.”

 With serpentine grace, the sword swung a tight arc and slammed home in its sheath.

 “Do what you want with it, boy,” Daved spat and tossed the weapon onto their table, and spinning on his heel, he stormed from the cabin, slamming the door with such force that the entire structure trembled as though struck a mortal wound.

 “I WILL NOT FIGHT!” Jurel screamed at the door.

 Numbness wormed its way up his limbs as though he had been out in bitter cold for too long, until he felt he was a disembodied spirit, flickering in and out of existence like a guttering candle flame. A sob tore from his depths, wracking him painfully and he collapsed limply to his knees. His father knew what he had been through, knew what had happened. He had been there too. How could he say those things? 

 The room seemed to spin slowly about him, and from somewhere he thought he heard laughter. A boy's laughter. An image of a tavern that he had known at one time so long ago came to his mind but it was insubstantial, ethereal and he could make out no more than that it was a tavern: tables and a bar. People had died in that tavern. People he had loved as...as...family, as a child loves parents. It was long ago. He did not remember that day very well and what he did remember (blood blossomed like a poppy on the pristine white, sad eyes gazed at him. A form inert in the corner. Mama?) he tried to push away, to bury as deeply as tree roots lest it leave him cored like a rotten apple.

 He did not want anyone to go through what he had been through. Was that such a terrible thing? His father should have been proud of him, should have been proud that he was not some fiend, some violent beast. But the truth was out; he respected Valik, that vile, petty lout more than his own son.

 His eyes were drawn up as if on a string until he gazed at the offensive weapon on the table. Just a tool, his father had said. Just a tool, like a hammer, or an ax.


I'm sixteen damn you! I'm a man!


But a hammer was designed to build, to create. Not murder. And an ax provided firewood to keep warm in the winter, or lumber for shelter. What use did a sword have beyond killing? What else was it designed for?

 As he knelt, an image of the barely remembered tavern floated across the tableau in his mind. An image of Daved with that cursed sword drawn. An image of his father standing in defense of a helpless child with blond hair and blue eyes (somehow the child was vaguely familiar though Jurel could not quite find a name) facing an unseen enemy. The sword flicked out quick as a serpent's tongue, and when it returned, it was red. It flicked out again, and then his father knelt beside the boy. He did not know if the image was real or just his imagination but it seemed real enough. The significance was not lost on him. His father was a good man. Hard, stern, often angry but good. He had used the sword. He had killed. 

 In an odd flip-flop of emotion that could only be explained by the violent churning of his mind, his weeping stopped and he grew still, calm as a summer breeze. His eyes remained glued to the thing on the table. His father was a good man. No matter that he had used his sword, this sword, to kill, no matter that he had almost killed Jurel with mere words. He was a good man.

 And then the intensity of his own self-hate rolled over him like an avalanche. If his father was a good man, then Jurel was a coward. He knew that already. He had not needed his father's confirmation. He knew. His father spoke of defense, of protection, of standing up for himself when no one else would.

 Could it be? Even with a sword?

 Slowly, he rose on shaky legs. Hesitantly, he reached out for the gift his father had thought would be important enough to risk jeopardizing his relationship with his timid son. His fingers grazed the hard leather of the sheath and he recoiled lest the weapon...

 Lest the weapon what? Attack him? Chuckling darkly, softly, he gathered his nerve and picked up his sword. He was surprised by its heft, but though heavy, it was not unwieldy. He did not draw the blade. He simply raised the sheathed weapon before his eyes and stared fearfully, distastefully at it for a time.

 As he stared, he came to a realization that surprised him with its clarity. His father loved him. He would not try to subvert him into something evil, press him to some malicious purpose. He had been trying to help his son in the only way he knew how. After all, his father was right: Jurel had thought to leave the farm at some time. Daved was doing no more than providing Jurel with the best chance to survive in the outside world. The strange incongruity struck him that his father would teach him how to kill out of love.

 He dropped into his chair, letting out the breath he had not known he held in a great gust, and let the sword point fall to the ground. Holding the hilt loosely, he lay his head back and closed his eyes, mourning the heated words that had passed between father and son.

 He owed Daved an apology, that much was certain. But, he decided—rather wisely, in his opinion—that he would wait for the man to cool off a bit. With a sense of purpose, he knew he would take his father's advice. He still wanted nothing to do with the sword—he certainly would not take lessons in its use, not yet anyway—but he would keep it for a time while he worked through the confusion of thoughts, ideas and emotions that threatened to unhinge him.

 Up in the loft, he knelt beside his cot and carefully concealed the weapon under the flimsy mattress. It would keep there, he thought, and then made his way back to his seat to, for the second time that day, await his father's return.


I am sixteen and I am a man.

 * * *

 The candle he had replaced was nearly a third spent when his father stumped back into the cabin, his features still dark, and guarded in a way that Jurel had never before seen.

 “Come on boy. Galbin wants you there too,” he grunted and waved Jurel up before turning to leave again.

 Jurel surged to his feet. “Father,” he called before his father could get out the door. “I'm sorry, father. I think I may have...I think I understand. A little.”

 Daved halted as though nails had suddenly sprouted from his feet into the floor and he stood with one hand on the door, expectant.

 “I have been a fool, haven't I?” Jurel said but there was no response. “And a coward too. I-I thought that weapons were, well, evil. That fighting was evil. I still do. But then I saw something while you were out. An image of you with that sword drawn standing over a child. Was that real?” He paused, floundering for a conclusion that was as yet just outside his reach. “It doesn't matter. You're my father. You're a good man. Yet you fought and you...killed.”

 This time, a slow tentative nod urged Jurel to forge on, and his thoughts raced as he tried to put the pieces together.

 “Is it possible that it might be evil to just stand by and watch bad things happen when you know you can help? That by not standing up and stopping it, you allow more bad things to happen?”

 Daved's head turned until Jurel could see him in profile, his one visible eye looking to the ground as if he himself were pondering Jurel's words and so quietly that Jurel had to strain to hear, he said, “Keep going.”

 “Is it possible that-that an act even as horrible as killing can be...not evil? As long as its for the right reasons?” An image of a fat man in a pristine white apron. Red blooming from around a jutting sword hilt. “Like defending people?”

 “If there is no other choice, perhaps,” Daved said and his words were clear though still not much more than a whisper.

 “Then I am a coward,” he muttered miserably falling back into his chair. “All these years, Valik has been cruel, has been bullying not just me but Trig and Darren, Wag and the girls. If I had stood up to him, things would have been different.”


Three drunk boys sitting beside a pond, their pond. Jurel would not help his friends defend their turf. Another act of cowardice. Even the fugue that his father told him he was in was not justification enough. After all, the fugue had been caused by his utter lack of courage.

 Daved turned then, and took a step forward but still he offered no other words.


Jurel stared at the floor as he continued miserably, “But I don't like fighting. My mother...my father...” 


 A tear streaked its lonely way down Jurel's cheek.

 “No matter how hard we try,” his father said gently, the softness somehow making the words all the more unbearable, “sometimes bad things happen. That does not mean we shouldn't try.”

 That cold numbness came over him again as he stared woodenly into his hands. His mind had halted on one thought: he was a coward. A sob escaped, then another. A memory so old that it was more an impression came to him: his mother had laughed like a trilling bird when he had pounced on his dozing father's girth, had laughed harder when father and son fell to the floor in a mock wrestling match. The impression was replaced by his father scolding him when he had managed to get himself up into the chandelier by jumping from the nearby stairs. His face crumpled into a grimace of agony and sorrow so long repressed.

 “I miss them father,” he wailed, forlorn, empty. “I miss them!”

 He was engulfed in powerful arms, the scent of fresh soil and sweat, scents he had come to associate with home, and his father's soothing voice, “I know lad. I know. We all lost loved ones that day. Your parents,” his voice broke and he cleared his throat. “Your parents were good people. I counted them amongst my closest friends.”

 He chuckled, a sound that carried love and sadness. “Your father used to push tankard after tankard at me long after closing time while he regaled me with stories of your latest escapades. Whatever possessed you to poke a strange horse in the rump with that stick, by the way? Damn near hoofed you for it too, Gram said.

 “When I tried to pay the tab on those nights, he always told me that listening to a father's stories was payment enough.”

 He pushed Jurel out to arms length and looked him in the eye. “They were so proud of you Jurel,” he said with a solemn, unblinking gaze. “They believed that you were meant for greatness, that some day your name would blaze across the stars. I believe that, were they here, they would rather see the man you were meant to become and not the man you currently are.”

 Stifling an involuntary surge of resentment, for he knew his father only spoke the truth, he nodded. He knew now that he could not go on living his life as he had been. Not unless he wanted to find one of those secluded temples where priests swore vows of silence and celibacy, who stayed confined behind the walls of their self-imposed prisons. He had to grow up.

 He tried to smile but even without seeing it, he knew it was a tremulous, pathetic thing. “I will try father. I will make them—and you—proud of me.”

 “I am proud of you son. I told you, you're a good lad. You just need to put the past behind you and find your future, find yourself.”

 Chuckling, Daved rose up and eyed Jurel with what could only be described as mischief. “Shall I teach you a little something about your sword then?”

 “No,” he said, far too quickly, far too vehemently, darkening his father's expression. “Not yet,” he added hurriedly. “Please give me a little time to think on all of it.”

 The hawk's eyes glared for a moment before Daved nodded.

 “I can live with that. Do yourself a favor though. Try to learn a little before you go off on your own.” He smirked, “If nothing else, I can teach you to keep from tripping over it at every second step.”

 Jurel could not help the bark of laughter that escaped him. “Yes sir.”

 “Well, time's a-wasting. We should get going soon. I'll give you a little time to compose yourself and you might consider washing your face. You look terrible.”

 In truth, Jurel felt terrible, like a wet rag that had been wrung out to within an inch of its life but his father was right: chances were, everyone would be waiting for them to arrive before the feast could begin. The thought of food made him a little queasy but he did not want to be the reason that the party was ruined. So he pushed himself up and hurried to do as his father bade.




Chapter 16

 “Well there they are!” Galbin roared jovially from his place at the head of the main table when Daved and Jurel pushed their way through the door. “I was beginning to wonder if you two were going to turn this into a midnight feast!”

 Laughter erupted from the crowded tables and Daved looked sheepishly at his best friend. Only Jurel was close enough to see the amusement in his eyes.

 “I apologize, dear master, for our tardiness. It seems I've gained some weight and it has slowed me down.” He patted the lean, solid muscle of his belly and more laughs erupted at this obvious dig aimed at his very hefty friend.

 “Why you insubordinate wretch,” Galbin growled though with a broad smile and twinkling eyes. “Hurry your fat ass up here and sit down! I'm hungry!”

 “Of course you are,” someone in the crowd hooted. “You've only eaten half a turkey tonight!” And Galbin joined in the uproarious laughter, patting his rotundity.

 Scanning the room, Jurel was impressed by the extent of the decorations. The two-level cots that usually filled the room were gone. Garlands painted red, orange and black hung from the rafters so the room seemed engulfed in some otherworld mist. Wooden cutouts, vaguely man-shaped and painted all black hung on the walls and seemed to float, shadows in the night, waiting for unfortunate souls to stumble across an unseen border and into their waiting grasps.

 When he finally laid eyes on his seat, his heart sank, for though it was between Darren and Erin, it was also directly across from Valik.

 “Looks like your place is over there, Jurel,” Daved said. And then more quietly, “Don't worry about him. I don't imagine even he would try something stupid with a room full of people.”


Daved strode ahead toward his own place beside Galbin but turned when an afterthought seemed to strike him. “Try not to get too drunk, young man,” he said for the benefit of listening ears and he winked before he turned away again.

 Jurel approached, muttering apologies when he nudged a chair, or jostled an elbow and when he got to his vacant seat he exchanged greetings with Trig, Darren and the girls. He pointedly ignored Valik but a surreptitious glance showed a sour moue of distaste. There was something else in the young man's expression too, but Jurel could not quite put his finger on it. Shrugging inwardly, he sat, pleasantly surprised by the tankard of ale, still foaming, that rested before him.

 He had it to his lips ready to taste his first swallow when a snicker from Valik caught his attention. He glanced over the froth to see Valik glaring at him with thinly veiled anticipation.

 “Go on coward boy. Drink. Not afraid of a little ale are you?” he growled and his two new best friends, Shenk and Merlit, farm hands that had been the first men Galbin had let him hire on his own, smirked.

 He would not let them get to him. He would enjoy his evening. His day had been unpleasant enough; surely he deserved some reprieve. He took a large mouthful and swallowed, frowning at the strangely sour taste. Frowning more deeply when the three men across from him broke out into gales of laughter.

 “So what do you think of the ale boy?” Valik crowed.

 Jurel began to get a nasty suspicion when Shenk spoke up.

 “I always heard warm beer tastes like piss,” he laughed and the other two roared in response. “But cold beer too?”

 “Aye, Valik's own special reserve,” Merlit said between guffaws.

 Horrified, Jurel looked at his half-full tankard then up to Valik, realization dawning on him.

 Trig and Darren shot up from their seats, glowering at Valik, but it was Erin who spoke first.

 “You are a pig, Valik,” she hissed contemptuously. “A dirty pig, do you know that?”

 “That goes too far,” Trig said.

 Still chuckling, well impressed with his own cleverness, Valik waved them off.

 “It was just a prank. No harm done,” he said then shot a threatening look at Jurel. “Right coward boy?”


When the urge struck to leap over the table and beat Valik to a bloody mess while screaming nasty names into that oily swine's face, Jurel could not have been more surprised. Perhaps the discussion with his father earlier had some effect, but he did not relish the idea of ruining everyone's evening. Not for that little pissant. He contented himself with a stare filled with malice and daggers at his life-long foe.

 “No. No harm done,” he replied acidly, tightly. Taking each of his friends in, he smiled, tried to smother the burning inferno in his chest. “Let's forget this foolishness and enjoy the evening.”

 He was bewildered when Trig shook his head and sat, when no one at the table would look at him, until Wag leaned over and whispered something to Darren with a sly smirk aimed at him. Darren punched him in the arm, angrily ordering him to mind his own business. Jurel would do what Jurel would do.

 Then the bewilderment parted like a stage curtain to show him the truth: He did not defend himself. Valik had humiliated him. Again. And he sat there and did nothing about it. Again. They pitied him. Or perhaps they scorned him. Probably some of both, he realized, and he had to look away so they would not see him flush with shame.

 “I will not ruin your night, or any one else's Darren. Can't you see that?”

 Darren did not even bother to look at him. Or could not. “Of course, Jurel. Of course.”

 Dinner arrived shortly after and despite everything that Jurel had been through that day, when he saw the servers arrive with platters piled high, he found his appetite had not deserted him after all. He ate three plates—silently and as alone as anyone could be surrounded by dozens of boisterous farmers and their families. He drank too, and after the third tankard of ale (each of which he checked before drinking, just in case) he pretty much decided to throw his father's cautionary words to the wind.

 Drink made him brave, drove away those fears that would have plagued him while sober, and he forced his way into the conversation more and more as the evening wore on. Annoyed at first, his friends began to welcome his intrusions when it became apparent that, aside from making him bolder, drink made him much more amusing.

 “By God, Erin. You're beautiful, you know that? Those eyes, that hair, your wonderful, wonderful lips. And that body!”

 Trig and Darren snickered as Erin blushed prettily. “Oh stop,” she said but somehow, drunk or no, Jurel got the feeling that she wanted anything but for him to stop. Perhaps it was the hand she laid on his arm, or the way she rested her chin in her other hand and leaned a little closer, gazing at him.

 “No no. Really,” Jurel said. “I bet you don't know that I watch you when you're busy. You're just so...beautiful. Like a dove. I can't help myself. And you're graceful as a swan. I don't know. I'm not good at saying what I mean. I'm just a farmer after all.”

 “I think she understands you Jurel,” Darren said, clapping him on the shoulder. “How about another tankard?”

 “I don't think anything could be as intoxicating as staring into those eyes,” Jurel sighed and Erin giggled.

 As the night continued, and the ale flowed, the young men started trading bawdy jests, laughing uproariously while Erin tittered, blushing furiously. Frieza, still too young to understand much of what was said was constantly begging Erin to explain one joke or another while the older girl shooed her away.

 “You are far too young to be hearing this let alone having any of it explained to you,” the young lady said, and her face was red as a beet.

 “...and there he was, with his pants around his ankles, still plowing the field while his wife, naked as the day she was born, stood at the edge of the field.” Darren ended his joke and the others hooted in delight.

 “Aye, and I bet that's not the field he wanted to plow with his pants around his ankles,” Jurel snickered with a suggestive wiggle of his eyebrows.

 “Jurel! You're so awful,” Erin gasped, swatting him on the arm.

 “What do you know of plowing boy?” Valik asked. “I'd imagine you only ever tried your own hand at it.”

 “His hand is the field,” Shenk hooted.

 “Oh that's very clever Shenk,” Jurel retorted with a wry smile. “A fine echo of your master there. I assume that your hand is his field?”

 Stunned laughter from his friends rewarded his off color jest. That, and glares that could have melted stone from the three across the table.

 “That's very funny boy,” Valik snarled. “Perhaps later, when we're alone, I'll show you how funny.”

 “Lay off Valik,” Darren said at the same time that Jurel retorted, “Oh no, I wouldn't want to get between you and Shenk. What would my father say?”

 “You too Jurel. Lay off,” Trig warned. “We're all just fooling around, right? No harm done. Besides, Jurel is drunk. He won't be able to remember what he said tomorrow.”


Tension lay like a pall in the air so thick, even Jurel noticed through the haze of alcohol, like a bitter taste in the back of his throat as he and Valik glared at each other. There was an unspoken dare in each of their eyes: go ahead, try it.

 And somehow, Jurel won that contest. Abruptly, Valik stood.

 “Come on fellas. Lets leave these children to their foolery,” he sneered arrogantly and walked away, followed closely by his two cronies.

 Jurel leaned toward Trig conspiratorially and said, quite loudly, “Going to find a field to plow no doubt.”

 But no one laughed.

 “You know what he's going to do to you for that, don't you?” Trig demanded.

 After that, the mood was more somber but with Valik gone, the tension disappeared and they stayed and enjoyed each others's company in a way that they had not done in years, until deep into the small hours of the night.

 When Daved stumbled up to their table, owl-eyed and flushed, his hair tousled comically, and his shirt buttons mismatched so that the left side hung down three inches farther than the right, Jurel rose and slurred something he thought might pass for “Good night” to his friends. Arm in arm, father and son staggered out, holding each other up, and carefully navigated their way to their cabin. They sang a song, a tuneless thing that shattered the peace of the deep night, and one that Jurel would never be able to put a name to.

 At a point near their front door, Daved halted, would have fallen if Jurel was not holding on to him, and turned, inspecting his son with bleary eyes.

 “You're drunk,” he proclaimed. “I tole you not to drink too much.”

 “Well, you're drunk too,” Jurel laughed.

 “Am I?” Daved blinked in surprise and blew a breath through numb lips. He looked like a horse. He wavered, stumbled a step, and slurred, “Well would you look at that. I guess I am. Now how did that happen?”

 By the time they picked their way carefully to their little front door and fell into their chairs, Jurel's gut started to tie itself into unpleasant oily knots. Closing his eyes was a mistake; the room began to tilt and wobble, spinning round and round until he was absolutely positive that when he vomited, the walls would need a good cleaning.

 He put his head between his legs and breathed very carefully, very deeply.


The sound of his father's chair scraping on the floor was sudden, and his head snapped up, words of reprimand sprouting on his tongue for making so much racket, when he noticed Daved's fixed stare, a mixture of confusion and anger, aimed at the floor across the room. The words died in his throat.

 “What's this then?” Daved asked and took a step toward the ladder leading up to the loft above.

 Following his line of sight, Jurel felt his own confusion and a renewed coiling in his sodden belly. On the floor was a muddy footprint. He scrutinized the floor all the way to the front door but in their drunkenness, they had tracked in their own mud. That was no use. On top of that he supposed he would be the one to clean it up in the morning.

 Climbing the ladder quickly, his intoxication apparently forgotten, Daved searched the loft while Jurel followed a little more carefully, trying not to misstep. At the top, he stepped to his father's side in front of his own cot, where two more footprints were visible on the floor. His brain felt spongy and full of worms. Was he seeing right? He shook his head to clear the greasy gauze that filled his brain and immediately regretted it.

 “Did you come home at all tonight Jurel?” his father asked as softly as silk passing over steel.

 He shook his head and again regretted it, still staring at the confusing sight in front of him. “No. I only left a few times to visit the jakes and then went right back.”

 In a sudden motion, Daved gripped Jurel's blanket and pulled it back almost convulsively. Both men gasped in shock. In the center of Jurel's bed, they saw a mound of excrement, like a black eye. His belly roiled and the room lurched fitfully. He spun and clambered down the ladder, missed a step, and fell heavily to the floor. Scrabbling, he lurched for the door, willing his food to stay down for just one more moment. Cool night air blasted him and then he was on his hands and knees in the wet grass heaving and heaving until his sight grayed out and pinpricks of light flashed painfully.

 When it passed, he sat back, wiping his mouth on his sleeve, grimacing at the rancid taste and the burning in his throat. His father had joined him, knelt beside him—and a little behind—and patted his back.

 “There you go lad,” Daved said and even though he was still enraged, a hint of amusement colored his tone. “Maybe next time you'll listen to your old man's advice.”

 Jurel nodded, staring at the puddle of his meal on the ground before him. “I promise,” he croaked, “I will never drink again.”

 His father chuckled knowingly. “We all make that promise. And we all break it. Now if you're quite finished fouling up our front yard, we have a mystery to investigate.”

 Deadly serious again, Daved pulled him to his feet and his features were lit with a shrewd glint. “Though somehow I think you might be able to shed some light on who the dirty bastard is who did this.”

 Jurel knew who had done it. Of course he did. There was only one person on the entire farm who would think it funny. He went back over the evening haltingly, trying to pull together his sodden thoughts, beginning with the tainted ale, and focusing on one event, one exchange of words in particular. When he finished, he sat in his chair silently regarding his father.

 He sat perfectly still, his back ramrod straight. He did not utter a single word, only stared at his son with terrible eyes that could have leveled a town. Under that terrible scrutiny, Jurel began to quiver ever so slightly. He waited. His father stared with lips pinched until they were a white gash and vibrated like a plucked lute string. He drew a breath to speak, to break the stillness before the world tore itself apart when his father, in a lightning quick motion slammed his fist on the table. Jurel heard the distinctive snap of wood, as he jerked back in shock.

 “And this is how he repays the foolish jests of a drunken man?” Daved roared. “This goes too far.”


As if his anger energized him, Daved rose and paced the small room, apoplectic with rage, his face mottled red, his eyes depthless pits that glittered fiercely. “Your words were unwise, unkind, but this? No. This is no silly prank. This is villainous. I will speak to Galbin about his vile son. I will ensure that this never happens again.”

 He started for the door, his decision made.

 “I can discuss this with Valik, father,” he offered and somewhere deep inside, he was surprised to realize that he meant it.

 But Daved spun and regarded his son through slitted eyes. “No. It is good that you offer, but no,” he said as calmly as he could. “This is an intrusion against both of us. He entered my house—my house—unbidden and shit in your bed. No. I will speak with Galbin.”

 He wrenched open the door, nearly pulling it free of its hinges and turned again to his son. “Do nothing now. I am certain that Valik will be more than happy to clean up his mess. God help him if I see him before I reach his father.”

 And then he was gone into the night.

 Jurel sat, shaken by his father's reaction. He would have expected anger or contempt but the rage that Jurel had seen had been near apocalyptic. Perhaps it was the drink that drove his father to such an extreme. He took a deep calming breath and closed his eyes. Perhaps it was the drink but Jurel thought there might be more to it.

 First the trip to town and the odd meeting with Kurin, then the birthday gifts and subsequent explosion, a lesson harshly taught, and now this. He did not think the rest of the night would go much better either.

 And so, with a resigned sigh on the Day of Shadows, Jurel, sixteen years old and a man as of that very day, situated himself as comfortably as he could, resting his throbbing head on his arm, and he waited yet again for his father's return.




Chapter 17

 On a cold winter evening, the day before the New Year's celebration, as the wind howled its mournful dirge and blew pinprick snow in front of it, making the cabin seem to shiver, Jurel and Daved sat before their stove warming up after a long day spent at the silo reorganizing stock. There had been a lot to do. When the merchants came to buy produce, they often found the best choices were at the bottom of the piles. Of course.

 They chattered idly about this and that, hopping from topic to topic like a sparrow hops from branch to branch while Daved kept their brandy cups full.

 “Maybe in the spring, we can talk to Galbin about expanding the cabin,” Daved mused.

 With a chuckle, Jurel nodded. “Yes. That would be greatly appreciated.” He took a sip of the warming amber liquid.

 He had grown to immense proportions, easily topping six and a half feet, and with a muscular frame to match. His tiny cot was no where near adequate to hold him anymore. His feet stuck out the bottom to his knees and it creaked alarmingly whenever he settled his bulk on it. Thoughts of a larger sleeping area—that did not threaten to collapse whenever he looked at it the wrong way—had become a prime concern to the young man.

 “If I grow much more,” he opined with a grin, “we may need to ask Galbin to trade homes with us.”

 He was rewarded with a quiet chuckle and Daved turned to face his son, craning his neck as he looked up.

 “I bloody hope you've stopped growing,” he said, his eyes twinkling. “You're huge boy and I still can't afford to buy you new clothes every day. It might be cheaper to buy a whole bloody cow and drape it over your shoulders.”

It was Jurel's turn to chuckle quietly. That topic of conversation was as familiar as old shoes to them though he thought the day was quickly approaching when they would no longer mention it. He was still wearing the same clothes he had received some months ago for his eighteenth birthday and that was surprising. Up until his birthday, he had needed new clothes almost every month.

 “How are the preparations coming for tomorrow's celebration?”

 “Oh, they're coming along.” Daved leaned back with a stretch. “The adornments are all hung and the tables are already set up. The hands aren't too happy about it. Their cots are all pushed up against the walls and they're crammed in there so close that some are complaining they might as well be married. Can you imagine Kearn and Goss married?”

 Jurel could not help but smile at the thought of the two cantankerous old men as a married couple. Religious and legal issues aside, they would kill each other within a fortnight.

 “So the party is still being held in the general quarters then.” He grimaced. “It's too cold in there. There's so much draft that I'm always afraid to blow away.”

 Daved reached up and cuffed his son upside the head. “You're spoiled boy. We've got our pleasant little fire in our tight little cabin and we're warm, eh? How do you think the hands feel? Besides, what do you want to do? We can't fit nearly sixty people in here. Then there'd definitely be a need for marriages. And I'm sure that the ladies are hard at work preparing plenty of food—they know you and Galbin will both be there after all—so you'll have something to concentrate on besides the draft.”

 “I know, I know,” Jurel sighed. 

 Rubbing a hand over his bristly chin, he figured he could use a shave but that could wait until morning. It was just too pleasant sitting there with his old man, drinking and talking. He did not know how many more occasions they would have to do this; thoughts of leaving the farm crowded his mind always, and he imagined that come spring, he might see what he could see. He had been open with Daved about his ideas and to his father's credit, he had taken it all in stride. “If it happens then it happens,” he always said when Jurel brought it up, and though there was always a hint of sadness, a dimming of his eyes when he said it, he tried his best to conceal it.

 “More brandy, Jurel?” Daved broke into his thoughts.

 He glanced up and saw his father holding the jug with a raised eyebrow and, eying his cup, he realized with some surprise that he had managed to drain it. He hesitated, considering. He had already had two shots—or was it three?—and he could feel a warm numbness spreading up his fingers and toes. It was very cold outside though. And his father was being so polite. It just would not do to offend him by refusing. So he nodded and held out his cup.

 “One more, and that's it,” he promised.

 Daved paused with the jug suspended over his cup and gave his son an amused grin. “I heard that one before. 'Just one more.' Uh-huh.” 

 And they both laughed.

 “What are your plans for tomorrow?” Daved asked as he poured.

 New Year was the one day when no one was expected to work. On other major holidays—the Day of Shadows in the fall, the Day of Light in the spring—they worked half days, quitting early to enjoy an afternoon and evening of feasting and pleasure. On the lesser holidays, everyone worked full days, contenting themselves with smaller celebrations after sunset. They generally worked only half the day after a major holiday too but that was more because most of the workers were in no shape to lift their throbbing heads let alone a shovel, and Galbin was generous enough to allow it—usually because he could not lift his own throbbing head. Those that did work on New Year, did so voluntarily, like the kitchen staff, seeing the time spent as a chance to mingle and chat more easily than on other days. No duties were assigned, no tasks set; it was all about enjoying the day as they would.

 It was a festive time and everyone on the farm took the chance to spend the day with their families and their friends—or alone as some preferred. Jurel was a reticent man who preferred his solitude or at most the company of his father.

“I'm not really sure,” he shrugged. “I might head back to the silo for a bit. There was still a lot to do when we left. I thought, too,” he smiled, “of spending some quality father-son time with you and that jug of brandy...if I'm bored enough, that is.”

 “My son has no respect,” Daved moaned. “What's an old man like me to do with such a delinquent child?”

 They both laughed, and passed inconsequential words and the dwindling jug of brandy deep into the night. When their eyes began to feel heavy and their heads spun pleasantly, they stretched and stood (with just a hint of difficulty) preparing to retire in anticipation of the festivities ahead.

 Tomorrow's going to be a good day, Jurel thought in the dubious comfort of his too small bed. The heavy clouds that boiled above seemed to promise otherwise.

 * * *

 The old man sat in his favorite chair, once a plush and expensive piece but now so worn and threadbare that it seemed destined to become firewood soon, and he stared into his fire, subconsciously rubbing at his aching elbow, the elbow that always throbbed when a storm was approaching. By the intensity of the pain, it would be a big one.

 But it was not thoughts of impending snow, or of aching joints that filled his mind then.

It must be soon. He was growing increasingly anxious, increasingly frustrated by the fruitless waiting. Always waiting. I know I'm right this time. It must be.

 The signs all seemed to point to a breakthrough but he had been waiting for years and he could not shake the insidious doubt that wormed its way into his resolve. Had he erred? Had he misinterpreted the signs?

 Frustrated, feeling as a cat who lost his mouse, he rubbed his aching elbow and made his decision: if, by the end of the week, nothing happened, he would concede that he was wrong and he would move on to continue his search.

With a shake of his head, Kurin rose and made his way to his bed, while his nerves gnawed at him. There was nothing to do but wait. Just a few more days.

 The first snowflakes settled gently to the ground outside, a harbinger of the coming storm.

 * * *

 Snow sprinkled lightly from the skies above, from clouds the color of wet stone. Glancing up and around the bale of hay he carried on his shoulder, Jurel knew they would get a whole lot more of it before the day was done. The air was cold and the wind cut through his fur overcoat sending little knives of ice against his chest and he shivered.

 He had spent the entire morning working to finish the reorganization of the stores—and there had been much to do. The piles of produce were haphazard from months of sifting and gathering: supplies gathered to feed the farmers and their families, supplies purchased by merchants. The stores always needed reorganizing at least once or twice through the long winters.

 He had done enough for the day, he decided. He would tote his one last bundle of hay to the main barn to ensure that the horses had enough feed for their own New Years feast then it was time to head home to prepare for the evening of festivities ahead. 

 He picked his way carefully over the fresh layer of snow that had fallen over night and he had to resist the urge to hurry. Under the snow, like a second skin, a fine layer of ice had grown. It was enough of a treacherous walk as it was; if there was such a thing as a good time to break an ankle, this was not it.

 Everyone would already be gathered at the general quarters engaged in revelry—even though it was only midday he knew there would already be a fair amount of drunkenness—and he wanted to be there, to join in for some fun. A drink, a few laughs: it would be just the thing he needed to rid himself of the lingering headache he sported from the time spent with his father the previous night. A wry thought: his father had been right. One more had turned into two, then several. He did not regret it. They had always been close, he and his father, and he enjoyed Daved's company even when his old man was as grouchy as a hungry bear.

 As for drinking too much, well, it was a holiday fit for letting loose. A little over-indulgence was not a horrible thing, though he thought it might be a good idea to pace himself when he arrived at the party. There was a great deal of work left to be done and he did not relish the thought of starting the next day with his belly tangled in knots and his head feeling twice its normal size.

 He entered the barn and stood nearly dumbstruck for a moment as he watched the livestock. Animals, he had found, were very good at predicting the weather and if what he saw was any indication, the weather would be turning nasty indeed. The horses were shifting, restlessly stomping their hooves and snorting. Their high pitched whinnies, almost like children squealing in delight or screaming in fear, melded with the bass lowing of the cattle on the other side and even the chickens were raising their own ruckus; so many chickens were squawking and clucking that it sounded like the milling mass of people on the main street of Tack Town.

 At the hay loft, he hoisted his bale, tossing it to land with a muffled, whispery thump and a puff of musty dust amongst the pile that was already there.

 He reconsidered his plan to give the horses a quick brushing down before leaving; in their agitated state, he had to admit that he worried about getting a hoof in his ribs. No better than a broken ankle, he mused. Instead, casting one last nervous glance at the agitated animals, he left, shutting the door and the warning behind him.

 Now that he was finished his work, he began to shiver in earnest. He had worked up quite a sweat and his damp clothes leeched his body heat away and into air whose temperature continued to tumble precipitously. Above, the clouds seemed to agree with the livestock: slate gray, ominous, they boiled and raged as an angry god might, preparing to unleash heaven's wrath upon the land. He hurried home, shivering, as the wind picked up, gusting in his face, pushing at him like it was trying to slow him down, as if to say, “what's the rush? Stay and enjoy the show.” 


 He did not really relish the idea.

 At home, he washed up with ice water that stung against his bare flesh, raising goose-pimples, and a coarse bar of lye, and dressed in his best clothes anticipating the party ahead, anticipating the time spent with his friends. Though perhaps friends was too strong a word, he thought with a faint grimace. Perhaps coworkers or colleagues was closer. It was not that they were unfriendly. It was just that they were not really friends, not as they had been in their youths and when he thought about it, things had been that way for years and try as he might, it never really got any better.


Never trust a coward.

 He pushed the unpleasant thought aside, thinking instead of the one person on the farm—besides Daved and Galbin—that would truly welcome the sight of him. With her golden tresses, a figure like a wood nymph, and eyes that shone like a clear sky at dawn, Erin had shown a fondness for him that though not untoward still seemed to hint at more to come. So he had courted her awkwardly, as an eighteen year old does, with all the subtlety of a rampaging bull. Especially an eighteen year old who had no other knowledge of the fairer sex except what his father, a life-long bachelor and ex-soldier told him, and more and more they could be found together, heads close in deep conversation. He adored her laugh. It tinkled like wind chimes in his ears and he tried to hear it as often as possible. He loved her mind. She was quick-witted, always able to make him stop and think, to revise his ideas on one topic or another.

 In the privacy of his bed late at night, he often fell asleep thinking of her, wondering time and time again if she would be interested in more than a friendship. He had even imagined—fantasized—on more than one occasion that if he did strike out on his own, she would accompany him but that thought never survived the first light of day; she would never leave her family and friends, the security and comforts of the farm, to follow a fool like him out into the unknown. Surveying himself in the small cracked mirror, he licked his hand and pushed down on a lock of hair that never seemed to obey the order to stay put and he scrubbed his teeth with a brush made of hay.

 His sense of anticipation wound up another notch by the idea of spending some time with Erin, he threw on his overcoat and pushed open the door. A savage blast of white, icy wind greeted him and he staggered back, stunned by the force and dismayed by the turn of the weather. As always, the livestock proved to be an eerily accurate weather vane. Gathering himself, he stepped out into the gusting wind, bowing his head against the force, squinting his watering eyes and hurried across the yard. As unpleasant as it was then, he knew it was just the beginning; in a few hours, being outside would be nearly suicide.

 Pushing his way through the door into the farmhands's quarters, he was just as surprised by a different kind of storm, a storm of celebration in full swing. The scene of joy: the fire that blazed merrily across the room in the huge hearth greeted him, immediately warming him, and made him forget the weather; adornments of red and gold and blue were hung on the walls and from the rafters, along with garlands of intertwined pine boughs, holly and mistletoe. The room was crowded with every denizen of the farm dancing or drinking or both while the music of fiddles, a lute and even a raucous voice or two washed over all. In the center of the great room, where space had been left, dancers danced, spinning and twirling in organized chaos and the younger children raced between legs playing their own games. At the tables, people sat at their ease and all wore broad smiles, even Jax, the grouchy smith. 

 As he surveyed the room, he caught sight of his father sitting in his usual spot beside Galbin at the head table. So that's where he's been. It should not have surprised him. No matter that their sons detested each other, the two men remained as close as brothers, often spending their time together in Galbin's den, drinking brandy and discussing whatever it was that brothers discussed.

 Carefully picking his way through the seething mass of bodies, he worked his way forward to share a few words with his father when a hand gripped his sleeve and tugged. He spun, half afraid of who he would see but when those blue eyes, the ones he dreamed of almost nightly met his, he sighed his relief and grinned.

 “Would you like to dance Jurel?” Erin asked and somehow she managed to sound timid even though she fair had to yell to be heard over the din.

 Grinning like an idiot, Jurel extended his hand and let himself be drawn into the lively reel that, with everyone half soused, had more in common with the storm outside than it did with any real dance, which suited him just fine. He fit in better. Erin twirled her skirts, light as a feather on her feet and Jurel could not help feeling a little like a lumbering ox. He was not much of a dancer; he felt supremely overmatched by Erin's light grace but soon, the sheer pleasure of the moment took him and he forgot about his lead feet, and he let himself become immersed in the dizzying dance. Laughing, they spun and twirled, seeming to meld into one entity as the people around blurred, became unimportant, faded until all that was left was the two of them and the music that was punctuated by her wind-chime laugh and somehow, all seemed right with the world.

 Nothing outside the farm could be as perfect, as pure, as what he felt then. Now that they had started their dance, he wanted it to last forever. Her hands were light on his shoulders, hot points that made his heart flutter, and his rested at her waist, feeling the lithe form, hard and yet somehow soft at the same time beneath her bulky skirts, making other parts of him tremble.


She had been such a brat when they were children, always injecting her opinion wanted or unwanted into every conversation, always looking down her nose at everyone when she showed them how much she knew and how much they did not. Who would have imagined that such a pain-in-the-rump know-it-all could have evolved into this graceful, beautiful creature, as light of mood as she was of step? He felt an intense almost overwhelming hunger for her, a desire to remain here with her and give her everything she could ever need or want.

 He gazed at the lovely woman in his arms and almost fell when she returned his look boldly before lowering her eyes demurely with a smile playing across her sweet lips, lips that he suddenly realized he wanted very much to taste right then. Was she blushing? He grinned and lifted her effortlessly, twirling her, and her tinkling laughter seemed to caress him. They danced for many songs, though it was hard to tell; one song melded into the next without pause, and they were lost in each others company so that neither noticed the knowing glances and the smiles and the snickers that others had when they beheld the young couple. 

 Finally, after what seemed to be mere heartbeats (that thundered in his chest) they stumbled to a halt panting and laughing, and her shining eyes rested on his features, darted from his eyes to his mouth, his strong chin and his wide chest as if she would greedily drink all of him in and he was bemused by her intensity. She stood up on her toes and craned her neck so that she could speak into his ear and he bent down for even on her toes, she barely reached the middle of his chest. He felt a thrill as her breath tickled his neck.

 “Enough for a moment,” she giggled. “I'm parched.”

 “Shall we get a drink then?”

 “That would be lovely!” she almost gasped. “Then perhaps a few moments of rest?”

 He nodded, relieved that he would be spared the effort of trying not to step on her toes, disappointed at no longer having an excuse to rest his hands on her. He offered her his arm and he led her through the still dancing crowds to a table near the back of the room where they could sit with at least the illusion of privacy.

 “I'll be right back,” Jurel said. “Wine?”

 “That would be perfect,” Erin replied.

 As he walked away, negotiating the various living obstacles toward the long table that served as a bar, he heard her voice call, “Hurry back!” and when he glanced over his shoulder, he caught her coy smile and her gaze from under long eyelashes. 


Hurry back. Now that sounded like a very good idea.

 Making haste toward the refreshments, he caught sight of his father, who was smiling mysteriously at him. His eyes were most definitely twinkling with amusement as he raised his cup, saluting his son. Beside him, Galbin threw his head back and even over the near deafening roar of the crowd Jurel heard his booming laughter. His father gestured for Jurel to join them. He altered course with a sigh. He did not want to keep Erin waiting but he could not be rude to his elders, now could he? It would be just a momentary detour anyway. Certainly, his father had no tasks to set him on. Not on New Years.

 He turned and caught sight of Erin, her head resting on her hand, gazing at him with a smile and he gestured that he would be but a moment.

 “Hello father,” Jurel said as he stepped to the head table. “I haven't seen you all day. How are you?”

 With a grunt and a widening smile, Daved regarded his son with a sly expression. “Not so well as you, I'd imagine. So, ah, what have you got there, eh lad?”

 “Who? Erin?” Jurel asked as innocently as he could manage. “Why, just spending time with a friend is all.” He tried to sound off-hand, casual, but the heat rising in his face gave him away. As if the dancing and ogling had not. He cursed inwardly; his father would ride him about this, he knew, gibing and jesting until Jurel would want to crawl under the nearest rock, or manure pile.

 Galbin laughed and leered. “A friend you say?” the big man asked then transferred his look to Daved. “You know, Ingirt and I used to look at each other like that. As friends. That was, oh, about nine months before Valik was born.”

 “Well my son better have more sense than you, you old lecher,” Daved growled though the twinkle remained as strong as ever in his eye and Galbin roared a great guffaw.

 Jurel would not have believed that his face could have gotten any hotter but someone seemed to have lit a bonfire in there.

 “Do you mind if I go?” he squeaked. And cringed. Clearing his throat, he tried again, “She's waiting for me.”

 “Go on lad,” his father said with a good natured chortle. “You mustn't keep a young lady waiting, you know. I won't wait up for you.”

 Jurel barely waited for his father to finish before he made good his escape but he was not quick enough to miss his father's words to Galbin.

 “I hope the hayloft is well stocked,” Daved said. “I expect some may need the padding before too much longer.”

 Trying to quell the raging fire in his head, he finally managed to pour drinks—spilling only some—before making his way back to his seat at Erin's side.

 “What was that all about?” she asked before taking a sip of the spiced wine he handed her. “Mmmm, wonderful,” she sighed happily and to Jurel it sounded like a contented purr.

 “Oh nothing. I haven't seen my father all day and he wanted to wish us a happy season's greetings.”

 Once again, he tried for non-chalance. Once again, his blasted face did not seem to want to cooperate. Eying him over the rim of her cup, Erin smiled.

 “Really?” she asked with one beautiful eyebrow raised. “And do you always blush so sweetly when your father greets you?”


He choked on his mouthful of ale, not sure how he should respond, not entirely sure he should respond, and felt his face grow hotter. Again. He began to wonder if constant blushing could cause permanent damage. 


 Her laughter was intoxicating, as sweet as honeyed wine, as magical and bewitching as a siren's call and he could not hold back his own.

 “Well, they made some suggestive comments that I would not care to repeat in front of so gentle a lady,” he replied archly.

 “Perhaps you should.” She drained the rest of her cup and eyed him in a most uncomfortable yet pleasant manner. “A bit more wine and we may need those suggestions.”

 Before he could formulate an answer, even before his mind picked itself up from the belly-flop it had just undergone, he felt a hand clap him on the shoulder with the force of a smith's hammer.

 “Hey Jurel,” Darren slurred. “Y'not come see yer friens or what?”

 Suppressing a flash of irritation, Jurel turned to look up at his drunk friend.

 “Sorry Darren. I got caught up in the party.”

 Winking at Erin, Darren said, “I spose you got caught all right.”

 Erin laughed. “Oh you're such a souse Darren.”

 “Aye that he is,” Trig said, joining them. Wryly, he added, “Sorry if he's bothering you.”

 “I am not!”

 “It's no bother,” Jurel assured both. “We were just talking. I'm always glad to see friends.”

 Darren snickered but it was Trig who spoke. “Sure. Just talking. You hear that Darren? We'll let you...talk...in peace. Alone.” He winked.

 Was everyone insane? All that winking and leering was bound to hurt someone.

 As he steered Darren away, he cast a strange glance at Jurel. Certainly there was amusement, but there was something else too. Sorrow? As if he had lost something dear to him and could not quite remember where to look for it? He wanted to ask, to get up and follow and talk to the men who had once been his staunchest friends. But Erin held him there, not with any physical contact, but with something more ethereal that was a lot more powerful than shackles.

 “What was that all about?” Jurel asked.

 “I think maybe they see the same thing your father saw.” Erin's voice was so quiet he barely heard it.

 “And what do they see?” Jurel leaned forward, enrapt by those eyes.

 “Hopefully, the same thing you're seeing now.”


He felt he could lose himself in those eyes. He felt he could cast away his body and fall into the light of dawn. He could stay in there forever, never surfacing, breathing in that light. What had ever made him think that leaving was a good idea? He leaned forward a little more, heard her breath hitch, causing her to twitch like a skittish doe. She mirrored him, leaning forward and as her eyes closed, she tilted her head and parted her lips. Heart hammering, he closed his own eyes. He felt a light touch, just the barest graze on his lip. He tasted honey and spices. He tasted wine and something he could not identify, something that was just Erin as her breath tickled, hot and moist on his cheek.


I am never leaving this place. I will stay here forever. Stay with her forever. I will stay until-

 “Ladies and gentlemen!” Galbin's voice broke in like an intruder.

 Jurel jerked back, his eyes snapping open in time to see Erin do likewise. There were blooms of color on her cheeks and her bosom heaved in the most distracting way. They looked at each other, eyes locked in some spell, before she tittered nervously, and broke the trance. As they turned their attention to Galbin, who now stood with his hands above his head waiting for the din to die down, Jurel saw Galbin wink at him. As the gathered crowd slowed, quieted, Jurel tried to do the same to his racing heart which seemed intent on coming through his ribs to flop helplessly about on the floor. His glance happened on his father who stared back with an undecipherable expression, one that looked very similar to the one Trig wore when he had led Darren away, but more intense.

 When the din had reduced enough and the only sound remaining was the howling of the wind outside, like a thousand wolves under a full moon, Galbin lowered his hands.

 “Hello everyone! I'm glad you all could make it to our little get together-”

 “And where else would we be?” A voice called out. “This is our bedroom after all!”

 Galbin smiled as a ripple of laughter passed through the crowd. “Yes, well, I'm sure most of you will end up sleeping here anyway—on the floors, on the tables. Under the tables.”

 A cheer went up in the crowd and tankards thunked together all around.

 “Anyway!” Galbin called out and the room quieted again. “I don't want to interrupt your revelries for long,” another sly wink at Jurel, “so I will make this quick.” He raised his tankard over his head. “Here's to a fine year past and to a wonderful year ahead. May you all work like mules to make me rich.”

 Laughter and cheers mingled with a shouted chorus of “Here here!” as once again tankards clattered against each other.

 “I also wanted to say-” 

 He did not get to finish. From outside, there came a great splintering noise as of thunder, a loud cracking that seemed to make even the gale pause and take notice. It was followed by a thud that made the hall shake, a deep shuddering thump that caused bottles and tankards to rattle and clank against each other. Several gasps rose in the crowd and Galbin spun toward the sound as if he thought he could see through the walls to what had caused it.

 “What in blazes?” he muttered. 

 With astonishing speed, he bounded across the hall to the exit. Unlatching the door, he staggered when it flew open, driven by winds and snow that chilled the entire hall within heartbeats, and then he was out the door and gone, with Daved at his heels.

 Throwing his overcoat on, he glanced apologetically at Erin.

 “Go on Jurel. I'll be here when you get back.” A sly smile stole across her features. “After all, we have an unfinished conversation to get back to.”

 He flashed her a tight grin and ran to join his father and Galbin who were already in the teeth of the storm. As he rushed to catch up with them, so too did his whirling thoughts rush to catch up with his emotions. Frustration at being thwarted, at having to stow away the heat that threatened to engulf him, vied with a kind of dazed wonder, a euphoric elation. He had to stay. How could he not? For as long as fate permitted, he would stay on the farm with Erin and explore these new feelings, plumb them like a sailor plumbs the depths of a river. With her, he would be happy, no matter how boring life on the farm could be. He would be happy.

 Hours later, he would think bitterly that fate, if there is such a thing, is fickle indeed.

 But that would be later. Now, he did not realize he was smiling until Daved broke roughly into his thoughts.

 “Stop mooning lad!” he hollered over the shrieking wind. “There'll be time enough for her later.”

 Pulling his coat tighter, he nodded and followed the two men as they fought their way through a storm the likes of which he had never before seen. Icy winds numbed his face within a dozen paces and snow driven so hard it hurt turned the night a blurry gray. The ground was already covered with drifts that rose and fell like a stormy sea and the footing was treacherous as they went. 

 Soon, the source of the ominous sound became apparent. The main barn loomed into view, the snow seeming to part like a curtain, and even in the dim gray light they saw the massive oak tree that had stood beside that barn for as long as the barn had stood, and for centuries more before, laying on the ground, felled like a giant warrior. The roof of the barn had sustained considerable damage: like a desperate death strike, the tree had impaled the roof with one massive limb which still jutted from a gaping hole in the tiles, one ragged, splintered edge rising into the sky, so that the barn looked like some unlucky jouster dying after his opponent's lance found its way through a crack in his armor. Jurel gasped in shock, coughing when snow drove its way into his throat.

 “The livestock!” Galbin cried, his words torn away by the wind until only shards were left to reach anyone's ears. “The animals can't survive that exposure!” He spun and barked orders with the efficiency of a drill sergeant though his eyes were a little wild. “Jurel, get the other hands. We need to cover that. Daved, go and see about space in the other barns for the livestock. I'm going into that heap to survey the damage.”

 The three men scattered. Jurel ran back the way they had come and stumbled through the door to the hall, pushed by the wind. Panting, he stopped and stared at the faces that watched him expectantly.

 “That big oak fell on the main barn. There's a huge hole in the roof and the livestock is exposed to the weather. Galbin needs all of you out there. My father is going to see to the livestock.”

 Men were jumping to their feet and donning their coats before his mad gush of words halted, rushing past into the storm like a hive of bees roused to alertness by a threatening invader. A din had arisen again in the hall, but this time there was no joy in it. It was an anxious hum, a fearful murmur.

 He found Erin quickly enough and saw the disappointment in her eyes, like a dark cloud passing over the sun. She smiled at him, trying to hide her sadness and blew him a kiss. He inclined his head and ran back into the maelstrom.

 A stream of curses viciously delivered by an enraged Galbin greeted him as he entered the main barn, a potent overtone to the manic cacophony the livestock was kicking up. When Jurel reached the bottom of the ladder that led up into the loft, he understood why. The large man stood amid a jumble of broken roofing tiles and cracked timber in the middle of a miniature snow storm under a hole that gaped as black as a predator's maw. The barn creaked alarmingly, groaning as though in mortal pain.

 When the sounds of men arriving drew Galbin's attention, he glared down darkly. “Jurel get the horses to the other barn before they kick this one into even more pieces.”

 Jurel jumped to comply and more orders were barked, orders to join Jurel in moving the frantic animals, orders to gather the materials necessary to effect repairs, orders to get moving. Everyone jumped to frantic action—it may have been New Year, the one holiday where no one was required to work, but not a soul argued, not a soul grumbled.

 For the sake of expediency, he forewent the bit, instead making do with simple loops of rope around the necks of the frightened animals, and he led them two at a time through the raging storm. The horses balked and threw their heads, whinnying like terrified children as soon as they felt the first bite of cold wind but he held on, had to nearly drag them through the growing drifts of snow before leaving them with Daved and the three other hands who where clearing space for them in the smaller barn. It was frantic work made nearly unbearable by the wind and snow that chafed raw any exposed flesh; within minutes, even as a sheen of sweat coated him, he was shivering.

 When the last of the horses were moved, he returned to the loft to see Galbin and his men struggling with the massive limb still wedged in the supporting rafters. A dozen other men were shepherding the animals that remained; half the herd of cattle, the chickens and several pigs, animals that would not fit in the other barn already full to bursting, were all being re-situated at the far end of this barn where there was as yet minimal snow and less chance of the roof falling on them, though the wind still found ways to kick up eddies of dust.

 “Galbin,” he called up to the loft, “if I can get two or three men to help, we can erect a makeshift wall across the loft using the spare rolls of canvas. That would protect the livestock until-”

 Without turning away from his work, Galbin shook his head and interrupted. “Good thought lad, but no. We're going to use the canvas to cover this bloody hole as soon as we can get this bloody limb free. We need to effect repairs on the roof before everything else, before the thing caves in on all of us. Give us a hand, would you?”

 As if agreeing, the structure groaned again, a deep grating sound that set Jurel's teeth on edge. He clambered up the ladder, and stood surveying the mess. Shattered bits of roof tile littered the loft and spattered the hay, along with spears of ripped timber. The hole itself was a ragged mess of roof lattice like teeth, and drooping boards rent jagged. Three of the rafters had been snapped clean through, a fourth was cracked so it was near useless, and the roof had begun to sag dangerously. The whole thing creaked again, alarmingly, shuddering, juddering screeches that vibrated along the fat beams, warning ever more urgently that at any moment, the whole thing would tear itself apart and crash down on the heads of anyone unfortunate enough to witness it. He began to understand Galbin's hastiness. 

 Once the hole was covered, they could set to work installing temporary braces to hold up the weakened structure. But first, they needed to get rid of that limb. Following Galbin's lead, he set his shoulder to the rough bark between two others and heaved. They grunted with the effort, their muscles strained to their very limits but there was not so much as a twitch from their stubborn foe.

 “Try again,” panted Galbin. “Ready? One...two...three...heave.”

 And again they strained, muscles trembling, teeth gritted, faces twisted into grimaces of exertion. Flashes of blue light crossed Jurel's vision like fireflies. There was a creak, a trembling of wood, but no other effect.

 “It's no use sir,” Jurel said. “It's wedged too firmly.”

 With a scowl and another stream of acidic curses, Galbin nodded.

 “You're right. I wonder if we can get it out the same way it went in? I wonder...”

 “Sir? I don't understand?” 

 Perplexed, Jurel watched Galbin watch the tree limb, his sweaty face mottled red, with a look of concentration so deep he seemed almost in a trance. Below, men were preparing the first of the braces, long timbers attached by cross-members that would reach from the ground to the roof and hold the failing frame up. As the silence stretched in the loft, Jurel started to ask again what it was Galbin meant but even as he opened his mouth to speak, Galbin ran across the loft to the roof hatch, the trap door that was used during the summer months for easy access to repair broken tiles. But never during winter months. It was suicide.

 He climbed two rungs before Jurel could speak around his shock.

 “You can't be thinking of going on the roof.”

 “Yes I can lad, and I am. When I get up there, you'll push with the other men while I pull.”

 “But it's ice up there. If you don't misstep, the wind'll blow you off.”

 “I'll be fine. Just do your part and it'll be over before you know it.”

 “Galb, you fool,” Lon shouted over Jurel's shoulder. “You're mad.”

 But it was already too late. Even as Lon spoke, Galbin's feet were disappearing into the night above.

 For a breathless moment, Jurel thought his heart would stop. He waited to hear the inevitable scream, thought he could hear the inevitable crunch of bones from below. He waited, trembling, and the other hands huddled close as they all stared up at the ragged hole in the roof. Time passed. Too much time, it seemed. Galbin should have been there. He should have-

 Galbin's head poked over the edge above them, smiling a wild smile like a man who had just faced down a very hungry lion and lived to tell the tale.

 “Told you I'd be fine. Now get your shoulders in there and let's get this thing done. It's cold and I want a drink.”

 Jurel did not need to be told twice. Again, the hands set their shoulders, and again Galbin urged them to push. Jurel's shoulder was on fire and his legs began to ache, but he pushed and even when he thought he might pass out, he pushed all the harder.

 The branch moved. An inch. Maybe.

 “Rest,” called Galbin.

 Jurel and the others let their muscles go lax; their pent breaths exploded from them. 

 “That's the ticket boys,” Galbin exulted. “We got the bitch by the tail now. One more like that and it'll break free. Tell everyone below to clear the way. There's no way this thing is coming back out here so it's going to fall to the ground.”

 When the instructions were relayed and the men below had scattered like ants who saw the foot of a man dropping toward them, they reset their shoulders. One more.

 “Ready?”

 Grunts and nods. Galbin set his feet and wrapped his meaty hands around the limb.

 “Then lift damn you. Lift.”

 They strained. They heaved, pushing with every last bit of strength that remained. Above, Jurel heard a creak as the roof shifted, a sound like rusty hinges.

 “Keep going boys,” Galbin rasped.

 There was another shudder as the tree limb slowly began to rise, followed by the sound of tortured wood giving way. The limb twitched as if some tender spot had been poked by a needle. With a groan, like a mortally injured soldier, the limb began to slide, slowly at first, in fits and starts, until with a final cracking of timbers and a squeal like a petrified girl, the log broke free and plunged to the ground, landing with a resounding boom.

 Shouts went up and Jurel looked up to Galbin with a victorious smile on his face. 

 It froze as he went cold, oh so cold. 

 There stood Galbin, his eyes wide as saucers, returning Jurel's look, his mouth forming an O of surprise. His arms pinwheeled desperately as he teetered on the brink.

 Time stopped. The sound of the driving wind died and the driving snow seemed to hang in the air like motes of white dust. The hands with him gasped. One shouted, “NO!” but Jurel did not hear him. Galbin was there, framed, as if he was a portrait, by the ragged edges of the hole.

 And then he was gone. A gut-wrenching shriek cut through the air, made the wind seem timid by comparison, but was too suddenly cut off.

 For a moment, Jurel stood rooted to the spot, his mind a blank slate. They had gotten the limb out. They had succeeded. That was that. They should be getting the canvas up, bracing the broken rafters and then going for that drink, right? He must have seen wrong. The storm was playing tricks on him. Galbin was right then making his way gingerly to the hatch. That was all. That was it.

 Time restarted and the world rushed back in around him slamming him in the chest with a physical force.

 “Galbin,” Jurel screamed.

 He spun and raced to the ladder, slid down, ignoring the splinters that wedged themselves deep in his hands like thorns. Men were glancing at him, curiously at first, but with budding alarm when the other hands followed behind Jurel as fast as they could.

 “Galbin fell off the roof,” Jurel yelled when some hand—he did not know who it was, he did not care—inquired what the hubbub was.

 He sprinted from the barn, nearly knocking the door off its hinges as he went, sliding in the snow as he rounded the corner closely followed by the horrified hands. His father was there, just dropping to his knees in front of the inert mound of coat and cotton, strangely colored—Galbin wore a light brown coat, why was it so dark?—that rested beside the fallen tree.

 As Jurel skidded to a halt on his knees beside his father, Daved rolled Galbin's still form to face upward.

 “Galbin, talk to me,” Daved called and Jurel quavered at the horror in his father's voice. “Wake up.”

 But Jurel saw Galbin's face then, saw the features still contorted in fear, saw the wide open eyes that stared at nothing, or perhaps at something, some world, that the living were not allowed to see. Blood leaked from his nose and ears, dripping on the snow, a lurid black-red that disappeared immediately, obscured by new pristine white that blew over top as if the storm itself were trying to hide damning evidence.

 “Get him inside,” Daved ordered the men who gathered in a tight circle around them. No one moved. Jurel saw his own blank incredulity reflected in each of their expressions.

 “But Daved,” Jevin said. “He's dead.”

 His father surged to his feet with a glower that would have sent an entire army running.

 “I said get him inside,” he roared causing the men to jump.

 It took a great deal of effort to hoist the remains of their master and friend for he was very large indeed and he somehow seemed heavier in death than he ever had in life, but they managed it, gripping him by arms and legs and hoisting him until he rested on their shoulders, and they marched with their heads down through the snow to Galbin's home like pall-bearers.

 Daved spun on Jurel with teeth bared and eyes fevered by grief and shock. “What happened?”

 Jurel took an involuntary step back, an alien terror seizing him—oh, he had felt terror, plenty of times; this time it was different, this time...

 “We were trying to free the tree limb and we couldn't move it.” His words stumbled over each other in his haste to get them out, breathy and full of tears. “So Galbin said he would go on the roof. I-”

 Daved surged forward and grasped his son's coat. As if he was not a foot shorter than his son, as if he did not weigh half what his son weighed, he shook him like a dog shakes a toy. His rage exploded with all the force of a volcano. “Why would you let him go out on the roof?” he howled.

 “No! Father I-I didn't. I told him not to. I told him it was too slippery and windy. He wouldn't listen, father. He said it was the only way.”

 Poker-hot eyes glittered, gored him, gutted him. Teeth bared, face carved in a rictus, he looked more like a demon than like Daved. Jurel swallowed with an audible click as he stared helplessly. A low growl burbled from deep in his father's throat; Jurel was certain he was about to be struck across the face. 

 His father released him then with hands gone suddenly numb. Jurel stared miserably, trying to get a grip on the roil of feelings that threatened to leave him cored, to leave him as scoured as the farm itself would be when the wind died down.

 “I told him not to go. I said he should hang the canvas to make a wall. But he went anyway. He said they had to get that tree out or the barn might collapse. What was I supposed to do?”

 Daved glared into his son's beseeching expression, his nose flaring like a bull's. It was with obvious effort that his father took hold of the rage that gripped him, took hold of it and pushed it down, away, so he could think straight. “What happened next?'

 “He went on the roof. We got the limb loose. When I looked up, Galbin was fighting for balance. And then...and then...” 

 The words caught in his throat, refusing to emerge as if the very act of putting voice to what had happened would make it real, as if by not saying it—Galbin fell. Galbin's dead.—they could somehow deny it and Galbin himself would come sauntering around the edge of the barn with a chuckle and a wave. “Got you good, didn't I?” he would say.

 Daved's glare was relentless. It drilled with the strength of a thousand men, burned as hot as a thousand suns, and he trembled. A long moment passed and Jurel knew he awaited judgment. And sentencing. But then, his shoulders slumped, collapsed downward and for the first time in his life, Jurel saw his father not as the powerful man that always got his way, but as a frail man past his prime, a man, though middle aged at most, seemed even older, as decrepit as the most ancient of ancients and Jurel mourned that almost as much as he mourned Galbin's death.

 “I'm sorry father. I tried. I did.”

 In the howling wind, he was not sure if his father heard him but Daved's eyes met his, and he nodded.

 “I know, lad. Galbin is a-” He cut himself off and his voice hitched strangely. “Was a stubborn fool. He should have known better.” He kicked at the powdery snow, sent a cloud up that was torn apart by the storm. “We'd better go to the house. Ingirt should hear what has happened.”

 He turned and trudged, not waiting for his son, after the men who had disappeared into the night like phantoms already transporting their newest member into their private world.

 Even though it was New Year, the day had not felt special, any different from all the other anonymous days that came and went, filing past in a procession that made life what it was. There was a brutal storm, but it was the middle of winter. Those things happened. Earlier, he had been toting hay, and sorting stores. Nothing special about that. Nothing new. Then there was the party. Not an every day occurrence, certainly, but still there was nothing special there; parties happened every holiday. Perhaps the discovery of the mutual feelings he and Erin shared was something noteworthy. If he thought about it, he could still see those eyes gazing at him as if she were standing right there in front of him, he could still taste honey and spices and wine when their lips had brushed ever so briefly and he ached with the memory. But even that, though new to him, was certainly nothing that did not happen often enough. 

 Then there was Galbin. As usual, he had been at the forefront of things. Still nothing of note there. Galbin fixed the roof last summer. He had been up there, in nearly the same spot, prying old tiles away and hammering new ones on. The fat man was always ready to pitch in to whatever work lay ahead, no matter what it might cost him. Digging the trenches during that horrible drought—the same one that had brought Kurin to their door, now that he thought of it; that was something unusual he supposed—had nearly killed the man. He had complained of chest pains and he had been bedridden for days after. But he had not shirked his responsibility. As he had not this night. So how, when nothing particularly out of the ordinary had happened, on a day that was supposed to be joyous, celebratory, had things become so drastically not ordinary?

 Galbin was dead. Everything was changed. Everything was skewed sideways, like he was watching the world happen apart from him, a play on a mummer's stage perhaps, instead of around him. His grief was gone, replaced by a numbness that matched his fingers and he trudged, empty and cold, toward the home of a dead man he thought of as an uncle.




Chapter 18

 The fire, mostly dully glowing embers, licked tiny tongues of flame as if it too was mourning Galbin's death, as if in mourning, it could not find the heart to produce more light. Ingirt sat on the couch in the sitting room, staring blankly at the wall with hollowed, sunken eyes so she looked like a corpse hours dead, no small resemblance to her husband, while other women clustered about her speaking and weeping quietly. They pressed close, drawing comfort from each other as a sponge draws moisture.

 The room was chilly but no one was certain if it was the weather and the lack of a proper fire, or if they were all cold because of other things: shock, exhaustion, sorrow. The wind outside yet howled, though fitfully, in hiccups that reminded Jurel of a child sobbing, and a small mercy: the snow had finally stopped. Perhaps the storm regretted what it had done, felt guilty that it had caused the terrible tragedy that befell them all.

 “Where is my son?” Ingirt whispered.

 Since the moment Jurel broke the news to her—to everyone who was at the New Year festivities, she had not spoken a word. Her features had frozen into a mask that hovered somewhere between disbelief and terror. Most of them, in fact, wore such expressions as they silently regarded their mistress.

 “Where is Valik?” she repeated.

 “I think young Shenk has gone searching for him,” Marta said with a comforting pat to Ingirt's arm. “I'm certain they will get here any moment now.”

 “I cannot bear to see my husband until my son is here.” Her voice was wooden, as empty as her expression, as hollow as her eyes.

 With nothing to be done there, Jurel left the doorway where he watched the tragedy continue to unfold, left before he crumpled to the ground sobbing like a baby.

 He found his father almost immediately sitting in the dining room with a few of the men. Others were still out at the barn, bracing the roof—they would have to wait to mourn. A flicker of surprise wormed its way through the hard shell of numbness when Jurel saw his father's eyes were red and puffy, his cheeks wet. He could not remember the last time his father wept.

 “Ingirt is here father. She is in the parlor,” Jurel whispered. It did not seem right to speak more loudly.

 “I know. I heard you come in. How is she?”

 “As well as can be expected, I suppose. She doesn't want to see Galbin until Valik is with her. Where is he?”

 “Valik? I don't know.”

 “No, not Valik. Galbin.”

 “He's in his bed. He deserves to rest in comfort.” Daved blinked and looked around as if he searched for something before rising out of his chair. “Well, I should go and see her.”

 When Ingirt saw Daved, her face crumpled like parchment and she threw her arms around him, sobbing uncontrollably with her face buried in his shoulder. Jurel watched miserably as his father patted her shuddering back and spoke soft soothing words, trying to hold back his own tears: “There, there,” and “I know, my dear. I know.”

 It took a long time for her crying to slow and when it finally did, she looked up at his father with a tremulous smile. “Thank you, Daved, for bringing my husband home.”

 They spoke quietly, somberly for a time about Galbin, about the farm, about what to do next when the sound of the front door slamming open reached them. They all jumped in surprise.

 “Where is my father?” Valik roared. “Shenk told me he's dead. Where is he? This is some cruel prank to play. On New Year no less.”

 They heard footsteps as Valik ran into the dining room and then the door to Galbin's office crashed against the wall while Ingirt hurried from the room to meet her son.

 For the briefest instant, Jurel pitied the young man. For all his bluster, for all his anger, there was a note of terror in his voice, and of desperation, like he was a child all over again. Jurel had to wonder if that was what death did to the living, if death took away not just a loved one, but a part of all those nearby as well.

 “Please Valik,” Ingirt said with fresh tears in her voice. “Please, come with me.”

 “He can't be mother. Shenk is playing some cruel joke. That's all it is,” he said though Jurel could hear that it was what he wanted to believe, that he needed to believe it. But that he did not. Not really. Not in that place deep down where true belief existed. “Isn't he?”

 “Come with me, my son,” Ingirt repeated and started up the stairs to the room she and Galbin had shared for the past twenty-two years with Valik trailing behind like a lost lamb.

 All was silence, eerily so, deathly, for a moment as the men and women of the farm waited, clustered in tight knots, holding their breaths. Maybe it would all turn out to be a joke after all. Maybe Galbin would come walking down the steps with a broad grin on his face. “What's everyone doing here? There's a party to go to!” Maybe it was all a bad dream, one that at any moment, Jurel would wake from, shivering and sweating while slowly, slowly, relief warmed him. It was just a dream.

 A despairing wail echoed from upstairs. Anguish and agony melded into one funereal dirge and the gathered crowd at the bottom of the stairs began weeping. Friends clutched each other, and even those who were not friends held on as though something threatened to wash them all away. For the first time, the reality of it all struck home, really struck home, as if those anguished wails made it all true. For the first time, everyone was certain: their master, their friend, was dead. And it was no dream.

 Nonetheless, it was a nightmare.
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Chapter 19

 The fire in the dining room had been stoked and it was pleasantly warm but a long time had passed and the feeble light that remained streaked the walls with phantasmic patterns; light and shadow intertwined as lovers writhing in the throes of passion, or specters struggling against the shackles of a confinement too heinous to name out loud.

 Jurel and his father shared stories of their old friend as they shared brandy. Some of the stories made them laugh, though it was a muted laughter bruised and withered like an old apple, while other stories made them weep, and their weeping unlike their laughter was pure. It was through those shared tales that they began to truly mourn Galbin's passing, to celebrate a bright flame of life that went out unexpectedly, doused, as it were, by icy water. He was wracked with guilt, wishing he had done more to stop Galbin's foolhardy actions that night. He said as much to his father, but Daved shook his head sadly.

 “No Jurel,” he said heavily. “Galbin was a good man, but he was stubborn. He made his choice, a choice he knew was deadly dangerous, and he paid for it. You are not to blame for his rashness.”

 Jurel wished it was that easy to quell the pangs but try as he might, his remorse clung to him like a second skin.

 Everyone else had gone to their beds hours before and the ladies had taken Ingirt and Valik with them. No one thought it a good idea for them to stay at their house for the night, especially since Galbin's body yet remained in Ingirt's bed. As they had left, she had invited Daved and Jurel to stay as long as they liked. She did not want her husband to be alone for his last journey.

 So they stayed, keeping a vigil of sorts, and traded their tales and sipped their brandy.

 “What's going to happen now, father?”

 With a heavy sigh, Daved hitched his shoulders. “I imagine there will be a funeral in the next few days. With the ground frozen solid, we will likely have a pyre near the pond. Just like you, he spent a lot of days there when he was young. He would have liked to know he will spend eternity there.”

 “And after?” He knew it was selfish. He knew that the thoughts that had come to him a short time ago should have been the farthest thing from his mind. But it seemed that the words of an old traveler that had stopped by all those years ago had been prophetic indeed. “Valik owns the farm now. I don't imagine he'll want me around.”

 “I don't know Jurel. Don't discount Ingirt's influence. She can be vain and shallow, but in her way she loves us both.”

 Not overly convinced, Jurel grunted. Even if Ingirt somehow managed to convince her son to let him stay, life would not be easy. But perhaps there was enough reason for him to stick it out as best he could. His thoughts turned to Erin and he could not help but smile. It was not much of a smile, but it was what it was. If life would not be easy, if it had to be riddled with sadness and hardship, well at least he might still be able to plug some of the holes.

 Before she had left with the other women, Erin had given him a hug so fierce he thought he had heard his ribs creak. She had reached up and caressed his hair and whispered that she wanted to see him the next day and the day after. She had kissed him then. It was a lingering kiss, soft and gentle. A promise.

 Amidst all the heartache of the day, that at least had helped to buoy his spirits, comforting him enough to keep him going when all he wanted was his bed. His smile was bitter-sweet as he stared into his cup. He had lost a beloved friend, but perhaps he had found something more.

 “What do you think of your young lady Jurel?”

 Jurel glanced up, surprised. His father had always had the uncanny knack of reading his mind. Chuckling softly, Daved regarded his son with fondness. “Don't look so surprised, lad. I can see that silly smile. I know what you're thinking about.”

 He was not certain that this was the best time to discuss it. Galbin lay upstairs, not even cold yet after all. But perhaps remembering life was more important than focusing on death. Perhaps thinking of it could be as a bandage over a wound. His father had hired a man some years back who had lost his wife and daughter in a terrible fire. Even though years had passed since that horrible night, the man was dour, always sad in a way that Jurel could never quite fully grasp. The new hand had worked hard enough but he was so quiet that no one had heard more than a handful of words during the two years he worked at their side; he never made any friends. In fact, wherever he went, he seemed to carry with him rain and a grimness that had pushed all others away. Even on the day he left, even when Galbin had asked him to stay on, the man did not speak, so wrapped up was he in his own living nightmare. Perhaps if someone had reminded him of life, of breathing and of letting the sun's warmth fill him with joy, he could have found some measure of peace. But instead he wrapped himself in his own torments, waiting for the day when death finally took him too, looking forward to it.

 “She is lovely father,” Jurel spoke quietly, whimsically, and almost guiltily; it did not feel proper to discuss it. “She is so beautiful, and gentle and I think I love her. I think she feels the same for me.”

 “Aye, you're a good man,” Daved said, smiling softly. “She could do far worse than to land a man like you. What are your intentions?”

 “I've had my eye on her for some time-”

 Daved snorted, rolled his eyes. “Really? Hadn't noticed.”

 “-but I never knew how to approach her,” Jurel said ignoring his father's interruption. “At least now I know she's interested too.”

 “I would think that the doe eyes she's been making at you lately would have been quite a clue, don't you?”

 “Really? She was?” Jurel asked wonderingly.

 Daved laughed, a real laugh, closer to true delight than at any other time since...before.

 “You're hopeless lad. Yes she was. Has been for months. How could you not notice? Everyone on the farm has been snickering behind their hands at you. 'He's in trouble, that Jurel is' Jax said just the other day,” Daved made his voice all raspy and rough, rendering the surly old smith's voice with surprising accuracy. Then his face went very serious and his look grew sharp. “Mind you keep it quiet for now, out of respect.”

 Jurel's mood dropped like a stone in a well. Of course they would have to be discreet, he knew. They would certainly spend time together, comfort each other and hopefully grow closer, but it would be entirely too disrespectful for them to be seen traipsing about the farm hand in hand wearing the foolish grins so common to the newly enamored. Jurel was mourning too after all, and he knew that Erin had cared for Galbin as well. Of course. Everyone had.

 “Well lad,” Daved said with a stretch, rising from his seat. “I think I'm off to bed. This day has been entirely too long. Are you coming?”

 Jurel hesitated before shaking his head. “If you don't mind, I'd like to finish my cup and maybe have a tankard of ale. My thoughts are restless and I think I would like to stay this vigil a while longer.”

 “I'll see you at home then. Good night.”

 “Good night,” Jurel called after his departing father.

 He added a log to the embers, blew until they glowed bright yellow and a flame licked up from the new fuel, then he drained his brandy and filled a tankard with ale from the tapped keg in the corner of the room before letting himself fall back into his brooding. He took a long draw from his tankard, his mind flitting like a hummingbird from thought to thought, from memory to memory. 

 Life under Galbin's leadership had been pleasant. His son kept it from being idyllic but all in all, Jurel had been comfortable, if often bored. The memory of Galbin playing his little jokes made him smile sadly. Galbin had once gone into the hands's quarters while the day was in full swing, and he had moved all the trunks that were at the foot of each cot and held the personal belongings of his employees, snickering all the while as Jurel watched, so that when the hands returned, no one could find their own belongings. It had taken nearly two hours to sort out the mess and Galbin had laughed uproariously the entire time. 

 His men got their revenge the next week however. As Jurel remembered, Merle had distracted Galbin with inane questions, questions that any farmer with more than a week's worth of experience would have known the answers to, and while Galbin answered these questions with growing exasperation, another hand—Porris? Or was it Kerv? Jurel could not quite remember—had replaced the ale in his tankard with very, very sour cider. When he had picked up his tankard from the fence post, and took a long swallow...

 Oh, how his lips had puckered, almost disappearing behind his teeth while his eyes bulged and watered and his friends laughed, slapping him on his broad back. 

 The man had reveled in spreading happiness and mirth, lived for it, loved nothing quite so much as working side by side with his men, passing laughter and joy around.

 He was conscientious too, almost to a fault. Always, always he had been the first up in the morning while the sun was no more than a hint on the eastern horizon, preparing for the day's work, and always, no matter the chore, he led the vanguard, getting his hands dirty as much and more as any of them. Never had he asked someone to do something that he would not do. Never, never had he ordered someone to do something he knew was dangerous. That fact alone explained why he was going cold at that very moment.

 Jurel sat for a time, idly tracing the whorls in the oak table with a finger, not really seeing, pondering the nature of good and evil, of whether or not, the world was one or the other. Amazed, he mused at the way good things never seemed to last. Good days turned bad, good food spoiled, good people died. He would have wagered a great deal just then—he would have bet the farm as the expression went—that Valik, that vile little turd, that evil snot-nosed bastard, would live to be very, very old. A flame of anger ignited in his chest. Where was justice? Were the concepts of right and wrong, of good and evil, just that? Were they myths, some figment of the imagination? Perhaps they were. Or perhaps the world was evil to allow such atrocities.

 He snorted disdainfully. No. The world was not evil. He saw that every spring when life grew again, and flowers covered meadows with rainbow carpets. He saw it when he had seen a she-wolf protect her cubs from the hunters who surrounded her with spears. She had been outnumbered—six hunters against one wolf—and yet she held her ground in front of her pups, teeth bared and snarling. No the world was not evil. Or good for that matter. It simply...was.

 He blew out his breath and took another long swallow of ale, knowing that particular train of thought was useless. They were the kinds of thoughts that kept philosophers and scholars up at night, and they had no use on a farm. What happened to Galbin was no more than a tragic accident brought on by an ill-conceived notion. As tragic as it was, like the world around, it simply was.

 The click of the latch at the front door brought him out of his reveries and he glanced up just in time to see a dark silhouette ghost by in the hallway. 


Now who would that be up at this hour? His question was answered quickly enough.

 “What in blazes?” roared Valik as he stepped into the dining room. “What in bloody horse bollocks are you doing here?”

 He stumbled a step and Jurel noticed the wildly tousled hair and bleary eyes. 


Drowning his sorrows. I wonder if it worked?

 A knot of apprehension coiled in the middle of a shell of pity in his guts, like a snake coils under a cool rock as he stood to face his disheveled nemesis. 

 “Valik, I'm sorry. Your father-”

 “Shit on you Jurel. Shit on you and your coward lies,” Valik hissed as he took a threatening step forward. “Here you sit in my dining room drinking my ale and you dare spout your shit? Why are you here, boy?” he demanded and spittle flew from his lips.

 “Your mother told my father and I to stay as long as we wished. I thought to keep a vigil in honor of your father,” he rushed his words to get them out, needed to get them out, before Valik could interrupt. “Valik, please, your father's death struck all of us like a hammer and I truly am sorry for you and your mother.”

 Valik glowered at him, eyes bulging with pent rage, body quivering like a dam ready to burst under unimaginable pressures. A low growl rumbled from his throat and it rose in intensity until, when it reached a fevered shout, he lunged forward fingers reaching like claws to grip Jurel's shirt.

 “Shut up! Shut up you coward,” he shrieked. “My father kept me from beating you to a pulp as you deserved so often.” A terrible smile creased his face and the sweet-sour stench of stale alcohol washed over Jurel in humid, putrid waves. “But he's not here anymore, is he?”

 Jurel could do no more than gape stupidly. 


Perhaps his grief has unhinged him. 

 Certainly they had never been friends. Certainly, even Jurel had entertained the notion of putting Valik in his place but right
now? With Galbin dead upstairs? What would he say to this...this farce?

 “This is not the time to settle our differences Valik.”

 “Of course not. It never is for you. You're a coward. That's why you always hid behind my father. That's why this is the perfect time to—how did you say it?—'settle our differences.'”

 A flash of light erupted behind Jurel's eyes and the room tilted nauseatingly. His cheek flared into a white hot forge and he stumbled back a step, or would have if Valik had not had such a tight grip. Valik's fist flashed again, stars erupted, and again Jurel had to blink to stop the room from spinning.

 He pried himself free, tearing his shirt in the process, and stumbled quickly away. That strange yet familiar ringing in his ears began to keen from a great distance while a bitter lump choked him, kept him from speaking. He backed away another step with his hands held up, a silent entreaty to the blindly raging man in front of him.

 “I heard you were there when my father died,” Valik hissed, stalking forward like a hunting cat. “I heard you let him fall to his death.”


Am I to be the mouse again?

 The ringing in his ears seemed to be getting closer, growing in intensity so that he had to concentrate to hear what Valik said. An image in his mind: a tavern lost in the mists of time, a father, his father wearing his white apron with a red flower that was not a flower in the middle, gaping in shock.

 Valik struck again and Jurel trembled, saw lightning, felt it.

 “I'm going to hurt you, boy,” Valik growled and there was a sick satisfaction in his voice, a cruel skeleton's grin on his face. “I'm going to hurt you like you've never been hurt before.”

 Jurel doubled over with a breathy “oomph” when Valik plowed his fist into his gut.


Behind his eyes, light flared like a lightning strike: Flash!

 He gawked at his father who slumped into savage arms, his head sagging as though too heavy to be supported by his neck. The ringing in his ears deafened him yet he still managed to hear malicious laughter, like rocks grating on rocks.


Flash!

 He staggered back, blood spraying from broken lips and Valik stumbled forward under his own momentum. Jurel fought. But it was not against Valik, it was against himself. He railed and he beat at the unwanted images that flashed through his maddened mind. He tried to speak again. He tried to halt Valik's insane attack. Valik spoke. He knew he spoke because his lips moved, formed shapes that were familiar, but he could not decipher them. He knew he spoke, but the ringing in his ears—more a deafening roar now—kept it away.

 But then he did hear something. Later, much later, in another place far away, Jurel would wonder idly if Valik ever regretted his next words.

 “You killed my father, you bastard,” Valik screamed.

 Something in Jurel bent, threatened to break like a sapling in a hurricane.


Flash!

 His father was hauled across the floor leaving a smeared trail of blood to mark his passage. Slowly the dead man—for as pale as he was, and as limp, he was most surely dead—raised his head and Jurel gasped, horrified.

 Daved's hawk eyes bored into his soul and he grinned a grin filled with danger, and for some reason, exaltation.

 “Defend yourself, boy. Nothing wrong with fighting for what's right,” Daved said grinning that mad grin.

 That which was bent in Jurel cracked. He felt a tearing in his mind like wet cotton and he looked up to see Valik advancing, pressing his advantage. The ringing in his ears changed. It was still the same familiar jangling, but underneath there was a new element: a hum, deep and ominous and somehow victorious.

 Valik's fist came at him as though it came through thick oil and it was with an almost casual motion that he raised his own hand and caught it, stopping it as surely as a brick wall stops a feather.

 “I don't think so,” Jurel said and in the deepest recesses of his mind, in the place where he held onto himself, onto sanity itself, he was shocked by how calm his voice sounded. “I don't think I'm going to take your abuse any longer Valik.”


He said it with a casualness that was completely at odds with the erupting violence. I don't think it will rain today, Valik, he could have been saying. Valik's eyes widened, in shock, in...fear? If Jurel could have seen his own countenance just then, he would have understood. His face was twisted with a rage so deep, so complete, it seemed only possible for God's own face. And his eyes...his eyes! Moving with almost inhuman speed, Jurel gripped Valik's coat in one hand and hoisted him clear of the ground.

 “I have never done you harm. I have never been malicious. I have never even defended myself against your bullying. Well except for that white shirt of yours. Do you remember that? That was me you know. Did you know? No matter,” he said quietly, calmly, through that wrath-of-a-god expression, “I will not hear your foul words anymore.”

 Without effort, he hurled Valik over the table and across Galbin's dining room where he landed with a graceless thud and a tangling of limbs. Before Valik could reorient himself, Jurel lunged over the table and picked him up. Valik's eyes were wide, terrified when Jurel brought him near.

 “Your father's death,” Jurel continued, still maddeningly calm, “was an accident. A tragic, terrible accident that I could do nothing to avert.”

 He swung his own fist like a cudgel and Valik rocked and shuddered under the mammoth power of Jurel's rage. Without pause, Jurel brought his fist back around, his knuckles catching Valik on the jaw and his head snapped back around. Jurel distinctly saw two points of white glitter in the faint firelight as they flew across the dining room and it was with detached interest that he realized he had knocked out teeth. Valik slumped in his arms and he worked his broken mouth, gasping.

 “Stop,” the bully croaked. “Please stop.”

 “Oh you want me to stop do you?” 

 Jurel struck him again. Blood spattered on the floor. Valik began to blubber weakly, tried to raise his hands in defense but Jurel batted them away as one might bat at a pesky fly.

 “For thirteen years, I begged you to stop,” he said glaring at the bleeding, pathetic lump he held. “For thirteen years, you tormented me.”

 Another powerful blow rocked the weeping Valik who cringed away like a whipped puppy. And with one final punch, Jurel threw Valik back across the dining room where the injured man landed slumped against the wall like a child's forgotten rag doll. Jurel stalked to Valik's cringing form and glared down.

 “It ends now!” Jurel roared.

 He raised one fist like a terrible final judgment.

 “Please, Jurel. Please,” sobbed a barely conscious Valik. He looked up to his lifelong victim who was now his tormentor. “I'll stop. I'm sorry. Anything you say. Just...please. Stop.”

 Jurel froze. A new wave of emotion rolled in as he regarded the pathetic creature before him. A wave that was even more relentless than his rage was. Pity, remorse, horror. It was all mingled together in a jumbled clump like too many strings and he stepped away with eyes widening, confused by what he saw.


What am I doing?



 There was no ringing in his ears anymore. It fled with his rage. He stared down at his handiwork. Valik was a mass of welts and blooming bruises under a coating of blood. His jaw seemed to sit the wrong way, hanging awkwardly down on one side, and his right cheek seemed sunken. He gaped like a corpse, terrified of the raging inferno that was Jurel.

 He had, in just a few minutes, become exactly that which he despised most. He had become a weapon, an instrument of pain. His throat closed in self-loathing.

 “I'm sorry, Jurel,” Valik muttered weakly, his words slurring through his shattered jaw. “Please stop. I'm sorry.”

 Choking on his own bile, Jurel fled, stumbling down the hall and through the front door into the cold winter night. Sobbing, he fell off the porch, landed badly, his feet shooting out from under him. There were stabs of pain in his hands when they hit the rough, frozen ground. Choking back a sob, he clambered up, gripping the porch for support.


What happened?

 He had enjoyed it. Enjoyed it? No. He had rejoiced every time his fist made bone crushing contact, reveled with every injury he had caused. He stumbled away into the darkness, clutching at his abdomen, got no more than a dozen paces before he fell to his knees and vomited violently in the snow, tainting it with his filth.


What have I done?

 “Please, I'm sorry.”



 Valik's words bounced in his skull, echoing endlessly like a shriek in a cave, and he stumbled on heedless of direction, heedless of the burst of pain when his ankle twisted on a buried rock, heedless, even, of his own inhuman grunts of shame and misery. He fell into a door without realizing it, opened it without knowing that he did. He moved forward in jerky motions through the darkness, shambling like some undead creature too long in the grave animated by vilest sorcery, not really smelling the scents of dung and dust that hung heavy in the stale air.

 Up the rough wooden ladder he climbed on pure instinct alone for his mind was not his at that moment. It was too busy trying to run, to hide, to bury itself away where no one, not even he himself could find it. At the top he collapsed under a ceiling that rippled and flapped lightly in the remnants of the wind that gusted erratically by outside as if some mortally wounded dragon of ice were breathing its last breaths.

 He clutched a piece of moldering canvas that the farmhands had not deemed worthy of serving as a makeshift roof, and he wrapped it around himself because he was cold. So cold, and paradoxically though it was winter, it was a chill that started from inside and worked its way out. He huddled in a corner, burrowing under a mound of hay and shut his eyes tight, trying to will away the storm that raged within, trying to keep himself anchored, moored, for if he let go even for one instant, he knew he would be swept away as surely as a dead wood on a raging river.

 As his thoughts tumbled and swirled, a blackness worked its way from the corner of his eyes, and as he fell into a deep sleep, as endlessly deep as an abandoned well, a thought skittered across the edges of his mind, furtive yet insistent:


What have I done? What have I become?




Chapter 20





 “Wake up boy!” The grating voice reached down into the blackness of his torpor and he distantly felt himself roughly shaken, dragged from the depths of sleep. He surfaced like a drowning man, his eyes snapped open, and from under his blanket, he saw Daved's solemn visage eying him sternly.

 “Father? Wha-what is it?” he mumbled. His head ached, his brain kept trying to escape the too small confines of his skull. His glazed eyes scanned the unfamiliar surroundings. “Where am I?” He was not in his bed, and he could not understand why.

 “You're in the barn, lad. Wake up,” Daved commanded. “What in blazes is going on? What have you done?” A tinge of anger colored his voice and Jurel stared afar as his memory returned in bits and pieces, poking like an auger through the black shroud that resisted, resented wakefulness. One memory tore through, hard as granite, sharp as broken glass: a bloody fist, a broken face. Gored beyond repair, the black shroud collapsed. His eyes widened in shock as the last of the previous day's events came crashing down in a mangled heap around him. Bolting upright, Jurel gasped.

 “Oh god,” he breathed. “Valik!” He gaped at his father wild-eyed and his father nodded gravely.

 “Aye. Valik,” he confirmed. “He said a lot of nasty things about you but I thought to reserve judgment until I spoke to you.” He examined Jurel's bruised, puffy face under the dim light before continuing. “It seems my decision was a good one.”

 “How is he?” Jurel asked before his father could say another word. He did not want to hear the answer. He had to. He'd done considerable damage. Two white specks floated across his mind's eyes, a jaw hung improperly. Valik would not be chewing anything solid for quite a while.

 “He's beat up pretty bad. How do you think he is?” Daved snorted. “Marta found him in the dining room this morning, unconscious and covered in blood. She also found your coat hanging over the chair where you left it last night.” An accusing glare accompanied Daved's words. “After raising a big stink, Marta got a few of the men to carry him up to his bed. Some ladies, including Ingirt, of course, are tending to his wounds as we speak. Of which there are many. Now answer my question: What happened?”


Jurel stared, gathering his muddled thoughts for a moment before he answered. Was it really him? Did he really do it? Now that he was a little more awake, he certainly remembered the fight but in the light of the gray dawn, it was like he had been a bystander, witnessing the unfolding events from the sidelines. He touched fingers to his throbbing cheek and winced when a knife of raw pain stabbed him. 



Not a bystander then. No, definitely a participant.

 “He attacked me,” he began and went on to describe to his father how Valik had entered, drunk and belligerent, into the house late the previous night. He haltingly spoke of Valik's threats and recriminations and no matter what Jurel said to him, he became more worked up.

 “He struck me, father. Over and over, he struck me. I asked him to stop. I begged him,” he said, a spark of heat lighting in his eyes, “but he wouldn't.”


Jurel's tale stumbled to a halt. He remembered all too clearly what happened next. He wished for nothing more than to forget. He had snapped. He had raged and he had hurt Valik. He had picked Valik up, thrown him with no more effort than an angry child throws a toy and when Valik begged and sobbed, Jurel had ignored him, and beaten him. He could not tell the rest; it locked in his throat and fought him—admittedly he did not fight back very hard. A glance at his father showed the implacable expression that he had seen so often before. The one that said Daved would not relent until he was satisfied that he had all the facts. He sighed.

 “Something in me broke then, father,” he muttered. “I don't understand it. I just...broke. I'd had enough. So I fought back.” He shrugged, feeling miserable and alone. Very, very alone.

 “You fought back?” Daved barked an astonished laugh. “Is that what you want to call it? You fought back?” He rolled his eyes. “It's an incredible thing, Jurel, that you fought back at all, but this?”


A wave of resentment seeped into Jurel like a poison at his father's accusing tone. 


 “You told me to defend myself, father. You've told me a hundred times if you've told me once.” An image rose unbidden to his mind's eye of Daved, once again wearing Gram's body, looking up at him. “Defend yourself,” Daved/Gram told him and he had.

 “I know Jurel. I have told you countless times to defend yourself. That does not include beating a man to within an inch of his life.” He gripped Jurel's shoulder with vise-like strength. “What were you thinking?”

 “I was thinking that I wanted him to stop,” Jurel growled. His glower was so forceful that for the first time in Jurel's life, Daved retreated beneath his gaze and snapped his hand away from Jurel's arm.

 “All right lad. Fair enough but I hope you understand the situation you've put yourself in.” Daved raised his arms in a placating gesture yet his words echoed with an ominous tone and Jurel averted his eyes, squirming.

 “What situation father?” Jurel asked though he had a pretty good notion. Daved echoed his thoughts aloud.

 “Well let's see,” he muttered. His lips twisted with a sardonic smirk and he raised a finger, “Number one,” he ticked off, “you beat the bloody hell out of a man whose father's corpse was still warm. That probably won't make you many friends around here no matter how justified you thought you were or how much people don't like the man. And number two,” another finger, “you beat the bloody hell out of this farm's new owner. Something of a pickle, wouldn't you agree?”


Every word pelted Jurel making him flinch and quiver. The shame of his vile actions were matched only by the numb resignation at the knowledge that he would be leaving the farm after all. He felt like a child all over again, turning to Daved to save him from his own foolishness.

 “What am I going to do father?” he cried. He felt a lump rise in his throat though he could not decide whether it was a lump of sorrow or of anxiety. An irrationally rational voice spoke in his mind. Perhaps it's a little of both, it said. He had to leave. As a child he had entertained idle ruminations of leaving on a grand adventure to see wondrous sights and perform heroic deeds. Even yesterday, he had been thinking it. But he knew he had just been daydreaming. He did not want to strike out on his own anymore. He wanted to stay with his father and with...


He froze, his thoughts jumbling into each other, one slamming into the next. He felt he walked the edge of a precipice; one wrong step and he was certain he would tumble into a never ending abyss like in his nightmares. Sitting bolt upright, he could barely breath as some part of his mind cruelly whispered the end of his thought in his ear.


Erin.


He had Erin. He was meant to woo her, perhaps wed her and have children, a family, a life. His foolish act had erased that future, leaving a blank slate of uncertainty ahead. What could he say to her? How would he explain? What would she think of him after this? He had to speak to her. He had to assure her that what he had done, he had done in self-defense. Would she believe him? He did not believe it himself.


Fool!
I'm a bloody fool!




So, he had been right after all. He had always been sure that confrontation never led to anything good. He had always avoided any kind of fight like a farmer avoids a stampede of cattle. If he had not heeded Daved's words, he would have awakened in his own bed that morning, black and blue perhaps from the beating Valik would have inflicted, but still relatively certain of his place on the farm. Last night, something had come over Jurel. He had finally found the courage to do as Daved had so often advised. He had not wanted to find it. At least, not like that, not with such vehemence, but he had found it. He fought back. He fought back and he would be exiled from his own life for it. Being right should have brought a certain satisfaction, a sense of victory. But of course, nothing was ever so easy. It was an empty victory, and a costly one.

 “What am I going to do, father?”

 “I don't know, Jurel. What you must, I imagine,” Daved sighed and leaned back. “Well, let's go get packed and we can be off before someone finds you.” 



Following his own advice, he stood and made his way to the ladder leading to the barn floor. Jurel started up, throwing off his canvas blanket, and followed his father all the way to the barn door before Daved's words truly hit home.

 “What do you mean, 'we can be off' father?” Jurel asked. “Your life is here. I dug my own hole and fell into it and I have to suffer the consequences. I can't ask you to fall into it with me.” 



Daved turned to Jurel with a wry smile, his hand on the door latch. “You've a good heart lad but you don't know anything of the world out there. What would you do? Where would you go?”


Jurel pondered for a moment, not knowing what to say. He knew only that he could not drag Daved out there with him. Daved had settled on the farm to get away from the world.

 “I don't know yet. But this is something I must do. I cannot ask you to do this. Please father. You've raised me well. I'm certain I'll find somewhere to fit in and make a good living. With a bit of luck, it won't even be very far from here.” 



Daved snorted but said nothing as he turned and went out into the cool morning air.

 “How did you know where to find me?” Jurel asked. The question had been nagging at him, picking at the back of his thoughts, whispering insistently to be heard, but with everything else he had to think about, it had not seemed very important. His curiosity won out in the end.

 “As you said, I raised you. I know you, Jurel. I know you far better than you know yourself,” he said over his shoulder, not slowing their quick march to the cabin. “Though I admit you surprised the living shit out of me today. Come on now lad. We need to get you packed. I'm sure there are others on the farm who might like to get their hands on you.”


They arrived at the cabin without seeing a soul. “They've already been here,” Daved said. “Been and gone. Good thing there's no soldiers hereabouts. Otherwise, they might have been smart enough to set a guard.” 



Daved told Jurel to go pack what he wanted. Daved himself pulled out a single sheet of parchment and a stub of lead, and sat at their little table to write. Without argument, Jurel climbed the ladder. Now that he must leave, Jurel gazed about, dismayed that this was probably the last time he would ever stand in this room.


Nothing had changed in the loft for as long as he could remember. His cot, far too small for his massive frame, was as it had always been, still neatly made from the morning before, with the gray wool blanket tucked neatly, hiding the tattered edges as his father had taught him. Across the loft, Daved's own slightly larger cot, a twin to Jurel's in all other ways. On the far wall, their humble chest of possessions hunkered with the familiar chunk torn out of one corner caused when Daved and Galbin dropped it while getting it up the ladder the day Galbin told Daved the cabin was his. Even the plain white porcelain chamber pot with all its chips and scratches seemed to be a part of this place as if its absence for whatever reason would be strange, would make the place incomplete. 



Slowly, he pulled out his possessions and laid them all out on his cot. When he was finished, he stared at the meager pile: a few articles of clothing, a smooth rock with colorful stria he had picked up at the pond one day when he was twelve, and the small purse Galbin had given him still containing a couple of silver pieces and a few coppers, were all he had to remind him of his life up to that point. He thought about the sword still hidden under his mattress and decided that, after the previous night, he wanted nothing more to do with it. He left it where it was.


Meager pile though it was, he could not carry it all in his hands.

 “Aye, lad,” Daved responded to Jurel's question without looking up from his writing. “I've still got my pack from my army days. It's under my cot. Use that.”


After finding the sack, Jurel hastily stuffed all of his things inside, and cinched it shut with the drawstring. Perhaps worse than the pathetic sight of how little he owned was how little what he owned weighed. It was all he had. No choice for it but to make do with it and move on. 



Tossing the feather light bag to the bottom of the ladder, he jumped down and stood staring at the main room, the living space, the place where he had for all intents and purposes grown up under the strict eye of Daved Histane. Like the loft, he was certain that he would never again see this room. Wistfully, incongruously, he recalled the episode with the frog that had jumped out of his pocket—how old had he been? Eight? Nine? It had jumped right up on the table while Jurel frantically tried to catch the slippery little creature, and right into Daved's bowl of soup. Jurel had thought it was quite a funny thing but Daved had been less than impressed.


Setting down his pencil, Daved looked up at Jurel to see him staring off in the distance. He folded his little piece of paper carefully and rose to face his son. “Well, lad. Are you almost ready?” He asked unenthusiastically. Snapping out of his daydream, Jurel focused on his father.

 “I'm sorry father,” he muttered sheepishly. “I was lost there for a moment. What did you say?” Daved rolled his eyes but his voice was more gentle when he asked again.

 “I asked if you were ready. Do you have everything?” He indicated the pack Jurel had dropped to the floor. Jurel shrugged with a glance at the pathetic little lump of burlap on the floor.

 “I suppose I do.” 



Daved eyed the sack and, unsatisfied, scanned the room around them. “Where's your sword?” He asked suspiciously. 



Jurel looked about as if surprised. “Gosh, father. I don't know. I don't see it anywhere,” he responded with far too much feigned innocence. 



Daved's glare brought a small smile to Jurel's face until Daved snorted disdainfully.

 “Boy, you think that everyone you meet'll want to be your friend? There are people who, believe it or not, will accost someone like you just because you look helpless. Take your sword. You've not let me teach you much more than the very basics of swordcraft but just having it might make the difference. I don't want to find out you're feeding the worms in some ditch.” 



Jurel sighed. No choices, it seemed, were his to make.

 “Fine, father. I'll bring the bloody thing with me,” he grumbled, and went to fetch the wretched thing from its hiding spot. 



When he returned, he gazed at Daved. The time to leave was upon him, but he could not. He had to say something to his father, but for the life of him, he could not figure out what it was. So he stared stupidly, sorrowfully at the man he called father and the only thing that came to his throat was a lump. Daved, for his part, did not say anything either, but also stood staring at his son. Jurel thought back on all he knew of this man before him. Hard as oak, as quick to anger as a cornered badger, this man had taken care of him, giving up everything he had in his life so that Jurel could be happy—or at least safe. He knew that Daved truly considered him his son. And he knew he loved him.


It was Daved who finally broke the long, uncomfortable silence. With a harrumph, he picked up two items from the table behind him: one was a purse that jingled as he handed it to Jurel. It contained a few silver pieces interspersed with a handful of coppers. The other was the piece of parchment he had been writing on, neatly folded and with one word carefully printed on the back. Jurel gaped as he scrutinized the word, for he saw in Daved's careful block letters, 'KURIN'.

 “I don't understand. Kurin?”

 “Aye,” Daved chuckled sourly. “I don't much like him, but he's the only living soul you know outside this farm. Take that to him in Tack Town and perhaps he'll be able to give you aid.” 



Jurel carefully deposited the paper in his shirt pocket, oddly comforted by it. As Daved had always done, he gave Jurel a sense of direction, something to aim for. He would go to Tack Town and see Kurin. He did not think of what would come after. Such things mattered not one whit. It would have been like closing the barn door before the horse was home. Reaching under the table, Daved produced one more package: wax paper, folded neatly, wrapped a small bundle.

 “Take this too, lad,” Daved ordered. “You'll need something to eat while you're on the road.”

 “Thank you father. I...” And there he stopped for he could not continue. The lump in his throat grew and he felt he must explode from the pressure. Daved gripped his son's massive shoulders, and wrapped him in a rough embrace.

 “I love you, boy. I'm proud of you,” Daved gruffed between choked tears of his own. “I expect you to take care of yourself and to remember your old man. Visit once in a while, will you?” He pushed Jurel away, glaring into his eyes to stress his command.


Jurel nodded, mumbling his promise yet in the back of his mind, he was unsure that he would ever fulfill that promise. Not while Valik owned the farm.


He threaded the sword through the rough leather thong that served for a belt and picked up his little bag. Thinking of one last thing that needed to be said, he turned to Daved.

 “Father, will you do one last thing for me?” Jurel asked, and when Daved nodded, he said, “Please tell Erin what I told you of my encounter with Valik last night. I would not want her to think ill of me. Tell her,” he faltered, “Tell her I'm sorry and I wish things could have been different.”


Daved said nothing, just nodded to his son.

 “I love you father. I'm sorry.”


With those last words, he turned from Daved and left the little timber cabin he had called home for so long, knowing somehow that he would never see it again, and stepped into the teeth of the cold morning air.




Chapter 21


He scanned the area around him, in part to firmly etch his last view of the farm in his memory and in part to see if anyone was about to waylay him as he skulked off like a thief in the night. The sun was out, reflecting from the fresh snow, giving everything a sharp edge like newly honed and polished blades. Through the glare, he saw no one. Satisfied, he went around the far side of Daved's cabin, the side away from the main house, slogging through the knee deep snow which crunched like semi-stale crackers at every laborious step, and worked his way toward the road leading to Tack Town.


He would have missed it completely if not for the borders created by the top of the fence that seemed to hover just a couple of hand spans over the white landscape and the dense, haunted forest; seldom traveled in the first place, no one had dared the road yet that day. His heart sank. He was strong, fit, a large man in the prime of his life, but the thought of pushing his way through deep snow for the better part of the day was not a pleasant one.


He trudged past Galbin's house, small in the distance at the end of the path and that too he etched firmly in his mind—Valik's now, but to him it would always be Galbin's. After that, he walked with his head down, not bothering to register any more of the sights that slowly flowed by shrouded by the mist of his hard breathing until an idea struck him. The trees marking the border of the primeval forest to the south of the road would have given some shelter from the storm. It was supposed to be a haunted place and dangerous. He had heard the stories often enough. If he walked just inside the tree line, would he be safe? He angled his way to the other side of the road where he could inspect the edge of the trees and found he was right. The snow looked much shallower under the dense web of branches. He continued to walk, deliberating as he searched the shadowed recesses under the roof of intertwined branches. The tales of ghosts and bogeymen were children's tales, he told himself. Tales for indolent evenings spent sitting at the fire and sipping warm milk. There would be no danger, especially if he kept within sight of the road and it would make his journey a hundred times less exhaustive. Deciding, he stepped between the trees with a mixture of relief and trepidation, into the much shallower snow and the deeper shadows. Only sinking to his ankles, he was able to pick up his pace.


From inside the trees, he found the forest to be less forbidding. It looked just like the wood he had played in as a child on the farm, only bigger, and after a mile or so his relief began to overshadow his fear. No evil things snatched at him, threatened him, or took him away—at least not yet. No horrible sights met his eyes and no horrible sounds assaulted his ears. As a matter of fact, the forest was winter-dead, silent save for the constant crruuk, crruuk of his steps. He spotted animal tracks: there a rabbit had hopped its way to where ever it was that rabbits went; up ahead, the feather-light padding of a winter fox had barely left a mark—probably hunting rabbit, Jurel surmised. Animals were not stupid. They knew where danger was and they knew how to avoid it. If animals walked this forest without fear, then it stood to reason that Jurel could as well. This was the train of thought he used to convince himself, and it was successful. Mostly.


Buoyed by his discovery, he walked and when midday came, he cleared snow from a log laying on the ground, and sat to eat the rations Daved had provided. There was not much. A roll, slathered in butter, a slab of turkey from the last night's feast, and an apple. No, not much at all for a man of Jurel's size, but at least he would not starve. He had not brought a water skin, but that did not bother him too much. There was plenty of fresh snow to slake his thirst. 



It was perhaps that rest that saved his life.


Somewhere behind him, from the way he had come, he heard the familiar, faint sound of footfalls emanate between the spaces in the trees. His eyes snapped up, he scanned the path, following the trail of his own footsteps. The trees left little in the way of visibility but that sound, that was clear enough. Jurel wondered who was approaching. His instincts told him he did not really want to know. 



Gathering himself, he resumed his walk, hoping to outdistance whoever it was. He cursed himself for a fool. Surely, it was just another traveler, he told himself, nothing to be concerned about, but a niggling doubt remained. The forest flowed past, a silent witness to his flight. Trees barred his way, trying to slow his every step and when he skirted them, they reached their wooden fingers out, snagging his coat, his hair, anything they could get a hold of. The white ground, already a treacherous foe for shouting evidence of his passage, tried to trip him, slip him up and dump him to the ground. Somewhere in the corner of his mind, in the dark recesses where anything was possible, especially all things superstitious and dangerous, children's stories taunted him with malicious, childlike glee.


I should have kept to the road.
I should not have come into this cursed wood.


No matter how hard he tried, how quickly he pushed himself, the sound of footsteps behind him got closer. Close enough, in fact, that he could hear them now over his own stumbling steps and rasping breaths.

 “Jurel!” a familiar, hearty voice, called out. “What's your hurry?”


Jurel staggered to a halt, shocked to recognize his pursuer. What was Merlit doing out here? An impure relief flooded him; he chided himself for his superstitious fears even if the reality did not seem much better. Jurel waited, scanning the trees, trying to catch sight of his pursuer. He wondered if he should hide. He did not believe for a heartbeat that Merlit was there for social pleasantries. When Merlit did step out from behind a tree, Jurel noticed his right hand was hidden in his coat.

 “What do you want?” Jurel asked.

 “Oh, nothing. I just want to talk,” Merlit responded mildly enough.

 “About what?” Stupid question. Jurel knew it as soon as it was out of his mouth. He tried to cover. “What does Valik want?”


Stepping toward him, Merlit smiled. It was a greasy smile. He had seen that kind of smile before, the kind of smile that a merchant paints on his face when he's trying to sell something rotten to an unsuspecting boob.

 “Valik? Nothing, really. Nothing. He just wants an apology. That's all.” He approached Jurel, still smiling, all friendly and casual.

 “Fine. He has it,” Jurel said. He backed up a step. His heart was hammering in his chest; something felt...wrong.

 “He'll be happy to hear that. Why don't we head back to the farm together and talk about it?”

 “I don't think so, Merlit. Just tell him that I'm terribly sorry for last night and I feel that I should leave the farm for my foolish behavior.”


Merlit's eyes flashed, indecipherable yet unpleasant. 


 “That, I don't think he'll like,” Merlit sighed.

 “I'm not going back, Merlit. You may as well go tell him that. He should be relieved.”

 “No you won't be coming back. And yes he will be relieved.”


Without warning, Merlit lunged. His right hand appeared, thrusting, and Jurel caught sight of a glint of steel. He had only an eye blink's worth of time to react. He twisted away, swinging up his own arm to deflect the attack. Pain flared in his arm, searing hot and he staggered back with a yelp. Flipping the knife in his hand, Merlit swung, a wide, overhand, arc stabbing down at Jurel who dove away, rolling through the snow, scrabbling and clawing, desperate to regain some ground under his feet. He heard a tearing, felt something pull his cloak and threw himself back to the ground.

 “Shenk!” Merlit cried. “I got him, Shenk! Over here!”


Oh shit.
Both of them! 



He rolled to his back, and looked up. Merlit was diving at him, gripping his dagger in both fists. Jurel brought his legs up and pushed with every ounce of adrenaline driven strength he had. His luck was there; his feet connected in the middle of Merlit's chest and, with a powerful heave, Merlit flew over his head to land flat on his back with a dull whump. Snow puffed around him in a splash of smoky white.


Jurel jumped up, spun. Merlit was lying on his back, struggling to catch his wind. No thought; Jurel rushed forward and kicked the dagger away from Merlit's outstretched hand. Something gripped his leg. Looking down, he saw Merlit trying to upend him. He kicked. Merlit grunted when Jurel's boot connected with his ribs but did not let go. He aimed higher and kicked again. Blood sprayed from Merlit's forehead where Jurel's foot struck home. He kicked again and Merlit's hand fell away. 



Silence.


Jurel hesitated for a moment, gasping, listening, scanning the trees. Where was Shenk? He had to be close but how close? It was time to go. Shenk would find Merlit soon enough and then the chase would be a frantic one. He was a long way from town. He ran as quickly as he dared over the slippery, uneven ground, stumbling, and catching himself on branches, gritting his teeth when his toes found buried rocks and against the fire in his injured arm. 



Behind him, Shenk's voice reached out in the distance. “Merlit? Merlit, where are you?”


He was close. No more than a hundred paces away. As he ran, Jurel considered venturing deeper into the woods. Merlit had not seemed concerned with those superstitious stories, and neither would Shenk, but maybe there would be places to hide. 



Of course not, he concluded. No matter how good the hiding spot, there's still the bloody snow...


It was an unintentional double-entendre. He did not notice that he left two trails as he ran: footsteps, and the red that dripped from his fingertips.


He ran. More than ever, the trees reached for him. Knots and gnarls stared at him, glared at him for disturbing their peace and those woody fingers scratched and scraped his exposed face. 



Pain erupted in his foot and, without warning, the ground flew up to meet him. He threw out his arms, trying to stop the world from smashing him in the face and bit back a scream when he landed with a jolt. His arm roared with a bonfire heat. A glance back through pain-squinted eyes showed the root that had tripped him. Scrambling up, he limped willing his sore foot to stop its angry protests. 



Shut up. Shut up and just bloody keep me standing.

 “Jurel! You bastard!”




Jurel jumped in mid-stride, shocked, and he fought to keep from kissing the ground again. So Shenk finally found Merlit's prone figure. He did not care. 



He ran, chest heaving, arm burning, feet screaming. He had no idea how long he ran for but by the golden light filtering through the dense canopy overhead, like rain finding its way through a leaky thatch roof, pooling on the snow in copper puddles, he knew it must be at least mid afternoon. Fear gripped him. He had to be close to town. He had to be. Stumbling again, he fell to his knees. Before he could raise himself, he heard a muffled crack as a branch buried in the snow gave under Shenk's weight like a bone under flesh gives way to a hammer.


He was close. Jurel's mind raced. What was he to do? The race seemed well and truly lost. Should he continue his mad dash? Should he hide? Should he stand and confront? Indecision halted him, his mind emptied, erased, and the hesitation decided him.


Shenk appeared from the trees, spotted Jurel and grinned. It was the kind of grin Jurel would expect from a wolf when it sees a fat, juicy rabbit after an enforced fast. Suppressing a shudder, Jurel stared at him. Like a rabbit. Shenk held a long wicked dagger in his hand, a fat thing with a slight curve. One of those leaking shafts of sunlight dripped from the ugly blade like a cruel omen.

 “There you are, you coward,” Shenk grated, narrowing his eyes to slits.

 “Shenk, please-”

 “Shut up.”


Shenk stalked him, crouched down in a fighter's stance, making his way in an oblique arc toward Jurel who stood, completely motionless, watching Shenk's approach. Like a rabbit.


He tried again. “Look Shenk, I don't want any trouble-”


Shenk barked a laugh, “Right. Tell that to Valik and Merlit. You did quite a job on Merlit, by the way. I doubt he's even awake yet.”

 “It wasn't my fault,” Jurel cried. “I was just trying to go away. To leave all of you alone and force all of you to leave me alone. I didn't want to hurt anyone.” 


 “It's never your fault is it?” Shenk sneered. “Well, this time I think we've all had about enough of you and your 'it's not my fault' routine.”


A memory, distant yet clear for its newness rose: Boy, you think that everyone you meet'll want to be your friend?


Fumbling at his belt, he gripped the hilt of his sword and yanked, nearly dropping it when the tip caught on the scabbard. He held it out with all the skill he could muster, trying to remember everything Daved had taught him. It was not much but maybe, just maybe...

 “Go away, Shenk. I mean it.” He tried for menacing, but the quaver in his voice belied him and Shenk laughed.

 “What're you gonna do, kid, eh? You're not going to use that and we both know it.” 



He took a step forward confidently, laughing, and entered Jurel's striking range, as if to prove his point. Or maybe he dared Jurel to try. Dismayed, Jurel stepped back. Something about Shenk bothered Jurel, tickled his mind. The way he moved, the grace of his actions, caused Jurel's instincts to rattle and worry. The ground was uneven, lumpy; there were roots, and broken tree limbs, potholes hidden by snow, and patches of ice to slip him up.


Without warning, Shenk lunged, uncoiling like a viper. His expression was viciously gleeful as he extended his arm, slicing at Jurel. For the second time that day, Jurel's arm caught fire and he screamed, dropping his sword. Staggering, he gripped his injured wrist and stared, horrified, at Shenk, who was skipping lightly back. 



Jurel's instincts had been right. Almost as a flash of inspiration, he understood what had caused his anxiety. This was no ordinary farmhand. Shenk was graceful, and skilled; he knew exactly how to wield his dagger. 



Shenk laughed when he saw the realization dawn on Jurel.

 “You thought I was just some peasant, did you?” His glare was triumphant. “Oh no. I just got sick of army life and decided to take a bit of a leave of absence. 'Course, I didn't bother telling anyone, but that don't matter. I imagine they've given up searching for me by now.” 



Another lightning quick slice, and Jurel felt the dagger sink through his overcoat as if it were smoke, and slide along his ribs, almost like a kiss, producing a razor's edge of pain. Another yelp. Another stumble.


His mind cried, clamored, pounded at his skull. No, no, no! With fear turning to terror, the ringing began again in Jurel's ears. He wanted to shake his head. He wanted to clamp his hands to his ears and order the noise to go away. He wanted to scream; maybe yelling would cover the noise. He could barely breath. His lungs felt constricted and he gasped, shallow breaths rattling in and out, in and out.


Shenk moved again, barely visible to Jurel, and pain exploded in his cheek. The humming in his ears took on a jangling quality. Shenk continued to toy with him. Playing games as a cat plays with a mouse before ending its miserable existence. Stunned anger started to peek through the stark terror. He touched his fingers to his cheek, and they came away wet and red. With a grin, Shenk regarded him.

 “You like that, eh?” he crowed. “I confess,” he continued, almost mildly, conversationally, “that after seeing what you did to Valik and Merlit, I expected more. I'm growing tired of this little game. I think I'll end this now. If I hurry, I can be back in time to diddle your precious Erin.” He smiled, a predatory thing, with glittering eyes.


Jurel could not seem to focus his thoughts. Try as he might, he could not break through the buzzing confusion. 



Defend yourself! The thought rose in his mind, bubbling up from the depths, breaking to the surface like miasmal swamp gas, bursting into his thoughts, wet and rancorous. A fleeting image, skittered into the confusion and back out before he could identify it. He thought he saw Daved's face again, on Gram's body, but he could not be sure.

 “She'll like it when I do her. I bet she cries from the pure joy of knowing a real man for a change. Especially when I-”


Sound stopped. Time slowed.


Erin.


Defend yourself!


Jurel's eyes focused on Shenk's approaching bulk, taking in his rictus grin, and bulging eyes. He watched Shenk take a step forward, his arm uncoil and rise toward Jurel's throat. It seemed that Shenk was underwater, his actions deliberate and ponderous. 



He wondered at that. Shenk was most assuredly moving as he had, a viper striking, but Jurel was able to watch this attack, taking his time to see each muscle tense individually, stretch and turn to cord over his collar in his neck, saw Shenk's teeth as his lips drew back, saw the stark glitter of murder in his eyes. As through an infinitely long tube, he heard the crunch of snow as Shenk's foot settled, and the snap of the twig underneath. A sense of life suffused Jurel, revitalizing him and strengthening him. The world about him focused into brilliant contrast: the gnarls and whorls of each tree's mud brown bark tracing designs like primitive road maps, all heading north and south in roundabout, meandering routes; a leaf from a maple tree, disturbed by Shenk's lunge drifting on the snow, each vein that radiated from its stem like a tiny brown lightning bolt on a muddy yellow parchment easily discerned; he smelled mud and musk, the soft scent of hibernating trees, and frozen earth, intertwined with the sharp reek of Shenk's sweat and malice. 



The blade was halfway between them when Jurel acted. Distractedly, Jurel raised his hand. He did not consciously think of what he did. He was too distracted by the sights of the forest suddenly so alive in his senses. His hand wrapped around the blade, stopping the cold steel in mid-thrust. His gaze returned to Shenk's expression and he almost laughed when he saw his would-be killer's face change. Grim determination gave way to shock; his eyes bulged, his mouth dropped open in an O of incredulity.


Jurel yanked, plucking the dagger from the stunned man's grip and in a fluid motion, he flipped the blade, spun it in the air until with a smack he felt the coarse leather hilt drop comfortably into his unscathed palm. His mind registered the fact that his palm should be torn and bloody, radiating waves of pain where he had caught the knife. It did not matter. It was not. That mattered only slightly more in that moment. But he could worry about it after. There was some business to attend to first. Shenk stumbled back, dazzled. 



Instinctively, Jurel surged forward, closing the distance between him and his hunter with inhuman speed—still casual, still slow, in Jurel's view—and sank Shenk's blade into the pit of his belly. It was like cutting raw beef. He felt the grate of bone, and knew he had struck Shenk's backbone. With a twist, he pulled the blade back out amidst a gout of blood that spilled over his hand, and watched as Shenk staggered, watched his legs give way, and watched as Shenk slumped to a sitting position in the snow.

 “How was that, Shenk? Entertaining enough for you?” Jurel growled. 



Shenk raised his eyes and stared at Jurel.

 “How-?” He toppled like a felled tree to lay in the rapidly expanding semi-circle of blood (like a rose)
marring the snow. “Your eyes. What's wrong with your bloody eyes?” he whispered even as his own eyes dimmed, went glassy, stilled.


Confusion filled Jurel. Then dismay. The world dimmed, reeled and spun, a spume of over-bright colors, the ground canting crazily under his feet and he lost his balance. In an imitation of Shenk, he sank to the ground and stared in horror at the dead man in front of him. 



What have I done?


He had killed a man. Bloody damn, he had enjoyed it. 



What have I done?




He lifted his hand, the one that still held Shenk's dagger and hissed, revolted by the bloody line dripping from the blade onto his already crusting fingers. He hurled the cursed thing as hard as he could and heard it strike a tree, saw it bounce and skitter, throwing broken shards of light and drops of Shenk's blood, before it disappeared in the snow. He stared at his hand, the one that should have been pouring blood from a ruinous gash. There was blood, some of it from the deep, burning wounds in his arm, but most of it was Shenk's. He could not ignore it. It cried out to him, tormented him, burned him. Without thought, he buried his hand in the snow, trying with a frightening desperation, a powerful obsession, to scrub the evidence of his bestial violence away. He scrubbed and scrubbed until his hand was red, raw from the cold and abraded from the unmerciful scraping, yet he could not quite get the last vestiges of his sin off him.


A numbness rose in him, banishing the terror that had gripped him in its icy fingers. He stared at the body of his would-be murderer, curled in a ball, hands still holding his violated belly, eyes staring with pain and horror at nothing. Jurel felt a wave of deepest sorrow and remorse roll through him. Suddenly, an oily nausea churned in his guts, and he leaned to the side, heaved, spewed brown filth onto the ground. He wept as his angry belly clenched and churned again and again, until nothing was left but strings of yellow bile.


When his belly calmed enough to allow it, he found his sword and lurched to his feet, glancing around. Everything took on a wavery, blurry quality: the result of trying to see through the tears freely spilling from his eyes. Sobbing, he sheathed his blade, cutting himself in the process: a minor wound when compared to the others he had sustained, physically. But mentally, it hit him with the force of an avalanche. He did not want to see Shenk, did not want a reminder of what he had done, though he knew that the vision was permanently etched into his mind. He fled into the trees, stumbling and tottering, with only one rational thought left in his feverish, churning mind: Get away.


It was a difficult trek. He had to stop often to vomit, to allow his hollow belly a chance to get rid of whatever was left. Like the stain he could not completely wipe from his hand, his belly could not completely rid itself of the bitterness that coiled within.


When he was not spewing everything onto the ground, he ran, lurching and staggering over the uneven terrain between the trees. The landscape flowed past unnoticed to him. He did not see the shafts of golden and magenta sunlight dancing and flickering, joyous and carefree on the snow, unaware of the events he left behind, nor did he see the trees, staring at him accusingly, all too aware. He just ran with his eyes turned inward, his conscience shouting recriminations at him, as sharp and cutting as Shenk's dagger. He felt dizzy and sick, almost inhuman, a mindless hulk shambling woodenly toward a destination he barely remembered. He recalled the old man's shop, but vaguely, his mind's eye saw the small windowless structure hunkering between an apothecary and a seamstress's shop, but it was a nebular image, distorted, like looking through a waterfall to a badly painted image on rough rock behind. The only image that was clear in his mind, crystal clear, was Shenk's body, lying curled up like a baby in the snow.


The trees were oppressive. They grew inward on him, cutting off his passage. They loomed, sucking all the air from his surroundings, left him gasping for breaths that would not come. The dense mesh of limbs, at first so useful in making his trail that much easier now smothered and terrified him. Trying to keep what was left of his frayed self intact, he made a break for the tree line, fighting his way through wooden fingers that grabbed at him, that tried to stop him and drag him back into the shadowy depths like the guards of a vast arboreal dungeon. He emerged into the light of the late afternoon sun. It was too bright for his overly sensitized eyes, digging at him like a raven's claws, but it was better than the oppressive, gloom of the forest.


At least he had the comfort of walking on a newly broken trail; there were ruts in the road, probably farmers who had braved the deep snow in order to get to market, and he followed one, stepping carefully in the exposed mud to avoid any more tumbles. He quickly acclimated to the sun's rigid glare, and with it, he began to take hold of himself, pushing away as best he could the dark tumult of thoughts that surged through his manic mind. He concentrated on his steps, letting the rhythmic rise and fall of his feet lull him, dull him, and when he crested the top of a familiar rise and beheld the spread of the small town ahead, it was just as he remembered it: houses and shops radiating outward in clumps from the central brown ribbon that was the road he followed. He felt all of his hard-earned calm desert him, and sinking to his knees, he wept bitter-sweet tears that stung the cut in his cheek, an affirmation of life narrowly saved and of life terribly lost. He had finally made it, but at what cost? 



Lifting the hood of his cloak to cover his abused face, he strode on. 



He struggled to regain control, fighting back the tears and choking back the lump in his throat, and rose to gaze at the town spread out haphazardly before him, trying to find comfort in the mundane scene of people tending to chores and chatting amongst themselves about the latest escapades their children had undergone, or how the old lady on the corner baked the most delectable pies. He trudged the last distance, and he heard that smith's hammer, constant as the sunrise, still beating at some hapless bit of metal as it always seemed to. The smell of warm hearths and cooking met his nostrils, and he closed his eyes, clawing desperately for comfort in the sounds and smells of life. Not for long, however; the events of the day were still too fresh to ignore completely. Closing his eyes only served to sharpen images that he would rather forget.


He trudged down the center of the main road, letting all of it wash over him, soothing him like a salve on a burn. Two women, wearing fur coats over their long dresses, strolled by discussing the finer points of dressmaking, debating the merits of this stitch over that. A man, a farmer by his attire, was sitting on the front of his cart, carefully steering his horse through the ruts and muddy potholes of the street, and bawling at two boys to watch where they were going. To his right, between two small shops, stood a vendor, hawking his wares: beef and pork pies, only two coppers. A sign on the front of his stall proclaimed, “GOOD EETS! ALWAYS HOT!”


He plodded on. The shops and homes progressed from barely more than ramshackle huts to well-built timber buildings the closer he got to the town's center, most with windows, some with their own outbuildings—which could have been transplanted to the edge of town and fit right in with the other shops.


He rubbed his eyes and sighed, exhausted, his body ached, protesting his every move, and he was cold. He pursed his lips, grimacing. At least I'm not hungry, he thought. It was with a profound sense of relief that he finally stepped in front of the humble little shop, seeming out of place, hunkered between two much larger buildings, owned by one traveling healer. He raised his hand to the latch, felt his fingers graze the cold metal. The door flew open and he stared in numb shock at the familiar old man who stood in the doorway.


Kurin was just as he remembered him: tall and frail looking, his eyes gleamed. His face was wrinkled, craggy, framed by wild wisps of iron gray hair. He wore the same mouse gray robe that Jurel remembered, slightly frayed hem, and threadbare sleeves but for all that immaculate. For his part, the old man looked just as shocked as Jurel was and they stared wordlessly at each other. It was Kurin who found his voice first.

 “Jurel? What are you doing here?” Kurin asked in the deep baritone that Jurel had thought was out of place the first time he had heard it. He still did. The old man's expression changed, shock gave way to bewilderment as he eyed the young man standing before him, then to concern when he noticed the various slashes in Jurel's clothing. And the blood.


Jurel could not find any words. He worked his mouth, tried to speak, tried, at least, to greet the old man.


Start with something simple, his mind whispered. How about, 'hello'? Instead, much to his dismay, the lump in his throat, the one that never seemed to go away these days, rose again. He fought the tears that threatened; all that he could manage was a shake of his head and an indecipherable grunt. A flash in Kurin's eyes, pity Jurel thought, and the old man ushered him in.

 “Well come in, come in. No sense standing in the cold,” Kurin said, shooing him through the door. “Go sit by the fire and get yourself warm.” Jurel entered the dimly lit little room and looked woodenly about. To his right, there stood a counter, running from wall to wall, cluttered with various glass vials and flasks, some full of red liquid, others full of blue, or green, still others were empty. All were neatly corked, even if some lay haphazardly scattered on their sides. There were metal implements—Jurel thought they looked like they belonged in a smithy, not a healer's home—strewn liberally among the vials, and a row of books. The books, he noted, were carefully lined up, standing with their spines displayed for easy reference. In front of the counter was a plain cot, close to the plank floor, with a white linen sheet spread neatly, as perfectly flat as polished mica, and a small wooden stool standing between the cot and the counter. He surmised (and it was quite obvious but he was not completely himself) that this was where Kurin tended to the sick and the injured. Straight ahead, on the far side of the room that he could cross with seven or maybe eight short strides, stood a door, the only thing of note along that wall, which probably led to Kurin's personal living space. What truly riveted his gaze was to his left. A large chair, plain, worn, but with overstuffed cushions that looked comfortable and inviting, sat in front of a brick hearth. The hearth held a welcome fire, the only source of light and warmth in the room, like a beacon.


He started toward the fire but before he could sit, Kurin tsked. “Mind you take off that muddy cloak of yours. I like that chair and I do not want to have to spend the next month cleaning the grime from it.”


Following his orders, Jurel shrugged the cloak from his battered body, peeling the tattered strips off, trying not to aggravate his wounds. When he was finished, he started to sit again, but Kurin's yelp halted him where he was. Half-standing, half-sitting and wholly annoyed, he glared up at the old man.

 “No, no, no,” cried Kurin, ignoring Jurel's impatient look. “That will not do. That will not do at all.” He bustled to stand before Jurel and motioned the young man with birdlike gestures to straighten up again. “I want blood on my chair even less than I want mud. Impossible to get out, you know.”


Kurin thought for a moment, glancing around the room until he apparently saw what he searched for. He rifled through the drawers under his counter, and with a grunt of approval, he stood, flourishing his find. There were two things: a white robe, and a large piece of fabric, rough linen or perhaps burlap—Jurel could not see it clearly enough to tell. Either way, Jurel was not sure he understood the significance of such objects until Kurin explained.

 “I've been called away for a few moments. Hence our chance encounter at my door, you see. While I'm out, change into this robe. At least it's clean,” he said, eying Jurel up and down, his wrinkly features exacerbated by his sharp distaste. “Then, and this is most important,” Kurin waggled his finger, “drape this sack over my chair before you sit down. I don't care about the robe, it can get as bloody as you want to make it. But my chair...” 



Jurel thought sourly that Kurin's pointed look was really unnecessary. He had already made it abundantly clear that he did not want his precious chair sullied. He did not need to belabor the point so. Besides, it was not Jurel's fault that he bled, now was it?

 “There's a flask of brandy over there,” Kurin gestured vaguely to the corner of the counter. “And a goblet as well. Feel free to have some. You look like you might need it. Don't drink it all, mind you. I'll be back shortly so make yourself comfortable and then we'll talk.” 


 “Yes sir,” Jurel finally found his voice, and immediately gave himself a mental forehead slap at the first words that finally managed to stumble out of his mouth.


Kurin spun from the door and regarded Jurel with a pained expression. “Kurin, remember? My name is Kurin. I thought we covered this the last time we spoke.” With a shake of his head and a grumble, he was out the door.


Jurel thought about changing into the white robe offered by Kurin, then thought about rejecting the idea; he was exhausted, and the idea of undertaking the ordeal of changing clothes seemed almost too much to Jurel. But, as Kurin had said, at least it was clean and dry. And blood free. Carefully, Jurel stripped his shredded shirt, exposing his torso to the warming fire. He was covered in scrapes and bruises, but those did not bother him. What was worrying was the long ugly gash that Shenk had left. It started near the center of his chest, spread almost all the way to his armpit, and it leaked blood. It burned like fire when Jurel tentatively poked the flesh at its edges and he hissed, his face screwing up in a mask of pain. The slices in his arms were not nearly so extensive, but one of them, the one that Shenk had caused when he disarmed Jurel, showed a pale circle of bone beneath the cauliflower layer of fat when he inspected it. With a shudder, Jurel pushed away thoughts of Shenk and Merlit. He'd finally gained some control over himself and he did not want to lose that tenuous grip. Slipping the robe over his head, he sighed. It was made of fine linen, and it was extraordinarily comfortable, though he found it odd that Kurin would have a robe that seemed to be tailor made for Jurel's massive frame. A glance down showed that the pure white of the robe was already marred, splotched with blood. He almost tore it off, then, for it reminded him of the snow where he had left Shenk; then as now, red guilt seemed to mar white innocence. He reached his hands to the hem, prepared to rip the thing from his body, then stopped. It was a dark thought that halted him: suddenly, it felt appropriate that he wore the robe with those red blotches, like medals proclaiming feats of valor and bravery. Except these were medals of remorse and pain: not a reminder of brave deeds, but a remainder of his depredations.


Some brandy seemed like a very good idea just then. Approaching the counter, he searched for the promised flask amongst the other camouflaging glass bits. He found the goblet easily enough, near the books at the far end, and he hoped that the decanter beside it containing golden liquid that looked like brandy was, in fact, brandy. He did not have much interest in experimenting with the other concoctions strewn liberally about; who knew what was in those flasks and what effect they would have on him? He pulled the stopper from the flask in question and sniffed tentatively. It looked like brandy and it smelled like brandy. Good enough for him. He poured himself a healthy measure and sipped the liquid, feeling the familiar sting in his throat and the soothing warmth spread through him as he swallowed.


He started to turn, to go ensconce himself in the overstuffed chair—he would make sure he covered it first as Kurin asked. He hesitated when a glitter caught his eye. He eyed the source, gilt print on the wine colored spine of one of the neatly ordered books. He carefully read the title, hesitantly, haltingly, sounding each word out. OF KINGS AND RULERS, it read. Sounds fascinating, he thought wryly. He randomly selected another book, this one beige with black lettering, and again carefully read the words: HERBAL USE IN HEALING. Again, not particularly riveting. Another, this one read, SACRED WRITINGS OF THE SALOSIAN FAITH. What was the Salosian faith? The name sounded vaguely familiar, like an ancient memory long forgotten in the mists of time, perhaps a tale told around a fire years ago, but he could not place it. He gazed at the books and saw one that looked more worn, more read than the rest. It was bound in black leather and its blood red letters were flaking with age: ANCIENT PROPHECIES: THE GOD OF WAR. He felt himself grow cold when he deciphered the title, though he knew not why. He reached out, grazing one finger along the lettering and when nothing happened, he snorted. It was just another book in the row, one of many though by the dog-eared corners and myriad lines that cracked the spine, this one seemed to be one of Kurin's favorites. He shivered, turned away deciding he had enough of this game, and went to the chair as he had originally planned, cradling his precious cup of brandy.


* * *


It was not long before the door opened, and amidst a blast of cold air and drifting snow, Kurin entered. Jurel, having just stepped to the counter to refill his goblet, asked if he would like a drop. One must always respect one's elders after all.

 “Well, now, I don't mind if I do,” Kurin said. “There should be another cup around there somewhere.”


Jurel found it quickly enough, poured for both and turned, extending the new cup to Kurin. He took the proffered cup, glanced at Jurel's stained robe, and gasped, nearly dropping it to the floor. 


 “By the gods boy! What happened to you?” Kurin breathed, staring, unable to take his eyes away.


With a glance down, Jurel shrugged, but otherwise offered no explanation. The stains had spread; the robe was more red than white.

 “Never mind, never mind. Come, sit down on the bed. Let me see those wounds.” 



It was with an air of business that Kurin helped Jurel remove the stained robe, sat on his little stool, and started poking and prodding at Jurel, hemming and humming the whole while. After an inspection that seemed to last an eternity, Kurin's eyes rose to meet Jurel's with one eyebrow lifted. 


 “These don't really look all too bad. I'm surprised at how much you've bled.”


Jurel, thinking the old man must be daft, looked to his torso. It was his turn to gasp. The wound from chest to armpit was still ugly, but it seemed narrower than he remembered, and it did not extend quite so far. Confused, Jurel looked at his wrist, the one that had shown him the crescent moon of bone, no more than twenty or thirty minutes before and could not explain how it came to be that he could no longer find the circle of white amid the red meat. 


 “What in the name of the underworld is in the brandy?” Jurel asked, and Kurin frowned, his own question in his eyes. “This looks like it's been healing for two or three days. Not a half hour.” Jurel stared at the wounds, could not believe what his eyes were telling him.


Kurin's frown deepened and he shook his head. “There's nothing special in the brandy. It's just that: brandy.”

 “That's impossible! I clearly saw these wounds after you left. I inspected them by the fire. Look!” He stuck out his injured arm, showing Kurin his damaged wrist. “I saw bone in there. Clear as day, I saw the bone. I can't see it now.” 



Kurin, bent to inspect the outstretched arm, putting his face close, and searched. After a moment, he shook his head. “I don't know, Jurel, but this cut, nasty as it is, does not appear to have cut to the bone. Perhaps you saw fire light reflected earlier.”


Jurel shook his head, not knowing what to think, knowing only what he had seen. Kurin turned to his drawers again and rifled some more, pulling out bits and pieces he thought he would need, and placed them on the counter above: some thick, black thread; a long, vicious looking needle, slightly curved; some coarse linen gauze; and some finer linen bandaging. He stood, and searched the mess of vials and beakers until, finally, he lifted one from the clutter with a satisfied grin. 


 “This will do. Yes indeed, this will do,” he muttered and turned to Jurel. “I need to sew up that large wound on your chest. It will hurt so I suggest drinking a tot of brandy to help mitigate the pain.”


He did not need to be asked twice. He remembered falling out of his favorite tree when he had been a boy. As he fell, his arm had caught on a stub of broken branch, leaving quite a nasty gash. Daved had called on Galbin's healer, a fidgety, finicky little man who went by the name of Pelon, who also served as the farm's chief herb gardener—for obvious reasons—and after inspecting the wound, had told Jurel very much the same thing Kurin had. “It will hurt,” Pelon had said in his clipped, disapproving voice, “I think it would be best to drink this potion that I've prepared to help with the pain.” Thinking back on it, Jurel could not repress a small chuckle. The healer's “potion” had tasted much the same as Kurin's brandy. Or Daved's, for that matter. Potion indeed. The healer had been right on both counts. It had hurt. It had felt like wasp stings along with a sliding, pulling pinch as the thread was drawn through his flesh. And the brandy (potion) had helped.


After downing his brandy with one deep slug, he motioned to Kurin that he was ready. The old man set to work and after a moment, Jurel sighed lightly. It did hurt, but not as badly as that first time on the farm. Whether that was a testament to Kurin's ability or to the potency of his brandy, Jurel could not say, but at least it was less painful than he expected.

 “So, what happened? How did you get these knife wounds?” The question seemed off-hand, conversational, no more than a way to break the silence and distract Jurel as he worked, his steady hand dipping in, then drawing out in smooth, practiced motions.


Jurel ignored the question. He had no intention of revealing that he was a murderer. When the question went unanswered, Kurin hesitated, glanced up from his work, and blinked when he saw Jurel's stony expression.

 “No matter. I suppose it's none of my business anyway,” muttered the old man, returning to his gruesome work. He finished quickly and liberally applied bitter smelling salve from his vial onto the gauze. Then, he carefully folded the gauze in the linen bandaging and wrapped it around Jurel's torso. At the first touch, Jurel yelped and hissed an in-drawn breath. The salve felt like a thousand pins digging into his flesh as Kurin set the bandage and tied the ends together.

 “Oh don't be such a baby,” Kurin scoffed. “It only hurts for a moment and it's to help ward off infection. You'll be fine.”


Easy for you to say. I wager you never had the stuff on your skin before. Before he could say anything out loud, the old man's words were proven true. The stinging subsided, leaving only a faint trace of coolness, as though Jurel had a bag of ice pressed to the outside of the bandage.


His wrist and arm were quicker to deal with, though the salve was just as uncomfortable the second and third time around, and with a flourish, Kurin tied the last bandage.

 “There we are. All done,” he pronounced and Jurel sighed. Attaining the wounds, he was sure, had been less painful than tending them. “Pour yourself some brandy and go have a seat. I'll be back in a moment,” the old man told him, and disappeared through the door that Jurel assumed led to his living quarters. He sat—threw himself in the chair—when the door opened and the old man entered, carrying a wooden ladder-back chair. He sat across from Jurel and extended his hands to the fire with a contented smile.

 “Now that the unpleasantness is passed, I would ask: what brings you to my door?”

 “Well, I've run into some difficulties and my father...oh!” A slip of memory was shaken free and he looked to the heap of torn, wet clothes he had left in the corner after he had changed. Rising, he found his ragged lump of a shirt and reached into the pocket, carefully extracting the sheet of paper his father had given him that morning. It had not survived the day unscathed. It was damp, spattered with mud, had a blood stain on the corner, and a tear, clean, as though sheared with scissors. Not having been around any scissors that day, Jurel could only assume that it had been Shenk's handiwork. He handed the paper to Kurin, who pinched it distastefully between a thumb and forefinger. “It's from my father.”

 “Really? It looks like it's from the depths of the underworld,” Kurin sniffed with a disgusted look. 



Opening the bedraggled page, he read. His brow furrowed as he did, and when he reached the end, he cleared his throat with a loud harrumph. Jurel's curious gaze was met with rolled eyes and Kurin handed him the sheet of paper.

 “Go ahead, Jurel. Read it. You won't be satisfied until you do.”


He took the page and scrutinized the orderly block letters. He wondered if it was possible to be reminded of someone by their handwriting; Daved's handwriting was as neat and precise as he himself was. He pushed the thought away. Then he read:



Master Kurin,


Good day, sir. If you are reading this then it means that Jurel has arrived safely. In this, I would rejoice and I would appreciate word of my son's welfare, if you are able and willing. 




I write this not out of desire for friendship or courtesy but because my son needs your help. Things have not gone well for Jurel here and he has been forced to leave the farm at once. He knows very little of the world and, as resourceful as I know him to be, I fear he would not survive long. So I send him to you, as the only person he knows outside this farm, and in hopes that you will be able to provide some assistance. Perhaps no more than a bed for a few days.



He is a good man, hard-working, intelligent, and courteous. Perhaps you or someone you know might offer employment to such a diligent young man.



Please, tell my son I love him and will endeavor to see him when next I am in town. 




Sincerely,



Daved Histane



After working his way through Daved's words, Jurel folded the page, not knowing what to say, not trusting himself to speak. He was grateful beyond compare that his father had left out the details of his shame, the reason why, exiled from his home, he had appeared at Kurin's. He took comfort in his father's words (tell my son I love him) and he wondered if it would be long before Daved found a reason to come into town. He needed his father, that rock of a man, the way a man stranded in a desert needs water. For as long as Jurel could remember, Daved had always been there, had always stood with him—or in front of him, if Daved thought there was danger. If Jurel made a bad decision, a wrong turn (and what boy does not?) Daved was always there to put things right, and often followed up with harsh words. Words offered out of love to see his son flourish, to learn, or at least to see him uninjured. 



Always there to save his son. Jurel had joined Trig and Darren for a game of cow tipping. How long ago was that.
Two, three years now? It felt like a lifetime ago and more. He and Trig had found the perfect candidate, a cow, sleeping right beside another, in the midst of the herd, and suppressing snickers, they had stalked up, pushed one cow into the other: a bovine game of dominoes. Both cows had toppled, struck a third hapless creature, and awakened. Indignant lows had erupted, causing a general alarm to rush through the rest of the herd. They were almost trampled that day, as they ran for safety as fast as their adolescent legs would carry them, mischievous laughter replaced by heart-pounding fear. Daved had appeared like a wind, riding his horse as if he were born on it, materializing out of nowhere, and grabbed each boy by the scruff, hauled them up, letting his horse take the bit and run. They had thundered off the field ahead of the stampede, and it had taken all the men in Galbin's employ the rest of the day to calm the riled beasts.


Oh, how Daved had berated him! He had thrashed Jurel that day, called him a fool, an idiot, and several other, less pleasant things. He remembered it with a smile, though he did not smile at the time.


But now...


Now Daved was a long way from him, and he felt that absence keenly, like he was being chased by that stampede again, and there was a cliff ahead with no way around. Daved would not ride out of the sunlight to save him the next time.


When he looked to Kurin, the old man was already gazing at him, with a mixture of pity, and sadness in his eyes. He rose, drained his cup, not able to withstand the old man's pity, and stalked to the counter where he refilled his goblet and drained it in one motion.

 “Careful, Jurel. That stuff's potent and it won't really help, you know.”


Jurel growled, his eyes lingering on the scattered flasks and the orderly line of books.

 “What else am I supposed to do? I'm exiled from my life. I have no where to go. It seems I must rely on the pity of an old man to survive.” He immediately hung his head, regretting his callous words, and turned to face Kurin. “I'm sorry. That was uncalled for.”


A look, a mixture of glaring heat and stony mystery, melted to calm acceptance. “No need. I can understand that you're not exactly feeling like yourself at the moment. I remember once hearing a woman screaming at her husband, an old friend of mine.” Kurin chuckled and rubbed his chin, his eyes distant with memory. “She was very pregnant and he had done something rather foolish. I can't quite recall what he did, but I do remember when she finally broke down into tears, he wrapped an arm around her and said, 'It's all right dear. You're just hormonal.' I thought she was going to kill him then.” Again he laughed. His eyes came back to the present and glued onto Jurel's. “Please, come and sit. Bring the brandy with you.” He gestured to the chair, and Jurel complied, slowly returning to plop himself down to stare at the fire, dancing and licking in the hearth. 


 “I don't know what to do,” Jurel muttered.

 “Welcome to the real world, Jurel. None of us really know what to do. We just...do,” Kurin said softly, maybe even...tenderly?


They sat, staring at the fire in silence, each pondering their own circumstances until, some time later, Kurin rose, with that air of business-like efficiency he'd had when he'd tended Jurel's wounds and considered the young man sitting in his chair.

 “Well, I think what we should do tonight is simple enough. Some hot food—you must be starving—and a warm bed would probably do the trick. Perhaps with morning's light, things will appear a little less desperate.”


Jurel nodded, rose, and followed Kurin into the back room, hoping, praying, that the old man was right.




Chapter 22

 After a hot breakfast, of eggs, bacon and lightly seasoned diced potatoes, Kurin told Jurel that he had to go see a woman about a baby. Jurel was not quite sure what the old man meant, so he simply nodded mutely, and asked if there was anything he could do while Kurin was out. 

 “Certainly. There's a broom in the pantry, second door on the left. Would you be so kind as to sweep the floors? They're an awful mess.”

 With a nod, Jurel stepped into the indicated pantry, barely glancing at the neat stacks of jars and burlap bundles that populated the various shelves, and retrieved the mentioned broom, if the stick with a spray of straw tied roughly to one end could be called such, from the corner by the door.

 “Oh, and while you're at it, would you mind cleaning up those dishes? There's a well in the back yard,” Kurin added, closing the door behind him as he left.

Jurel sighed, staring at the heap of filthy dishes stacked so high on the counter that the small window was almost totally obscured. He was not quite sure how any meal for two could accumulate such a mess, but with nothing else to do, he tackled the chores with alacrity, glad to have something to keep himself occupied. It would not take so long, he thought. Kurin's home was not very big though it was bigger than the wooden facade seemed to indicate. The kitchen in particular was airy, dominated by the oak table in the center of the room, where they had eaten their breakfast. It was a beautiful table, out of place in the plain kitchen with its carved moldings and dark lacquer finish. There were two chairs, one at each end, which did not match the table, rough cedar ladder-backs with only a light stain finish. One of them had been used by Kurin the previous night when he and Jurel had sat by the fire after Jurel's arrival. The long counter, covered with mismatched pots and plates nearly spanned the room, only allowing enough space at one end for the door that led to Kurin's back yard. Along an adjacent wall, across from the pantry door, there stood a pot-bellied stove, much like the one Jurel had seen every day of his life in Daved's little cabin, though this stove was larger. He had not been through the other door that led from the kitchen, the one beside the pantry door, but since that was the door Kurin had disappeared through the night before, he presumed it led to his bed chamber.

 Stepping from the kitchen to the back yard, Jurel found himself in a small compound. He was surprised to see that there was a small outbuilding a few feet from where he stood, with windows spreading from end to end along each of its walls. Along one side of the windowed building, Kurin had set up a makeshift lean-to that sheltered a garden. Bare earth at this time of year, it was probably where he grew his herbs and maybe some vegetables. He did not understand the reason for the cover; it seemed ridiculous to keep sunlight from hungry plants but since it really was none of his business, he ignored his curiosity and turned his gaze to his destination. He angled away from the building, to the well, made of rough gray stones, and covered with a circular lid. Beside the well sat a bucket tied to a neatly coiled length of hemp rope, and it was this bucket that Jurel aimed for.

 After emptying the bucket of as much snow as he could, he filled it from the well, marveling that he was able to draw water at all in the frigid weather; the well must have been deep indeed, to have not frozen. Replacing the crude lid, he re-entered the house, shivering, and sized up, once again the tasks in front of him.

At least it's something to keep me occupied, he thought and set to work, waiting for Kurin to return.

 * * *

For the next few days, he found himself caught in a routine that was not unlike the one he had followed at the farm. They rose from their beds, Kurin's behind that one door that Jurel never went through, and Jurel's, the little cot in the front room where Kurin met his patients. It did not bother Jurel that he slept on a bed that held sick, possibly contagious people for large portions of the day. Kurin insisted on changing the sheet every evening after he locked his front door, so Jurel knew he always slept on an unsullied bed. Where Kurin found so many linens, Jurel had no idea, but they were always crisp and clean when he pulled them up over his shoulders and they were effective enough in warding off the night's chill that the fireplace, banked low each night, could not quite keep at bay.

 They began each day with a hot breakfast, comprised of eggs, ham or bacon, and fresh fruit, buttered rolls and juice. After their breakfast, Kurin went to his office, and waited on patients of all sorts. Jurel was not welcome to join him for obvious reasons, but he could often hear snippets through the door: “Sir, my leg hurts”, or “I have this cough that won't go away”, and sometimes “is my baby all right?”—this last often spoken loudly over the wailing baby in question. Each time, Kurin assured his patients, comforted them with kind words and set about doing whatever he could to help them in that efficient way that Jurel likened to a bird building a nest. He was good, apparently, because it was a rare thing that his office was empty.

 While Kurin was ministering to his patients, Jurel contented himself with cleaning their morning mess, sweeping the floor with the ratty little broom and, once Kurin realized that Jurel's grasp of reading was limited—Daved had only had three texts to teach him from after all—poring through the texts that Kurin brought back from the front room. He preferred sweeping to the boring pages that Kurin wanted him to read; he really was not interested in discovering what herbs were best used to salve an open wound—though he had found out that Kurin used Dogspur on his own—or what would best calm a burning throat, but Kurin had insisted, telling Jurel that reading proficiently was an important skill, and if he had to read, then he may as well learn something else that could prove useful. Many people had died no more than an hour from the nearest healer, Kurin had informed him, because they did not have the simple knowledge required to tell which abundant plants could be used to keep an infection at bay.

 Besides, it was something to keep his mind occupied.

Each afternoon, Kurin entered the kitchen with the setting of the sun, to the warm smell of dinner cooking, satisfied to find Jurel poring over one tome or other while the young man waited for the chicken, or the ham, or the beef stew to be ready to eat. He motioned Jurel to follow him into his office where he checked Jurel's wounds, keeping a careful eye out for the angry red lines that would indicate infection, marveling at the speed with which the young man healed. Once satisfied that all was well, Kurin re-wrapped the wounds with new gauze soaked in the stinging, bitter smelling dogspur.

 “It's just not possible. Look at this. The stitching is getting pushed out and the wound is almost totally closed. I don't understand a thing of it,” Kurin marveled on the fourth day. He poked and prodded a while longer, hemming and humphing, shaking his head. “How can a wound that should take weeks to heal be almost closed in just a few days?”

 Jurel, of course, had no idea though he noted that he had felt no real pain from any of his wounds in the last day or two. He raised his arm, where Kurin had yet to wrap his damaged wrist, seeing that there was barely more than a scar. He was as bewildered as Kurin.

 “Well, it's simply remarkable. Most men with your wounds would have been laid up in bed for days and the wounds would persist for weeks, leaving scars that would be visible for the rest of their lives,” clinical observation, almost a lecture. “You, on the other hand, were up and about at sunrise the day after you got here, and I would imagine that scarring will be minimal. And your face...” Kurin trailed off, studied Jurel's face, carefully comparing what he saw with what he remembered, poking at it (rather annoyingly, in Jurel's opinion) with one thrusting finger. The angry welts, and shadowy bruises had faded, leaving barely a trace of discoloration, about the same hue of grass-stains, behind. “You were black and blue, your lips were broken, and your left eye was swelled almost shut. Not to mention the cut that was across your cheek. I see none of that now. How did you do it?”

 “I don't know.” 

 He had always been a quick healer, but this was verging on the miraculous. The last time he had a serious injury, that fall out of the tree, he had healed completely in three weeks and there was no scar to show for it. But this...

He mulled it over until Kurin finished his ministrations, shrugged and squirmed to rearrange the new dressings comfortably, and with a muttered, “thank you,” decided it was just the strength of his young body that allowed such things to be. What else could it be?

 The days passed as they had. Jurel cooked and cleaned, and he began to feel almost as if he were at home. In his spare time, he read and learned more about berries and herbs and the procedures used to gather, and prepare them for use in a sick room—“Mix crushed wardwart with boiling water. Allow to steep for two hours. Filter with one ten-thousandth mesh. Dispose carefully of the residue ensuring that none touch bare flesh.” Riveting stuff—while Kurin tended the sick. His reading had improved markedly; he found he did not have to speak the words as he read them anymore, no longer needed to carefully pronounce each syllable of the larger words on the page. By the seventh day, his stitching had fallen out, stuck to the gauze as Kurin changed them and by the ninth, the wound on his chest had completely closed, leaving no more than a small scab where, a week before, there had been a deep, ugly wound that seeped blood and ruined a white robe. The wounds on his arms were barely more than memories; tiny scars were the only reminder of his encounters with Shenk and Merlit in the woods.

 “I think we're finished with bandaging, Jurel,” Kurin said on the tenth day after his regular poking inspection. “I just don't understand it. How did you do it?” Jurel had lost count how many times Kurin had uttered those words.

“I don't know,” was his reply. As it always was, always immediately followed with the unspoken question, How should I know?

 “Well, I think it high time to get you out of that robe and into fresh clothes, now that you're not in danger of bloodying them up. Go look in the bottom drawer on the right, will you?” 

 Jurel did as he was told, and found a bundle wrapped in plain burlap. He lifted out the soft bundle and glanced inquisitively at Kurin.

 “Yes, yes, that's the one. Go ahead and open it,” Kurin said, with a small smile and a twinkle dancing in his eyes.

 When Jurel unwrapped the burlap and saw the contents, his confusion turned to surprise. He discovered a linen shirt, simply woven, of dark green. Under that, a gray woolen cloak, and under that, a pair of pants made of soft blue wool. Picking up the shirt, he noticed that it seemed to be tailored to his size.

 “I don't understand,” Jurel said.

 “I missed your birthday, did I not?” Kurin asked. “Well, consider this a late present.” He smiled and waved at Jurel. “Try it on. Let's see if it fits.”

 Jurel changed quickly, discarding the white robe into the same corner he had left his other tattered rags, wondering briefly what had become of those rags—later, when asked, Kurin would respond, “I burned them. And good riddance too for they stank to the heavens.”—and found the clothing was nearly a perfect fit. The shirt was just a little loose and the pants were a little long, but aside from those minor quibbles, Jurel found himself, once again, dressed in normal clothing.

 “There's a pair of boots in the corner by the door for you too. Vance—he's the cobbler just down the street—didn't want to make boots until he could get a proper measure of your feet, but he owed me a favor.”

 Jurel padded over and found a pair of beautiful black boots shining in the firelight, made of soft leather, and appearing quite comfortable. His impression was a good one; the first one slipped onto his foot as if Vance had indeed taken measurements, and when he had both boots on, he took a few careful steps, searching for any hint of chafing that might cause blisters. He found none.

 “Thank you,” Jurel said, eying his new attire. “I don't know what to say. It's wonderful.” 

 “Good, good. I'm glad you like it. And it seems that Vance and Winette did their jobs well.” 

 Jurel did not know who Winette was, but he assumed she had a hand in tailoring the clothing. 

 “By the way,” continued Kurin, “I took the liberty of putting your duffel in the pantry. You'll find it under the shelf with the conserves. Your sword too is in there.” There was distaste in his tone at that. “I cleaned it as best I could, but I'm just a healer and have no experience with that sort of thing.” With a grunt of satisfaction, Kurin rose to his feet and started for the kitchen door. “Now then, whatever it is you're cooking is smelling awfully good and I'm hungry. Shall we?” 




Chapter 23

 Jurel stood surveying his kitchen, sleeves rolled up and the neck unlaced in the warmth offered by the stove, as squares of early afternoon sun made golden tiles on the floor, noting with satisfaction that the ever-present heap of dishes was much reduced ever since he took over the cooking duties. He was thinking about what he would prepare for dinner that evening when Kurin walked in. Surprised, he turned to the old man, the question plain on his face. It was early; Kurin never came into the kitchen until late afternoon, when he closed up shop.

 “I wonder if I could beg a favor of you,” the old man said, handing Jurel a piece of paper. “Could I ask you to go to the shed outside and get these ingredients?”

 “The shed?” Jurel asked. He had still not set foot inside the structure in the back yard; he still did not know what was in there.

 “Yes, Jurel. The shed. You know, that wooden thing out back? The one with a thing we like to call a door? That's a shed.” he rolled his eyes. “I would have thought a farm boy would know what a shed was.”

 “Well, yes, I know what a shed is,” Jurel rejoined. “I've just never been in there.”

 “You haven't?” Kurin asked, eyebrows creeping up on his forehead. “Imagine that. Well, that's where I grow some of my ingredients. I hate buying them from a vendor, especially in winter when they sit in some storehouse for months on end. They go stale, you see, and they lose their effectiveness. I can't grow everything I want in there—not enough space—but at least I can get some of what I need.”

 “Ah.” Sounded sensible enough. He scanned the paper, quickly reading Kurin's elegant script: Three stalks of dogspur, six hearthberries, and three winter roses. Simple enough.

 “Now you are certain you can identify these items?” Kurin squinted at Jurel. “Hearthberries are quite similar to winterberries, you know.”

With a reassuring nod, Jurel told Kurin he would return shortly and leave the items by the door, and strode briskly from the kitchen, suddenly excited to see something new. It had been a little more than two weeks since he had arrived and he had not stepped foot outside except to get water from the well. He liked the little house well enough, but he was growing bored seeing the same walls every day. Besides, although he had never entertained notions of exploring the shed—it was none of his business, after all—he did wonder what was in there. Pocketing Kurin's list, he flipped the latch to the tightly sealed door, and pulled, revealing what he considered to be quite a wonder.

 The windows that stretched from wall to wall on the outside actually circled the room with two more large ones set into the flat ceiling overhead and sunlight bathed the room. He scanned the interior which was far warmer than he thought it could possibly be with no detectable heat source, panning from one side to the other and back across the long tables that lined both walls with just a narrow path in between to allow access along the entire length of the shed. The tables themselves held a veritable jungle of greenery, spotted liberally with flowers and berries in all the colors of the rainbow. It was like some Aelephim legend come to life, a storybook garden where he might expect to see sparkling sprites and pixies, a gnarled little gnome or a dryad.

 From his reading, he was able to identify many of these: Meghan's Bloom, a red flower that seemed to sag under the weight of its own teardrop petals, made a fine tea to control nausea; Sandweed, bristling with vicious purple thistles, was used in salves and helped to soothe burns; Dogspur, which he had personal experience with; and several others, including the ones that brought him here in the first place. He was pleased to see he remembered the tedious text Kurin had made him read. 

Not so pointless after all, I guess, he conceded to himself. Boring but useful. 


 He made his way up the narrow aisle, carefully, keeping his elbows close to his body so he would not disturb the various pots and beds. The shed seemed to be tailored to Kurin's lean form making navigation by one of Jurel's mass difficult. Reaching the dogspur first, he thought back to the book, remembering how to harvest the desired plant without damaging them, and pulled three silky green stalks, careful to get the roots since it was there that most of the medicinal qualities were found, avoiding the tiny barbs that gave a hint to the origin of its name. He stared stupidly at the stuff in his hands when the realization came to him that the book had failed to mention the need of a container. Feeling a little foolish, he deposited the delicate stalks into his shirt pocket, and turned in search of his second objective. The hearthberries were easy enough to identify despite Kurin's warning: fat white orbs streaked with fine red lines that looked like someone had carefully painted the image of a fire on each tiny berry were what distinguished what he sought from the similar winterberries. Grasping each one carefully by its stem, he tugged and they plopped softly into his palm and he placed them in his other pocket to keep the two plants from mixing. He turned and found the winter roses on the other table, white as snow, glowing as though a fine mist wrapped them in the bright light that blanketed the room. Three flowers, three quick plucks, and he was done. 

 Carrying his harvest, he left the shed where he again marveled at the difference in temperature. It was a chilly day, with a biting wind, yet that shed was warm enough for him to stay comfortable without a coat or cloak. Shivering, he trotted back to the kitchen.

 He found a plate to deposit Kurin's requested ingredients and set it down by the door leading to the office where Kurin was surely hard at work, tending to a broken bone, or maybe a dog bite. He froze at the sound of gruff voices, muffled by the closed door, that reached his ears, followed by Kurin's measured baritone response. Placing his ear to the door, the first time he had done so since his arrival, he listened.

 “—a fugitive on the loose, Kurin,” one was saying. “Have you seen anything strange?”

 “Besides old Hogen ranting his usual nonsense about the fulfillment of some prophecy or other on his crate down the street? No, I don't think so,” Kurin answered.

 “This one is dangerous,” a second voice said. “There's two men, beaten bloody and one dead.”

 Jurel's heart sank, and his belly twisted itself in a knot.

 “Dead?” Kurin gasped. “Well, that's terrible. Who would do such a thing?”

 “Aye,” the second voice returned. “Stabbed in the gut out there in Center Wood and left for the wolves.”

 “According to the owner of a farm, one Valik by name, it seems this murderer's name is Jarel, or Jurel or some such,” the first man said. “He beat this Valik over some petty squabble and took off into the night. The farmer said he sent two men to go after him and bring him back so they could work out their differences. They were friends, he said, and he did not want their friendship to wither over some pointless argument. Why he attacked those two is unknown.”

 Jurel seethed. It was all he could do to restrain himself, to keep from bursting in on them and tell them that it was Valik who had started it and it was Valik who had sent Merlit and Shenk to kill him.

 “My, my,” Kurin said. “Sounds like quite the beast.”

 “Aye. Are you sure you haven't seen him? He'd be hard to miss. Huge they said, and they got some damage in while they defended themselves.”

 “No, no. I've seen nothing of anything. Large man. Injured. Murderous gleam in his eye. No, doesn't ring any bells.”

 “Now that is strange,” said the first, “because according to Vance and Winette, you had some rather strange requests for them. Clothing and boots, far larger than you would need them, they told us. Care to explain?”

 “Well, you see, I have a nephew that I am expecting to come visit any day now. It was his birthday two weeks ago and I wanted to present him with fine clothes. I hope they fit him, he may have grown since my last view of him,” Kurin said. 

 Relieved that Kurin had not turned him in, he found himself impressed with the old man's ability to spin a tale so quickly.

 “Oh, I see. Do you mind if we see these gifts for...your nephew?”

 Impressive or not, these men were experienced guards used to unraveling lies. Jurel tensed.

 “Oh no, oh no. I think not. I have them all wrapped up and it took my old aching hands forever to get the packaging just right. I could not bear to have to do it all over again.” 

 Jurel clapped a hand to his mouth, stifling his laughter. He had never heard Kurin sound as old as he did just then, and that was how he discovered that the wily old man was quite the consummate performer. Perhaps he had been a mummer in another life. There was a pause, a silence in the room beyond the door that stretched and Jurel imagined duelers facing each other, circling, each sizing up the other.

 “Look Kurin,” the second guard said, “Are you certain you don't know anything? If you're hiding anything, things would not go well.”

 “Why would I hide anything?” cried Kurin and Jurel could almost see the old man throw his hands up in exasperation. “Did I not save your wife's life—and your son's—when complications arose in her pregnancy? How is Em anyway? And Dag?”

 “Th—they're fine, thank you,” the second guard stammered.

 “Good, good. I'm glad to hear it. Give them my warmest regards, will you? And you, Aldrig? Did I not keep your...issue, let's call it that, your issue left by—what was her name? Sila, wasn't it?—from your wife?”

 “Yes sir, but-” the first guard flustered.

 “Well then what more is there to say? I have never seen the fiend you seek. If I find out anything, I will be sure to tell you. Now is there anything else? There is much to be done yet today.”

 Another silence, this one shorter, and the two guards bade Kurin a good day. A dull hollow clomping of tramping boots signified the retreat of the routed army, and the door shut loudly. Jurel waited for any other noise, still as a statue, when Kurin's voice reached him.

 “If you are quite finished polishing my door with your ear, could you bring my things in? We'll talk later.”

 Jurel jumped to obey as if he had just been stung, abashed that he was eavesdropping, confused that the old man knew.

 * * *

 After spending an afternoon of misery, nausea eating at him, Jurel sat at the table, waiting for Kurin's entry. Dinner simmered as usual but the smell was not tempting to Jurel. Not that day. Perhaps it was because he was too wound up, too tense to enjoy the aroma and perhaps it was because, in his distraction, he had burnt it a little. Either way, or both, Jurel sat, trying to keep his insides inside and he waited. A book lay open on the table before him, but every time he finished a line, he found he could not remember what he had just read, and had to try again. He gave up, stared blankly at the yellowed page in front of him, saw instead how Kurin would turn him in to the guards after finding out that he really was the murderer they said he was. 

Maybe he deserved it, he thought. Maybe he should be locked up. Beating Valik and Merlit, killing Shenk. Unforgivable, and perhaps it was time for a reckoning. He saw Shenk again, in his mind's eye, staring up in shock and pain, blood leaking on the snow. “How?...” He saw the man crumple, fall over and wheeze one last breath. He saw the eyes that stared at nothing. Yes, perhaps he deserved whatever the guards would do to him.

 “So, what have you made us for dinner tonight?” Kurin asked, shutting the door behind him.

 Jurel started. He had been so lost in thought that he had not heard Kurin enter, and he looked up. Kurin's normal grin and sparkling eyes graced him. He tried for a smile of his own but what he plastered across his face was little more than a quivering grimace. The light of the sun was coppery in the window, indicating the sun's impending doom. He had spent hours sitting there stewing, he realized with chagrin.

 “I made stew. I hope it's all right. I was a little preoccupied and I might have burnt some of it.”

 Kurin's smile slipped only a little, only to return in full force as he approached the table and sat in his customary place.

 “Never fear, Jurel. If I had wanted to turn you in, I would have,” Kurin said with a dismissive wave of his hand. Then he shot a pointed look at Jurel. “I will hear your story tonight, but let's eat first. I'm starving.”

 They ate in silence only broken every once in a while by Kurin's exclamations that dinner was delicious, absolutely delicious. Just the thing to hit the spot. His reassurances were so outlandish, so over the top, that Jurel could not quite completely hide the smile that threatened. He ate slowly, trying to prolong dinner, to put off having to tell his story but inevitably, the last bite came and he had no choice. He put down his spoon to await the inevitable questions.

 Instead of asking, Kurin rose and went to his pantry, returned a moment later with two tankards filled to the brim with foamy ale. Handing one to Jurel, he sat and took a long swallow, closing his eyes in contentment. Puzzled, Jurel gazed at the old man over the rim of his own tankard, tasting the mellow brew. He had never seen Kurin drink anything but brandy or water.

 “Nothing quite like cold ale after a hard day,” he said, answering Jurel's unspoken question. “It's not often I drink the stuff, but today has been exceptionally difficult.”

Jurel did not bother to answer. Here it comes, he thought, staring down into his tankard, watching the foam slowly swish like a cloud on a breezy day.

 “Speaking of difficult days, would you please tell me what happened on yours?” Kurin asked.

 “Well, I didn't do much really,” Jurel said, smiling weakly. “I went and got the things you asked for, cleaned the dishes, then I made dinner-”

 “I think we both know I do not speak of today,” Kurin said, and when Jurel looked up, he saw an expression he had never seen in the old man's face. A piercing gaze, a gaze that looked alien on the amicable features, seemed to open him like a book. “I want to know what you've gotten yourself into. The guards implicated you in some pretty nasty business and I want to know why.”

He hesitated, not knowing where to start, and decided he had best start from the beginning. He told of Galbin's death, and of how he had remained at the house to stand vigil. He told of Valik's entry and he told of how Valik had accused him of killing his father. He was faintly astonished to find that he still harbored a dull resentment at the cruel man's accusations. After all he had done, surely he should not be allowed any bitter feelings except remorse. He felt that too. He continued his story, relating how Valik had attacked him and how he had felt something break inside him. Telling it brought back the memory, clear as day to his mind. He remembered the discordant ringing in his ears, the ringing that came so seldom in his life, that was always a harbinger of terrible violence. He told of Valik's assertion, “I'm going to hurt you, boy. I'm going to hurt you like never before. You killed my father!” He remembered the feeling, almost a physical rending, that had caused his rage to boil up, volcano hot, and he remembered beating Valik mercilessly though it was obscured by a haze, a red mist. Or by what was left of his own rational mind in an effort to keep him planted.

 Kurin listened, not uttering a word, still as stone.

 The story had dredged the swamp of his memories and he remembered it all, almost feeling that he relived the entire episode over again, as he continued with how his father had found him in the barn the next morning, how they had agreed that Jurel would have to leave. His heart wrenched as he remembered his father's words, “I love you boy. I'm proud of you.” He did not feel the tears leaking down his cheeks nor did he see Kurin's expression soften with pity; he was too lost in his memories, which continued their inexorable march forward, turning from the heartbreaking warmth of his lost home to the bone-chilling cold of the road. He omitted not a single detail to Kurin, even telling him of the sights and smells, of his decision to brave the haunted forest, and of his stop at midday for his simple meal, where he had heard the approaching footsteps. With a growing dread, he told Kurin of his fear and his flight through the forest, and Merlit catching up with him. He told Kurin everything that he remembered and his retelling lasted for a long time, long enough for the moon to rise high in the sky, long enough for Kurin to rise, motioning for Jurel to continue, and refill their tankards. Remembering Merlit was not so hard; he had hurt the man, but at least he had not killed him. Remembering Shenk...Well that was different. 

 His story stumbled to a halt when he reached that fateful encounter. He looked at Kurin, praying that the old man would let him stop, pleading with his eyes, but Kurin still did not utter a single word. He sat and he waited. So unlike his father, yet so similar, he would not be satisfied until he heard the entire affair.

 So he continued, a black hole opening in him at the memory, not skipping anything. If the old man wanted to hear about it, if he was so adamant to know of Jurel's depravity, then by the blazes, Jurel would tell him every gritty detail! And he did, right down to the ringing in his ears, the awful words spoken, each individual strike, and the blood pooling in the snow. He told of his desperation to clean the blood from his hands, his last flight through the woods and his arrival in town.

 “And I think you know the rest.”

 When he finally trailed to a halt, the moon had risen past its apex, and had begun its slow descent to its own bed, a mute witness to Jurel's tale. He glared at it, irrationally willing the pale half-circle to forget what it had heard that night. 

 “Why did you kill him?” Kurin asked. He spoke evenly, his voice quiet. “Why did you not do as you had with Merlit? Knocked him unconscious, and left him?”

 “I don't know,” Jurel howled. He had asked himself the same question over and over again and he had yet to find a satisfactory answer. “He tried to kill me. I—I just defended myself. Then that ringing, that tearing in me, that terrible searing rage...I couldn't stop myself. I didn't want to kill him. I just wanted him to leave me alone. But that ringing. I couldn't ignore it. It took over and...” Again his words stumbled to a halt and again he stared miserably into his nearly empty tankard. No foam now. No cloud to waft away on; just dregs, sitting sourly at the bottom of a tin cup.

 “Do you think you did something wrong?” 

 The question stunned Jurel. It seemed too inane to even acknowledge. “I killed a man, Kurin. I stuck his own dagger in his belly and I watched him die. Of course I did something wrong.”

 “Let me see your hand,” Kurin ordered. 

 Confused by the sudden change in topic, Jurel showed him the requested hand, the clean unbroken flesh, the flesh that Jurel could have sworn was still covered in Shenk's blood. Kurin took hold and scrutinized it in silence while Jurel watched, bemused with the old man. What could Kurin be searching for? There was nothing to see. Jurel was about to ask the old man if he was quite satisfied when Kurin let his hand go and cleared his throat.

 “Remarkable,” he said. “And you say this is the hand you caught the dagger with? This is the hand you gripped the blade with?” Kurin stared at him, eyes needle sharp, intent. He appeared to be waiting for something in particular though except for his eyes, his demeanor was one of nonchalance. The way he leaned back in his chair, and took hold of his tankard, the way his lips curved in a casual smile all spoke of a man having a pleasant conversation with not a care in the world, just two friends discussing the weather. But his eyes. His eyes most definitely told a different story. They spoke of a man whose every fiber hung on Jurel's next words, needing Jurel to give him the right answer, like a withered flower gazing up to gathering clouds in silent supplication.

 “Yes,” Jurel said and for an instant, just the blink of an eye, a flash passed through Kurin's eyes, quickly quelled, and Kurin gazed at him blandly once again. Jurel's curiosity was piqued. He was holding something back. “Why? What's so important about it?” 

 Kurin snorted. “Silly question, don't you think? You caught a dagger in your hand and didn't suffer so much as a scratch. I'm a healer. I do it because I don't like seeing people sick or injured. The idea that, somehow, you didn't get hurt is important.” 

 Something about his words gnawed at Jurel. Kurin's answer, though perfectly sensible, was evasive. The old man was hiding something. 


What is it, old man? What's got you all bothered?

 Before he could vocalize his question, Kurin rose with a sigh. He seemed more alive, more...there; the withered flower had not just gotten the rain it needed, it was now bathed in a shaft of sunlight.

 “Well, lad,” the old man said. “You can't spend your whole life imprisoned in my kitchen and going into town seems a bad idea all things considered, so perhaps it is time that we leave.”

 “Leave?” Jurel asked. “We?”

 “Of course 'we.' You certainly can't stay and I was already considering going anyway. I find I miss the open road.”

 He had not considered it. He thought he would stay here, perhaps ask Kurin to teach him the ways of a healer—he had already read that blasted book, after all. A good start. The thought of travel nearly made him wince. He did not want anything to do with adventuring. He did not want anything remotely resembling adventuring. He had decided that at the farm, and after his first bitter taste of the road, his decision had been confirmed. He was perfectly content to let others have it. “Where would we go?” he asked.

 “Oh I don't know quite yet. But I'm sure we'll figure something out.” 

 Again, Jurel had the sense that Kurin was being evasive.

 “Tell you what, Jurel. Pack your things and go to bed. It's getting late, and we're going to be gone long before sunrise.”

 Jurel hesitated, not entirely certain he should trust the old man who was most definitely hiding something. On the other hand, Kurin had put him up, fed him and clothed him, lied for him to the town guard. It seemed justifiable to go along with him a little longer. As Kurin had hinted, Jurel could not even cross the street lest he be apprehended and hung as a murderer. 

 He shrugged and went in search of his bag. The old man may have been hiding something, but Jurel still found he looked forward to spending time with the old man. After all, he had questions, a lot of them, and for whatever reason, he was sure that Kurin had the answers.




Chapter 24

 Kurin sat in his bed, wearing his nightgown, his eyes closed, his features slack while Jurel slumbered in the little cot but two doors away. He would sleep soon, but not yet. He had a message to deliver.

 He probed with his mind, scanning the winds for that spark, that light he knew so well. East and south his mind traveled, searching and sifting, careful not to get too close to the million pin points of light, scattered like little stars across the landscape, each one slightly different. He recognized a few of the lights: he saw dear friends, bitter enemies, passing acquaintances. But mostly he saw complete strangers, and he did not stop. He looked for one light, one man. His mind darted back and forth across the land like a gathering bee, ethereal yet wholly substantial in an arcane way, until at last, he saw that light, glimmering dully, softly in the dark. 


Of course he's shielded. He's not expecting me.



 It would make his delivery harder; trying to break through into a shielded mind was not easy. He descended, approached until the dim light filled his thoughts, and he tapped at the shield, testing its strength, searching for a tiny hole he might use to get through to the man on the other side. He pushed, felt a slight give, but he was not heartened. It was not weakness that gave this particular shield malleability. On the contrary, it was strength and experience: too soft and it was easy to penetrate; too hard, it would shatter like crystal. This was like finely tempered steel. 

 For a moment, Kurin was at a loss. He needed to report his discovery and the first person he thought of was this man he considered a brother. They had trained together as young men and they had grown close through the years, no matter their physical distance. The Abbot had thought that both men were highly talented, destined for greatness, and Jorge had lived up to that promise, making Chaplain before he was forty years old. Kurin had become sidetracked with his quest, one that many had considered foolish, traveling the land in search of his prize, and so he had become an outcast. Some of the brethren barely even considered him one of their number anymore. He had not risen as Jorge had but Jorge supported him, no matter his personal opinion on the matter, telling Kurin to contact him anytime if he found anything.

 So Kurin tried to establish that contact. He beat at the insubstantial shield with every bit of strength he could muster, picked at it like a seamstress trying to pull a stubborn thread, and searched for any tiny weakness he knew would not be there. Jorge was nothing if not thorough.

 He backed off to consider his next move. There was one more alternative but it was dangerous. He could try Calling to Jorge, but just as a yell in a town square caused heads to turn, Calling could attract attention. There were some that he would rather not inform of his presence or of his tidings. In a rare moment of indecision, Kurin hovered, hesitated. Could he wait? 

 No. He could not. This was too important.

 Turning, he carefully scanned the stars, noting most were dim with sleep. When he was satisfied that no one was aware of his presence, he focused his thoughts, aimed them as tightly as he could at the shield and the man underneath, and he let his mental voice out like a whip-crack. He Called. Then he waited.

 He waited for an eternity, although time felt different in this world that was not a world, this plane of existence that lay somewhere between, until a bulge appeared in Jorge's shield, followed by a tiny hole, barely the size of a pin's head to Kurin's senses. It was enough. Kurin slipped in and felt his brother's welcome consciousness envelop him.

“Kurin? What in blazes are you doing here?” Jorge's voice spoke in his mind. 


There was a flash of light and then Kurin found himself in a forest clearing, bathed in sunlight, sitting in a huge, comfortable chair across from Jorge at an ornate desk, a copy of the one in Jorge's office. Jorge was ensconced in his own chair looking the same as Kurin always remembered him. Careworn eyes gazed intensely from a craggy face over a full but neatly tended, squared off beard, reddish blond with gray streaks. Shorter than Kurin by two or three hands, Jorge was nonetheless imposing, with a wide girth and a barrel chest that stretched his dark ash gray robe, despite being nearly seventy years old.

 There was a crystal decanter on the table, filled with velvet red wine and a beautifully etched glass was in his hand. Kurin took a sip and closed his eyes with pleasure. No worldly wine was this good. No wine had that subtle blend of fruity sweetness and tart bite, like sunshine after a spring rain.

 “This is good stuff,” Kurin said.

 An amused smile split Jorge's beard like an ax coming from the inside. “It's amazing what a man can dream up.” He took a sip himself. “I always wished some inventive vintner would create something like this.” Another sip and Jorge's eyes locked on Kurin's. “But you did not risk a Calling in the dead of night to sample imaginary wine. So tell me, what brings you here.” He folded his hands on the table in front of him.

 Kurin shifted in his chair, adjusting his robe, not sure how to proceed. This was not the first time Kurin had told Jorge that he had found what he sought. They had had this conversation over and over, yet each time, Kurin had been forced to return, disappointed, to report that he had been mistaken. He felt a moment of doubt. Was he right this time? Was Jurel the one? All the signs were there. Everything he had witnessed agreed with his research. He pushed his doubt down, drowning it in all the facts he had gleaned in the last several years—and under another sip of the velvet wine. To think he had been planning to leave empty-handed only the day before Jurel's fortuitous arrival!

 There was nothing for it but to come out and say what he had come to say.

 “I found him.” Excitement welled up as though speaking the words was a key of sorts. He was so certain this time. It had to be him, it had to! 

 Jorge did not seem quite so enthused. His brow furrowed, his head canted to the side, and he stared at Kurin. 

 “Oh don't look at me like that Jorge. It's him. I know it is.”

 “Forgive me, Kurin, but you've said that before. Several times actually. How do you know for sure this time?” His voice was mild, neutral, but Kurin still heard the doubt, and it pained him to hear it from this man. He pushed it away.

 “Everything works. Everything fits. All the others...there was always a hint of doubt. They were all promising but there was always one little detail that I should have paid more attention to. There are no unexplained details this time. It's him. I know it.” He grew more animated with every word, his eyes taking on a fiery zeal. He raised a finger, “He was born on the Day of Shadows,” a second finger, “His parents, a couple of tavern keepers, were killed during that messy battle with the Dakariin up in Killhern almost fifteen years ago,” finger number three, “he was adopted by a soldier,” and number four, “on his sixteenth birthday, it was cloudy out. He had no shadow. 

“He's had two of the required fathers. The third, the holy one, well, he's taken quite a shine to me. I've helped him, fed him and hid him from the town guard when they accused him of murder. I think I can get him to think of me as a father if I play my cards right. Oh, and did I mention he's huge? I've never seen anyone as massive as he is. He stands well over my height and his shoulders look like they'd be at home on a bull. It is him!” Kurin finished.

 “All right, you seem to have satisfied at least part of the scripts, though you're shoe-horning the one about the three fathers. What about the rest of it?”

Damn you man! What will it take to convince you? Kurin thought the vicious thought and immediately regretted it. He took a deep breath. Jorge had reason to doubt. 


 “All right, listen to this,” Kurin continued. “He took some grievous wounds less than two weeks ago when a couple of fools attacked him. Nasty things, those wounds. One, on his chest needed nearly two dozen stitches.” He paused, savoring the moment. Jorge would be stunned, he knew.

 “All right. And?”

 “He's healed. Completely, totally healed. Barely even a scar,” he crowed.

 “Well that certainly is remarkable but perhaps he simply has a natural bias toward arcanum. We heal quickly, after all. Perhaps we should enroll him at the Abbey. We could make a priest out of him.”

 “Yes, yes, I know. But,” at this, Kurin leaned forward, pinning his brother, technically his superior, with his eyes, and let a slow smile spread across his face. He played his trump card. “Are you able to catch a dagger thrust? By the blade? Without injury?”

 Jorge leaned back, brow furrowing. “He did what?”

“One of those fools thrust a dagger at him and if he is to be believed—and I assure you he is; he's too naive to lie—he caught the bloody thing by the blade, plucked it from his attacker's grip and stuck him right in the gut.” Kurin leaned back and spread his arms and his smile wide. “There wasn't a scratch on his palm. I checked.”

 “But, that's impossible! No one can do that!” Jorge exclaimed, his eyes wide. 

 “Unless we take a great deal of time to prepare ourselves. Time that Jurel did not have.”

 Jorge nodded. “Yes. Time he did not have. In a situation like that-”

 “We can protect ourselves a little, reduce the damage but...” 

 Along with being a healer Kurin was, at least to some degree, a showman. He hated it when he did not get the reaction he sought and it felt good, sweet, to finally finagle it from Jorge. He watched as Jorge reached the conclusion that Kurin was hoping for and he put to voice the words he knew Jorge was thinking. “But he did it.”

 Jorge mulled over this information, his face gone white as snow, his eyes far away, rubbing a sausage finger along his gray beard in a way that Kurin had seen countless times before. Kurin definitely had his attention this time. He considered pressing his advantage but conceded that Jorge probably would not hear him, so lost in his own thoughts was he. So he waited for Jorge's decision, impatience digging at him, prickling him with its sharp thorns, until Jorge finally focused on Kurin.

 “Anything else?”

 Now. Now was the time to press the advantage. He smiled. He recounted Jurel's story almost word for word as it was told to him and he was pleased to see Jorge grow ever paler.

 “All right Kurin. This sounds promising. Bring him to the Abbey. We'll investigate this further when you get here. I'll send Mikal out to meet you. Are you still in Tack Town?” At Kurin's nod, he continued, “He should be near there anyway, so I think he should be able to catch up to you in Merris.”

 “Yes, your eminence,” Kurin said, letting his excitement get the better of him. 

 Jorge hated that title, hated it even more when Kurin used it, so of course, Kurin used it as much as possible. With a scowl and a growl, Jorge told Kurin to get out of his head, and Kurin found himself floating above the land, once again drifting over those sleeping stars. Happily, he turned and followed the thread of his consciousness home.

 “I did it,” he exulted like a child. “They'll believe me now. They must.” He settled back into his body with a jolt and smiled.

 “A new age is upon us,” he muttered. “And I shall be the one to usher it in.”




Chapter 25

 High Priest Thalor sat in his ornate high backed chair cushioned with red velvet, at his desk, a vast oaken sea that dominated the center of his office, with various icons and pictograms cascading down its thick, long legs like waterfalls. Putting down his quill, he looked up, not bothering to notice the tapestries lining his walls. He could describe each with his eyes closed: one showed a scene of some ancient battle, cavalry running with spears thrust forward while archers launched death overhead, nothing unique about it except the craftsmanship, which was artful; another portrayed Gaorla in all His holy vengeance smiting the wicked and the blasphemous; a third, the blessing of Shoka as he knelt in silent supplication. Nor did he notice the fine side table with legs that looked so delicate they could not possibly support any substantial amount of weight—but was incredibly strong—that abutted the extinguished hearth and held a dozen beautifully crafted decanters glittering in the dim light. The filigreed candelabra of solid gold on the wide mantle held nearly three dozen candles, but only three were lit. It was enough.

 His office was decorated with countless pieces of art, each one priceless and he, the son of a butcher, reveled in his position of power and wealth. His favorite had always been the statue that rested atop a stone pedestal at shoulder height beside his desk to his left where it was prominently visible to any who entered and where he could view it easily at any moment: a beautiful stallion as big as his head carved out of a single massive piece of jade, it reared on its hind legs, each muscle intricately formed to show grace and power, with a mane that flowed so convincingly that Thalor often thought he should feel a breeze when he placed his hand near the stunning sculpture. It reminded him of himself. Powerful, graceful, magnificent; this one, he always noticed and for a moment he let his eyes trace the fluid lines of the stallion, watched the candlelight flicker and play along the pale green stone and imagined for a moment that the muscles flexed and sinew stretched as it prepared to leap from its perch.

 He had risen through the ranks with a combination of ruthlessness, single-minded determination, and hard work and he felt he deserved the beautiful office, outstripped only by his personal chambers and the chambers of the Grand Prelate himself. He remembered the high priest who had occupied this office before him with a certain relish. Well, that was to say, he remembered bringing the man down with relish. It had not been hard: a few whispered words in the right ears, and a forbidden script deposited in his chambers had seen the man arrested and tried for heresy. Three days later, Thalor had watched him burn. Eight days, and Thalor was moving his personal effects into his new office. 

 Tonight, as was his habit, he was up late perusing reports and signing proclamations and all manner of things that the Grand Prelate, bureaucratic old fool that he was, deemed necessary to keep things running smoothly, when a timid knock at his door caused him to jolt.

 His raised his eyes, fixing them to his door, letting them adjust to the dimness, for the candlelight did not quite reach that far, and wondered who in bloody Shoka's balls would disturb him at that ridiculous hour.

 “Come in,” he barked.

 The door opened to admit his assistant, an acolyte of barely twenty years, still in his nightrobe and disheveled from his bed. The young man entered and bowed deeply, keeping his eyes averted low as was proper. One did not look upon one's betters as an equal, after all.

 “Well?” Thalor demanded. “What is it?”

 “Your grace,” the young acolyte muttered, “one of our agents has intercepted a Sending.” 

 “Do you have any idea what time it is, young man? Could this not have waited until morning?” His voice was silky, cultured. It slithered like a snake, hiding poisonous fangs underneath. He had worked hard to lose the peasant brogue that his father and mother had spoken while they were alive. 

 “Yes your grace. I mean, no your grace. I—The Sending is from Kurin.” 

 “Kurin? That old dog? Is he still chasing ghosts?” Thalor asked, amusement bubbling up. He enjoyed cowing his subordinates and this one was plenty cowed. Oh yes he was.

 “I—I don't know, your grace, but our agent reports that he spoke at some length with Jorge.”

 “Another mangy cur. You did not interrupt me, I pray, so that you could tell me of two Salosian whoresons gossiping in the dead of night.” The frightened acolyte swallowed audibly and Thalor was pleased that his dangerous tone had the intended affect. 


Give the boy credit, though. At least he's not fidgeting. Sweating, yes, but his hands are steady.

 “No your grace. The agent wished you to know that Kurin seems to have found what he is looking for. He is to meet with a man named Mikal in Merris. From there, they are to travel straightaway to their Abbey.” 

 The young man ended his report and Thalor could see that his acolyte did not know the significance of what he had just reported. Thalor did not feel inclined to fill the boy in either; he kept his features even, trying to appear bored, though his thoughts roiled and his gut churned.

 “Thank you. That will be all,” Thalor waved his man out, and looked down to the pages scattered on his desk, picking up his quill. 

 As soon as he heard the door latch click shut, he threw his quill down and stood with hands clasped behind his back, to pace the finely woven Kashyan rug in front of his desk. Thalor knew Kurin's story well. All the upper echelons did. The man traveled the kingdom tirelessly searching for his golden boy, had been searching, in fact, for the past thirty odd years. He even knew that Kurin had found a few candidates through the years to pin his hopes to. Those candidates never panned out but the old man was relentless. Now he had found another one.

 Thalor told himself that it was another wild goose chase but there was a problem. He knew the agent who had sent his young assistant running to him with this news—he hand-picked all of his own men. The agent was good, dependable. If he thought it important enough to disturb Thalor at this time of night, then it must have been quite important indeed. No mere wild goose chase, then. This new candidate had obviously done something special, something remarkable enough to have not only convinced Jorge, but convinced him enough to send Mikal. That could be problematic. Mikal was fiercely loyal to Kurin, and not a man thoughtlessly provoked. Not if one wished to keep one's head firmly attached, anyway. He would have to speak to the agent directly first thing in the morning after sunrise service, to hear every detail. 

 He sat down, still thinking. If nothing else, he could take steps to remove Kurin. That heretic had an annoying habit of popping up and meddling in affairs that were none of his concern. Perhaps he should send some heavily armed men to discuss Kurin's trespasses with him—before he met with Mikal, of course—and if they happen to kill some oaf pretender in the process, then so be it. Yes that would do nicely, Thalor thought smugly. He could kill two birds with one stone. He smiled at his own joke, an alien expression on his cruel features, his thin lips curling slightly upward in his skeletal face.

 He seemed to recall a small coterie out in that neck of the woods that might do the trick, men who would be happy to serve their god in the darkness of an alley. For proper compensation, of course. No one worked for free these days, not even for a High Priest of Gaorla himself. A quick communication and Kurin would be no more than a heap of moldering flesh and bone in a shallow grave. The Grand Prelate might even thank him for ridding the world of the Salosian heretic. Perhaps he might gain a reward, or at the very least curry favor with the old fool. He was seen as quite the up-and-comer; with a little luck, this turn of events could see him securing a prelacy. He grinned at the thought, imagining himself, a butcher's son as one of the six prelates, answerable only to the Grand Prelate himself. Not even the king would dare gainsay him.

 And answerable to Gaorla of course, he added. Because he was a good man. A pious man. A man whose tireless work was only for the greater good. He had done things that might have been considered by some to be terrible, maybe even evil. It made him snort in derision. To those, he would argue that anything done to keep the faith of the people strong was worth the price, even if the price was blood. Which brought him back to Kurin. The price of blood would be paid. He had made it his life's mission to rid the world of the heresy that was the Salosian Order and he would do whatever was necessary. A few strong men with sharp daggers would be a good start.

Yes, I think that will do very nicely indeed, he thought. I shall kill two birds.

 He picked up his quill again, and shuffled through the mess of parchments, letting his eye follow the line of his stallion's majestic neck, that slight smile still curling his lips.




Chapter 26

 Jurel stumbled bleary-eyed out the front door with his bag slung over his shoulder. It was early as Kurin had promised it would be, with dawn still two or three hours away and they were the only two people on the street. The town looked quite different at that hour with only the half moon, hung low on the horizon, to provide pale illumination. No hustle and bustle of townsfolk running errands, no hawkers crying out that their product was of the finest quality—the finest in town, they all bawled, only two coppers—no clanging of a smith's hammer or clopping of hooves. All of it had been replaced by the deep dark of night, impenetrable shadows obscuring the shops and stalls, reaching out, seeking with long fingers of gloom spreading like puddles of oil, giving the town an eerie facelessness that Jurel found unsettling, like he was trapped in a deep canyon between close set cliffs.

 “If you're quite done gawking, my boy, then perhaps you would be so kind?” Kurin murmured and Jurel jumped at the sound of the old man's voice by his shoulder. He turned to Kurin just as a heavy sack, containing several hard squares was thrust at him.

 “You're taking your books?”

 “Of course I am. What, did you think I would leave all my valued possessions behind?” Kurin retorted and sniffed. “Put them in the cart, would you?”

 Jurel turned again, lugging the hefty bag, to the small two wheeled cart that waited in the street in front of Kurin's shop. Jurel tossed it over the side rail of the cart, and it landed with a thud, jarring in the stillness, eliciting a hiss from Kurin.

 “Are you trying to wake the dead, boy?” the old man snarled. “The point to leaving before dawn is to avoid detection but if you prefer, I can drop you off at the guardhouse on my way out of town. At least you won't wake the entire population that way.”

 “Sorry,” muttered Jurel.

 Kurin stalked back into his house grumbling about the foolishness of youth, leaving Jurel to stand alone in the dark. He decided to check on Kurin's horse, a roan gelding who snuffled quietly when Jurel patted his nose. The horse nosed at Jurel's pocket and he could not help but smile.

 “Looking for a carrot are you? Don't worry, boy. I'm sure your master has something for you.”

 The horse snorted as if it understood Jurel's words and turned away, suddenly disinterested in the young man who could not even be bothered to offer it a treat. Jurel laughed quietly, rubbed the horse's sleek neck, thinking the animal had every right to be disappointed. After all, it too had been roused far earlier than was normal. It was probably grouchy. And why not? He was.

 “All right, Jurel. Let's get going,” Kurin said, materializing from the black maw where his door stood, and waved Jurel to the cart. “Hop on up in back and cover yourself with the blanket I put there. Just in case.”

 Without hesitation, he did as the old man bade, clearing a space between the mounds of sacks, though he did not cover himself completely with the woolen blanket he found. It was a rough thing, undyed and coarse, and it immediately caused prickly little pins to stalk across any bare flesh, and even some that was not, which he scratched vigorously. Better than a noose, he supposed. Besides, there was a chill bite in the air that seeped to his bones despite his being wrapped in a heavy cloak and a fur offered to him by Kurin. The blanket itched, but it added another layer of warmth.

 After hoisting himself onto the driver's bench, with an agility that seemed wholly out of place on such a frail looking old man, Kurin eyed the shadows where his humble little shop stood, sadness tugging the corners of his mouth.

 “I'm going to miss this place, I think,” he said. Then, glancing over his shoulder, he caught Jurel's eye. “This might be a pretty long road we're on. Are you ready?”

 With nothing else to say, Jurel simply nodded into the darkness. Kurin apparently saw the gesture, for he turned and flicked the reins lightly and clicked his tongue, urging his horse forward. The shadows started to roll by slowly, like a lazy river, indistinct and flat, and Jurel watched, rapt by the sight that was no sight, overwhelming darkness swirling and surrounding like current eddies when the moon reached its own destination, an unknown bed over the edge of the horizon, and the horse marched forward, its hooves thudding dully in the muddy road.

 Time passed, minutes or hours Jurel could not tell in the hypnotized trance he fell into, while he stared at the progress of their passage. He felt saddened, did not really know why, by the fact that he was passing through a part of town that he had never actually seen, like realizing an old friend had kept secrets from him. He had been in this town on only a handful of occasions with Daved, but on those visits, he had never been east of the general store where his father picked up supplies, as if that store had been a boundary to his existence, never to be crossed lest some unknown treaty was broken and war broke out. 

 Lately, he had stayed at Kurin's small shop, but that, he felt, did not count. He had not stepped foot in the street since his arrival. He had been hiding. Not from the town guard, no. Well, yes but he had not known they were searching for him until the previous day so hiding from them had been a secondary benefit. He had been hiding from himself, believing that if he never stepped foot out into the real world, then maybe the real world would remain separate from him. Maybe then his crimes would remain separate too. Another border. Another war.

 And here he was. Out in the real world where his crimes were not apart from him but were instead a part of him, and he passed through this small town that he had briefly called home, leaving another old friend behind, secrets and all.

 “Cover up,” Kurin hissed.

 After a moment, from under the wool blanket Jurel heard a voice in the distance, ordering them to halt, and Jurel heard Kurin mutter to his horse. The cart rumbled to a standstill and Jurel waited.

 “May I help you?” Kurin asked.

 “Kurin? Is that you?” the voice called. Irrationally, uncomfortably, Jurel thought that this was the second time in two days that Kurin held a conversation with town guards while Jurel eavesdropped. Secrets indeed.

 “Why of course it is. Who else would it be?” Kurin responded.

 “What are you doing about at this hour?” the voice sounded jovial enough, but Jurel's instincts stirred, whispered to him that Kurin had better consider his words carefully.

 “Why I'm simply going to visit my nephew. I received a note from him yesterday and I was concerned by the young man's words.”

 “Interesting,” replied the guard, “Because Aldrig and Benn told me that your nephew was coming to visit you.”

 Kurin laughed nervously, and cleared his throat. The old man is buying time so that he can think up a story. Oh bloody hell. He lay in the cart, completely motionless, barely daring to breath, definitely not daring to scratch the pinpricks left by the blanket, thinking that their journey was over even before it had begun.

 “Well, yes he was. But not long after they left, a messenger arrived from Merris with news.” A long silence follows Kurin's words, until Kurin spoke again. “Do you mind then, standing aside? I need to be on my way if I wish to reach Merris Town before next spring.”


No answer. Nothing. Jurel shut his eyes tightly, trying to banish all the images that came unbidden to his mind. He saw himself dragged to the guard house, tossed in a dank dirty cell crawling with rats and left for dead. He saw himself hauled to a gallows, noose prepared and sized just right to fit his neck. He saw himself, ears ringing, enraged, attacking everyone around him...no. Not that. He would not think of that.

 “So what did your nephew write to cause you to go sneaking off in the night?” the guardsman finally asked, and his voice rang with so much doubt that Jurel trembled.

 “Well,” Kurin stammered, “that his wife is ill. That he does not think it safe for her to travel. So he has begged me to come to them and do what I can for her. That's what I do, you know. I'm a healer. I heal.”

 “Oh, is that what you do? Thank you for that enlightenment.” Jurel could almost see the sarcastic smirk that creased the guard's face.

 “Do not get snippy with me, young man. I have healed more people in my life than you have seen in yours. Now unless there is something I can do for you, please stand aside and leave me be. Or perhaps I should have a word with Commander Javon next time he drops in for a visit. I imagine he might not be happy to hear that his men are waylaying innocent folk on errands of mercy,” Kurin snapped and Jurel held his breath.


Make or break.

 “I apologize, Master Kurin. I was simply ensuring the safety of the town and its folk.”

 “By stalling me?” Kurin growled. “What am I going to do? Heal everyone to death?”


Oh god, I'm a dead man. The blanket that had so recently offered an extra level of welcome warmth stifled him. Trickles of sweat worked their way down his temples and he thought he would suffocate for there just did not seem to be a single breath of air under the blanket all of a sudden. It took every shred of willpower he had to resist the temptation of throwing off his blanket and breath deep, refreshing breaths.

 “I—I'm sorry sir.”

 “Well, I suppose you should be commended for your thoroughness,” Kurin said as though he was forcing graciousness. “I'll let it pass this time. But please remember, man, that these are public streets and not everyone is a thief in the night.” With those words, Jurel felt the cart shudder and jolt into motion once again.


No thieves, but there are plenty of murderers out this night, Jurel thought.

 “Yes, sir,” the guard called as they passed him and, peeking out from a crease in the blanket, Jurel saw the guard standing stock still and ramrod straight looking for all the world like it had been his commander after all who had given him a dressing down.

 Jurel let himself sag, the tension oozing from his muscles, replaced by a dull ache as he wilted further into the packs and boxes in the cart. Something dug into his hip and he shifted to get it free.

 “Be still,” Kurin muttered. “We're not out of the woods yet.”

 The cart trundled on, picking up some speed, and it jostled and jolted, sending tremors sizzling through Jurel. He braced himself as best he could, staring at the blanket above his eyes, trying not to think about their near ruinous run in with the town guardsman, seething that Kurin had almost undone them so early in the game. 

 After an endless time, Kurin slowed the cart, and called cheerily over his shoulder to Jurel.

 “Come on out, Jurel. You'll miss all the scenery under that thing.”

 Throwing off the blanket, Jurel sat up, felt his sweat turn to little pebbles of ice on his brow and glared at the old man.

 “Well, thanks to you, the only scenery I almost saw was a cell,” he grumbled.

 “What, you mean that fool guard? Posh! He was never a problem,” Kurin laughed. “I know him. He's a good enough man but there's a reason his commander put him on the night shift. He's not got enough brains to tell the difference between a mule and his ass. He's on the night shift so that less folk will be bothered by him.”

 Jurel decided to let it go. No harm done after all, he conceded. 

 Looking around, he tried to see where they were, but the moon had set, leaving a blanket of impenetrable darkness that the scattering of stars overhead, a million pinprick holes in night's satin fabric, did nothing to lessen. Until dawn broke, Jurel thought the scenery that Kurin had urged him to view would be awfully boring.

 “So where are we going anyway?” Jurel asked. The question popped from his lips, surprising him. He had not thought to ask again if the old man had decided on a destination. The answer was obvious.

 “Oh I don't know, I don't know,” Kurin said. “Wherever the wind takes us, I suppose. We'll probably stop in Merris Town for a day or two to rest and resupply before setting out again. Why? Did you have any specific place to be?”

 “No, I suppose not. I was just curious, that's all.” He was not sure he liked the idea of constant travel, of just roaming around aimlessly for the rest of his life. With nothing to say and nothing to see, he leaned back and gazed at the stars as he had so many times in his life, losing himself in the silent majesty above.

 As a child, he had often climbed to the top of his tree, as high as he would dare and he would gaze through the holes in the greenery for hours on end, playing out endless dramas in his mind. Some were naive musings on how stars were born: created by a seamstress's ever busy needle, or spun from the endless depths by God Himself, to provide light in the corridors of His grand palace. He even scared himself once thinking that the sun, having crashed into the earth far to the west, had shattered and all that was left were the broken remnants strewn across the sky. He had not slept that night, not until he saw the sun rise intact, along its natural course in the east. Sometimes he had made stories not from individual stars but from entire constellations: the Virgin ran from the Hunter, frightened by his drawn sword (unaware at that age, that his story could be interpreted in a second, more scandalous way); or one night, he had imagined the Priest sacrificing the Lion on the Altar. 

 As the cart rumbled along the uneven mud road, he let his mind drift, let his thoughts turn to the more pleasant memories of a simpler time.

 * * *

 “Jurel, are you awake?” Kurin's voice reached down, sweeping open the curtains of his sleep and his eyes popped open, blinked in the brilliant sun of morning.

 “I am now,” Jurel answered. 

 “Ah good, good. Glad to hear it.”


Jurel sat up, rubbing the grit of sleep from his eyes and surveyed his surroundings. It was with disappointment that he noted this road looked much as it had on the other side of Tack Town. On the south, the same forest, dark and forbidding followed along the edge of the road, and on the north, more farmland, with the odd farmhouse or barn dotting the white landscape here and there. Looking back the way they had come, he tried to see Tack Town, but they had been on the road for at least four, or maybe five hours, by the position of the sun, and there was no town to be seen. Not even a stream of smoke, rising from a chimney was visible. Looking over the bench that Kurin sat on, Jurel was disappointed again. There was nothing ahead except more farmland, and more forest.

 What fun.

 “So how far is it to Merris, anyway?” Jurel asked. He had heard Kurin tell the guard that he wanted to arrive by the next spring but that just seemed ridiculous, probably no more than annoyed sarcasm.

 “Oh, five days or so,” Kurin replied.

 Five days. They would be out here in this miserable cold for five days and the old man told him with the same tone as one informing another of the evening's menu. “What's for dinner?” one would ask to which the other might reply, “Oh, beef stew and bread.” Jurel hated the cold.

 “Cheer up, Jurel,” Kurin said, as though reading his thoughts. “It's not so bad. The sun is out, there's plenty of shelter and we can always set a fire for warmth.”

 “I don't suppose we could light a fire back here, could we?”

 Kurin laughed, shook his head. “No, that probably would not be a good idea. How about breakfast, instead?”

 Now that was a good idea. Jurel sat up straighter, his belly answering the old man for him, grumbling impatiently, and once again Kurin laughed.

 “Breakfast it is. Why don't you rummage around back there and find the leather bag I packed under my seat. You should find something in there.”

 He did not need to be asked twice. After finding the indicated bag, he rifled through the contents, dismayed at the realization that this would be a cold breakfast eaten on the go, but quite content at the prospect of eating at all. Some hard tack, apples and cheese were what he came up with and Kurin nodded his approval.

 “That will do, and pull out the brandy, will you?” the old man said, biting off a sizable chunk of the yellow cheese, grimacing slightly. “Told that trader I wanted a mild cheese,” he grumbled, “Not something that would bite me back.”

 It was good enough for Jurel who ate his share in mouthfuls to make a bear proud. 

 They ate their breakfast, and drank some brandy (which had the added bonus of staving off the chill) and chatted amiably about nothing in general, passing away the time and the miles with jokes and stories.

 “...and then I told him I bet he was Valik's field,” Jurel laughed recounting that long forgotten story from his sixteenth birthday. Kurin threw back his head and howled in delight, wiping a tear from his eye.

 “You did not.”

 “I did so. I was so bloody drunk that I barely even remember it. I do remember the looks they gave me though. Oh boy, did they stare daggers at me.”

 “That's priceless. Did you get away with it?”

 Jurel thought back to the nasty surprise he and Daved had found in his bed later that night and shook his head while a sheepish smirk crept onto his features.

 “Not quite. He managed to get the last laugh on that one,” Jurel said. 

 The memory was a cherished one by then, something from his childhood that he could look back on, just a foolish prank that had become no more than a way to waste some time with a friend, a way to share a laugh. 

 “When dad and I got home, we noticed that someone had broken in and tramped about. Footsteps led up to our loft and right to my bed. Would you believe that the big shit left a little shit dead in the center of my clean sheets?” 

 That sent Kurin into more gales of laughter and Jurel was glad to join in.

 “By the gods man! No wonder I felt such animosity between you two when I visited. You hated each other so much then?”

 Jurel sighed, his mood curdling a bit. “We did. He thought I was a simpering coward and I thought he was a childish bully.”

 “There must be some part of you that is glad to have left that behind.”

 “Maybe. But I've lost more than I've gained.”

 “How so?” Kurin turned back and gazed inquisitively at Jurel, letting his roan pick its way along the road. It was a well trained animal and would not stray.

 “Galbin's dead. He was like an uncle to me. Have I mentioned that to you before? It seems I must have. And father...” he broke off, that familiar lump rising in his throat.

 “I understand, my boy. Think on this: Your father loves you dearly. There is a bond between you that no amount of distance or length of time can break. You will see him again one day, of that I am certain, and when you do, it will be as though all the time in between is washed away.” 

 Jurel nodded his understanding, not trusting himself yet to speak.

 “Let us put that behind us now shall we?” Kurin asked. “The future calls and we must lay the past to rest for now.”

 They rode, letting the warmth of the sun banish the chill in the air, silently taking in the vista of the road. The leafless trees of the massive forest to their right were as guards, standing at attention as they passed, watching their progress silently, stoically, an army of gnarled veterans awaiting commands. Every now and then, the crack of an overburdened branch reached them, sharp and brittle in the winter stillness, and the barely heard shuff-shuff, of foxes on the hunt or of rabbits foraging, whispered that life went on, no matter how cold the days were.

 Jurel was lulled by the serenity, the beauty of it all. What had bored him so short a time ago, now called to him, tantalized him with secrets to be uncovered, wonders to be seen, if he only had the courage and the resourcefulness to seek them out. He rested his head on his hands and watched the world unfold around him, understanding at least a little what it was that lured Kurin to a life of travel. 

 Kurin, for his part, watched the road too, but every now and again, let his eyes slide down to the young man who stared at the forest with quiet wonder.

 “You see it, don't you?” he asked Jurel.

 Raising his eyes, as if waking from a dream, Jurel gazed at the old man.

 “See what?”

 “The world. Life.” Kurin waved his hand, a wide sweep that took in all around them. “ It's not just trees you're staring at.”

 “No, it's not just trees. I don't really know how to explain it.”

 “How can you? You're just beginning to grasp it. Give yourself time. It will come if you leave yourself open to it.”

 Jurel turned his eyes back to the forest, endeavoring to do as the old man suggested, and allowed himself to take in the world. He opened himself. 

 He did not know how, he just opened. His senses...let go.

 It was like a dirty window had been opened and he gazed upon the world with different eyes, eyes that were somehow cleaner, purer. He gaped, staring at trees as if seeing them for the first time. The trees were moving, swaying slightly though there was barely a breeze, each branch waved, reached to the sky, grasping at the sun that was ever just out of reach. In the depths he saw deer as though they stood no more than ten paces away. A flash of red, just a flicker, a hundred yards past the tree line drew his eye, and he saw a fox dappled in shadow, dart out of sight liquid quick, going wherever it was that foxes go. He smelled wet earth, and frozen wood, the musty aroma of leaves rotting on the ground, and the musky scent of the wolf that spied on them, peering from its hiding spot in the underbrush, noting their passage. He saw these things and smelled them, but he also sensed them as indistinct blurs of light in his mind. 

 He closed his eyes, tilted his head up to the sky, felt the wolf slip from its spot behind a clump of bushes and pad silently alongside them keeping pace as though to protect lupine borders. He felt a hare, startled by the approach of the lanky predator, raise its head in alarm, ears quivering, listening, before it bolted.

 His eyes shot open and he shuddered. The world dimmed again, that dirty window slammed shut. Kurin was staring at him with a mysterious expression. Excitement? He imagined an osprey stared at ripples on a pond in much the same way and it made him nervous.

 “What?” he asked, not able to hide his defensiveness, not sure what it was that just happened. 

 Kurin, schooling his expression to bland indifference, turned away to gaze at the road ahead. “Nothing, nothing,” the old man said and changed the subject. “It's about midday. What say we stop for some lunch? A hot meal would do quite nicely, I think.”

 Jurel's belly answered for the second time that day with an anticipatory growl.

 “Do you ever speak for yourself?” the old man smirked.

 They found a spot, relatively flat, relatively clear, just inside the tree line and they busied themselves with the small chores of the campsite. Jurel ranged out, collecting wood that was not too wet, digging under piles of scrub and felled trunks, while Kurin searched the packs in the cart for bacon and eggs. After lighting a humble fire with the dried tinder that Kurin produced from another of the sundry sacks, they cooked, then ate, savoring each bite, savoring each others company.

 For the remainder of the day, and for a long time, Jurel would wonder exactly what it was he had done.




Chapter 27

 Thalor paced his office, waiting. The sun shone through the tall stain-glassed window, illuminating the fresco of his God and laying a wide bar of multi-colored light across his office that reached almost to his door, a carpet fit for Gaorla Himself. Thalor had always liked that window. When someone stood before him, they saw God standing at his shoulder, arms spread benevolently, shining His holy light down on Thalor, and gracing him with His blessing. The effect was dramatic; many visitors, even other high priests, had been cowed by Thalor bathed in God's own glory.

 Having returned from the morning mass a short time ago, he was still dressed in his silk robes, white with a scarlet cross running down the front from his neck to the hem at his feet, and across his ribs, with stripes of the same color around each cuff, though he had taken off his miter. That blasted thing always gave him a sore neck; he wondered, for what must have been the thousandth time, if Gaorla would really care whether or not his priests wore the bloody heavy things.

 Thoughts of the morning raced through his mind and he worked every angle, trying to find any weakness in his plan. The meeting with those he considered his allies, those that he trusted at least marginally, had given mixed results at best, even with the information provided by his agent. Although they had agreed that something needed to be done about Kurin and the boy, they had balked at Thalor's solution. Brother Vernan had gone so far as to threaten censure if Thalor dared cause a man's blood to be spilled. A good man, Brother Vernan, but far too idealistic in Thalor's mind. After bickering they had reached the agreement that Kurin and his boy needed to be arrested and returned to the Temple of Gaorla where they would be tried for heresy. Same difference, Thalor thought wryly. Death on the road by hired thugs or death on a pyre as heretics was death either way. The others were just squeamish. They did not have Thalor's flair for decisive action.

 When he had ordered his agent to send a message to Merris and Tack, he had made sure that his orders were clear: find trustworthy men who would stick to the story that the deaths were unintentional, caused when they fought too hard for escape. He would reprimand the men publicly to satisfy his fellow brothers, but he would ensure their rewards were great. His secret would be safe.

 A knock, soft but confident echoed from his door and he jumped, excitement welling up. Hastily, he darted to his tall chair and sat, carefully arranging himself and schooling his features before calling for the newcomer to enter.

 When the door opened, Thalor stifled a sigh, trying to hide his dismay when he saw it was not the agent he had been expecting but instead Calen, a fellow high priest on the council and his bitterest rival, wearing a smile that curdled Thalor's insides. He did not like the way Calen's fat worms for lips curled up smugly. Whenever Calen had that expression, it meant that Thalor had to keep an eye on his back lest a dagger hilt suddenly sprout from between his shoulder blades.

 Calen entered the office, shut the door quietly behind him and settled his ponderous bulk in the plain wooden chair facing Thalor.

 “You are so formally dressed, brother Thalor,” Calen said in his strangely fluid, effeminate voice. “Morning service has been over for nearly three hours. One wonders what is so important that you have not taken the time to get more comfortable.”

 “Matters of Gaorla, brother,” Thalor responded. What does he know?

 “Hmm, matters of Gaorla you say? Surely all your brothers—not just your friends—should be aware of these matters? Why I have it on good authority that a certain man will be brought to us for a trial. Surely, this should have been divulged to all of us.”

 Thalor's mind raced. Who had spoken? Vernan? No, the man was idealistic but he knew how to keep his mouth shut. Bain was too low in the pecking order to dare cross Thalor so that left Staing. It made sense; Staing had risen through the ranks through treachery and manipulation—Thalor almost respected him for it too, except Staing did it for no other reason than the power he gained. Not a very admirable trait in a priest. He would not hesitate to play both sides in the matter if he thought he had something to gain. He had been a fool to trust the sly old man.

 “It is a matter that I fully intended to bring forward at the next council sitting, of course,” Thalor said, hoping the fat fool in front of him would leave it at that, and knowing that his hope was in vain.

 “Of course you were,” Calen responded. The blitheness almost covered the scorn. Almost. “And who, pray tell, is this heretic that we can expect to see?”

 “Does it matter so? One heretic burns much like another.” His patience was growing thin.

 “Ah but we have not ascertained that this man is, in fact, a heretic, now have we? That must be determined by our court.” Calen stared at Thalor, gauging his opponent's reaction before continuing. “Yet you seem certain that this man will be found guilty. So it must be someone whose crimes are well known to all. Perhaps someone of the Salosian Order?”

 Astonished, Thalor realized that Calen truly did not know they spoke of Kurin. Staing had apparently not divulged that information, and Calen was simply probing, hoping that Thalor would let slip some clue that would allow him to figure out what Thalor was up to. What are you playing at, Staing? In this case, perhaps honesty was the best policy. Telling Calen the truth would certainly make the man think that Thalor was lying and the irony was too sweet for Thalor to pass up.

 “Why, none other than Kurin himself.” He felt a surge of purest pleasure at the shock that passed over Calen's corpulent features.

 “Kurin?” Calen gasped. “Surely not.”

 “Of course. How else would I be so certain of a man's guilt. His sins are known to all and I have reports that he has resurfaced. I have already dispatched agents to detain him.” 

 Calen rose from his seat, his face drained pale, sending Thalor's chair tumbling backwards. He knew what it meant if Thalor had in fact been successful in finding Kurin. He knew how Grand Prelate Maten would favor Thalor with gifts and praise and perhaps even a promotion. He knew and Thalor let a thin smile crease his gaunt features.

 “Leaving so soon, brother?” 

 Oh it was too perfect. Well aware was he that Calen worried over whether Thalor told him the truth or not. He could almost see the thoughts tumbling in Calen's head. If he lied, then it would be easy for Thalor to apologize, to say that his man was certain it was Kurin but that it had been a simple case of mistaken identity. Even the fact that Thalor had not immediately told the council of his find would back him up—he was simply waiting for confirmation before divulging such shocking tidings. On the other hand, Calen knew that if Thalor told the truth, it would mean his own position would be seriously weakened while Thalor's would become nearly unassailable.

 Calen smiled weakly, looking as though he would sick up right then and there, and inclined his head at Thalor.

 “Forgive me, brother, but yes I must go. I seem to recall an appointment with one of my priests concerning a matter of some urgency. Good day.”

 He did not wait for Thalor's response as he bolted, nearly catching his robe in the door when he slammed it behind him.

 “And good day to you,” Thalor chuckled quietly as he poured himself a celebratory drink, waiting for his agent to arrive with his report.

 * * *

 “So what do you think?” Kurin asked, swallowing the last of his egg.

 “About what?” he asked as he sat gazing pensively into the trees.

 “Shall we continue on our way?” 

 He nodded. After dousing the fire—“You can never be too careful,” the old man said—they repacked their things and, resuming their positions, trundled on.

 The hours passed, the two of them only seldom breaking the silence with meaningless words (“Oh look. A hawk.” or “What a strange rock. It looks like a turtle.”) and Jurel found himself growing increasingly bored again.


Another four days of this, he thought. I might go mad.

 Kurin spoke less and less; the old man had begun to merely respond to Jurel's words with a distracted nod. Something was bothering the old man, but Jurel could not decipher what it was. Even his demeanor was changing. Kurin's easy smile was gone, replaced by a slight frown that creased his brow, and he constantly searched, eyes darting through the trees, or into the empty farmlands to their left. For what, Jurel did not know. Dinner came and went in the cart; the old man had insisted that they continue on without stopping so they contented themselves with rations of bread, fruit and cold beef. And as the sun dropped in the sky, so too did Kurin's mood.

 Jurel found himself emulating the old man, letting his eyes pick their way across the landscape, noting no differences between what he saw then to what he had seen a mile ago, his own mood turning to trepidation. Finally, some time after the sun had extinguished itself, and the moon peeked its way over the horizon, Jurel could no longer contain himself.

 “What's wrong Kurin?” he asked. When Kurin did not answer, Jurel reached up and tugged at the old man's sleeve. “Hey Kurin.”

 The old man blinked, turned to look down at Jurel, annoyance clear in his eyes.

 “What?” he snapped taking Jurel aback. In all the time he had spent with Kurin, he had never heard that impatient, querulous tone.

 “I asked what was wrong, that's all,” Jurel said. 

 Kurin glared, eyes hard for a moment before relenting with a puff of his cheeks.

 “Nothing to concern you, Jurel. I just...” He trailed off, and turned to gaze once again to the featureless road ahead.


The moon had climbed high before they made camp under intertwined branches and Jurel was grateful that they did. The ride in the back of the cart was not a comfortable one, jolting and bouncing over the slightest imperfection in the road, of which there were many—it was a rough dirt track, after all. After stretching his sore muscles with a grunt, Jurel went off to find more firewood, happy to be moving again. 


 When he returned, he saw that Kurin had lashed one end of a large green tarp to a tree, and tied the other end to the ground, creating a makeshift lean-to they could use as shelter. Jurel eyed the structure with admiration; as humble as it was, he was glad that at least they would be out of the worst of the wind before turning to prepare their fire.

 “No fire,” Kurin said, and Jurel turned to him, aghast.

 “Are you crazy? We'll freeze!” He really, really hated the cold.

 Kurin shook his head, relentless.

 “Look, just a small one. We need something to keep warm.” There was a whiny, wheedling tone in his voice, but he could not seem to cover it.

 “Fine. A small one. If you can dig a hole deep enough to hide it. I do not want so much as a single spark to be visible.”

 An idea dawned on Jurel. All the clues clicked into place and he squinted at the old man.

 “Are we being followed?” he asked and Kurin blinked.

 “Are you just figuring that out?”

 Indignant, Jurel gawked at him, spluttering for a moment.

 “What in Shoka's blazing balls is going on? Why would anyone be-” he cut himself off as another realization dawned on him, struck him square between the eyes. “Tack Town guardsmen? Have they figured out that I'm with you? Would they follow us this far?”

 “I don't know,” Kurin said, suddenly seeming tired and withered. Turning away from Jurel, he muttered to himself, “I hope it's just them.”

 Jurel looked at the old man's back as if it would somehow provide the answers he sought.

 “Who else could it be?” he asked but Kurin would not answer. 

 Hope turned to dust in Jurel. Perhaps a fire would not be such a good idea after all.

 * * *

 He tossed and turned, trying to get a miserable rock out from under him, trying to find a comfortable position under the thick layers of blankets that Kurin had provided, shivering despite them. Kurin slept on, snoring lightly, buried under his own mound of blankets. 

 The old man's words gnawed at him. Who else indeed, he wondered. Jurel thought he knew Kurin well enough but there was much he did not know. Perhaps it was not the town guard after him. Perhaps it was someone, unknown to Jurel, after Kurin. That would explain much, he thought as he shifted again to get the bloody rock out of his bloody back. 


What I wouldn't give for my bed. Or even Kurin's pallet.

 With his back appeased for the moment, he turned back to his previous train of thought. Why was Kurin running? Who was he running from? There was just too much that Jurel did not know. Too many holes that needed to be filled in before he could formulate a proper theory. He said he was naught but an old man, a simple healer, barely more than a peasant yet he obliquely hinted that whoever was out there might be after him and not after Jurel the Murderer. He stared at the black square of tarp above him, musing, but no answer offered itself to him. He still only saw Kurin as no more than a friendly, somewhat eccentric old man who had pitied a fool enough to offer his help.

 His thoughts chased each other in circles like a dog angered by its own tail. He knew he was getting nowhere, so he gave up, rolled over, swore under his breath at the persistent rock and closed his eyes.

 * * *

 “Ah, much better,” Kurin said with a grin, after shrugging out of his heavy overcoat to better enjoy the unseasonable warmth of the day. The sun was out, but only as an indistinct ball, a hazy smudge shining through the cotton thin layer of clouds that rode high in the sky. From the forest came the constant sound of dripping water punctuated every now and then by a raspy thump no doubt caused when a load of snow, too soft to maintain its form any longer, crumbled and fell from the branches. The road had changed through the course of the morning and early afternoon from a pristine white blanket marred only by thin strips of brown, to a mucky morass, a muddy ribbon nearly twenty feet across that cut its way ever eastward. The ground was still mostly frozen so at least the cart did not bog down but there was a fine layer of thaw, slippery and wet, and the horse struggled to maintain its footing as it trod along.

 Jurel followed the old man's lead, removed his cloak, and said nothing. He had not slept well the night before and he still felt groggy. His swimming head combined with Kurin's continuing sourness, and Jurel was in no mood for words. Kurin, still concerned of potential pursuit, had not allowed them to stop for breakfast or lunch, seeming intent on getting to Merris as quickly as possible, and Jurel had to content himself with a few mouthfuls of cold, hard rations. That had not done much for his mood either. He sat and he stared at the landscape, the same trees passing to his right and the same farmland dotted with the same barn or silo or country home, noting again that they really all did resemble each other.

 Every once in a while he tried for that same sense he had felt the previous day, that intense vision that seemed to open the world around him, but each time he sighed, disappointed by his continuing failure. Then his thoughts went back to the questions of just who or what was Kurin, and just who or what was following them. Again, he was disappointed. This cycle continued for some time as they plodded onward until with a sigh of frustration he fixed the old man with a determined glare, intent on getting some answers.

 “So who do you think is following us?”

 “That's the hundredth time you've asked me today, and the answer, for the hundredth time, stays the same. I don't know,” Kurin said irritably.

 Jurel snorted. The hundredth time? They had barely spoken a dozen words to each other all day.

 “I think I have a right to know. Either they're town guards after me, or they're after you and since I'm traveling with you, I would appreciate a little forewarning.”

 Kurin sighed, grumbled a few words under his breath that Jurel could not make out. Perhaps that was for the best.

 “Look, Jurel. If I knew, I would tell you. But I only have sneaking suspicions. Telling you what I think would do you no good. If I find out I will tell you, all right?” The old man lapsed back into silence and resumed his search.

 And try as he might he got nothing more. Frustrated, tired of staring at trees and barns, he decided to read instead. He had not given it much thought since Kurin's interview with the town guard had thrown his already tumultuous life for another loop but he found himself searching through the packs relishing the thought. As long as it was not that dreary book of herbs again.

 “You may want to consider reading the one titled, 'Threimes: A History',” Kurin said. “It's not the most riveting read but, after all, you're not secluded on a small farm anymore. It might behoove you to learn a little about the land you travel. And it's more interesting than that dreary book on herbs.”

 He found the book (as he suppressed an indignant squawk: dreary? Why yes, in fact, it was dreary.) a large hard-sided thing tightly bound in light brown leather and settling back, he flipped open the cover to the first brittle page of yellowing parchment. The writing was neat, each letter carefully drawn out artfully and in perfectly straight rows as though the scribe had used a ruler.

 “In the dark years preceding the formation of Threimes Kingdom and the reign of Threimes I, Kashya and Midworld battled bitterly for control of the western half of the continent and specifically for control of the Western Ocean and the rivers that provided trade routes along the river and the Sun Sea and into the land of Kashya and for control of the great forest of the region comprised of oaks and elms and mahogany and maple and several other types of valuable lumber and of the rich mines of gold and precious stones and...”


 Jurel broke off his reading and craned his neck to look up at Kurin questioningly.

 “Is the entire book like this?” he asked.

 “What, do you mean to ask whether it continues to be so long winded?” Kurin chuckled. “Annoying, isn't it? His first sentence spans three full pages. By about page thirty the writer seems to realize that he is being quite a windbag and changes his style. You'll notice that he goes from one extreme to the other. Some of his sentences are just single words and that might be even more annoying. Not much information can be imparted with one word. He does settle in though, by page fifty I think. I never said it was a well written book but for the most part, it is informative.”

 Kurin spoke offhandedly, still distractedly searching, but at least he spoke. Jurel missed hearing the old man's banter and even that small taste was a comfort. Kurin lapsed back into silence, so Jurel resumed his reading, plodding through the confusing mess of words until the sun set and, since Kurin forbade the use of a candle, he could no longer see the page in his lap.




Chapter 28

 It was late, the sun's warmth long forgotten, the deep chill of night closing in with a vengeance perhaps in recompense for the warm day past, nipping at exposed flesh, when Kurin pointed to an opening in the tree line, to a small indent where they would set up camp. Pulling the wagon up in front of the hole in the trees, Kurin reined in and hopped nimbly from his seat. Speaking quietly, he told Jurel to take out the tarp and lay it on the ground over the muddy snow. It would leave them exposed for the night but the alternative was not very appealing. With that accomplished, Jurel busied himself with digging a fire pit and collecting wood from the surrounding trees—eminently grateful that he had convinced Kurin they needed a hot meal. When there was a cheery, although small, fire burning Jurel gathered ingredients from the cart and prepared a simple stew of beef and onions, with some potatoes and a few carrots thrown in for good measure, mixing them in the small pot with some clean snow. Placing the pot over the fire, he sat next to Kurin and extended his hands to the fire, grateful for the warmth on the icicles that were his fingers. 

 Everything was quiet; the only sound to be heard was the pop and crackle of their fire, as though the world was in suspense, waiting with pent breath for something to happen. The light of their fire extended out to the closest trees that surrounded their campsite, illuminating them, creating a boundary, a sort of barrier like a fence beyond which nothing seemed to exist in the impenetrable blackness.

 “Quiet tonight,” Jurel said and Kurin jumped. “Are you all right?” Jurel peered at the old man bathed in ruddy firelight, noting the shadows under the old man's eyes. 

 For a moment, the old man remained silent, gazed out into the night, still as stone before answering.

 “I'm fine, Jurel. I just...there's something...”

 “What? What is it?”

 More time passed as Kurin searched, an intent frown barely visible on his shadowed features.

 “Nothing. It's nothing. Is that stew ready yet?” Kurin reached forward and stirred the simmering concoction with a wooden spoon, almost upending the pot in his distraction.

 Jurel sighed, annoyed and apprehensive. The old man was always so sure of himself, so confident yet here he was jumping like a spooked rabbit at a friend's voice. He produced two small wooden bowls and ladled some watery stew into each. It was not a meal to grace a king's table but it was food and it was hot.

 They ate in silence, Jurel shoveling heaping spoonfuls into his mouth, Kurin nibbling discontentedly, until his head rose, his eyes wide in alarm. He stood abruptly, dumping his bowl to the ground and spun left and right, peering into the woods.

 “Wait here. Do not leave this camp. And douse that fire,” Kurin said, and bounded to the edge of their camp, disappearing like a wraith into the trees.

 “Kurin? Kurin!” Jurel called, but only silence answered him. 

 He rose, listened, tried to see beyond the edge of their camp, indecision gnawing at him. He strode to where the old man had disappeared and peered out into the night, letting his eyes adjust to the gloom. Even then, he could make out nothing except shadows, black on black. On the ground, he saw the only evidence of Kurin's passage: a faint line of footprints, spaced wide as the old man ran, vanished into the trees. He returned to the fire, its light blinding in his night eyes and dumped snow on the embers, extinguishing the light in a haze of steam and an angry hiss.

 With nothing else to do, he sat in the stillness, blind, deaf, waiting for Kurin's return. A sense of oppression came over him. The trees seemed to advance, intent on surrounding him, hemming him in. On the road, he had felt that the trees had stood guard over the cart, silent sentinels watching them pass. No longer. They threatened to pen him in, to keep him there until their unseen commander had the chance to arrive and decide what to do with the trespasser in their midst. He rose again, restless, and paced, jumping when a howl somewhere in the near distance caused him to start.

 “Fool,” he muttered to himself. “Just a bloody wolf.” 

 He shook himself, pushed his anxiety away. What did he have to fear anyway? Angry trees? A hungry wolf? He chuckled at his foolishness yet he did not stop his pacing and his searching.

 Nearby, just outside their camp, he heard a snapping twig and he froze, turned his head toward the sound. The moon, a dim and ethereal fingernail, was no help; even where its pale light found the ground beneath the trees, it did nothing to push away the gloom. Jurel could sense something, a presence somewhere in the dark.

 “Kurin?” he called softly. “Kurin, is that you?”

 A shadow coalesced in front of him, emerging from the trees and halted a few paces away. Jurel stared hard, trying to make out details of the newcomer, but the gloom obscured all but the most obvious features. It appeared to be a man, tall but not so tall as Jurel, and broad shouldered. He wore a cloak with the hood turned up, making his face seem no more than a black pit in the deep shadows. The shadow took a step forward, and Jurel took a corresponding step backward when he saw a vagrant moonbeam reflecting from the sword the man brandished.

 “Who are you? What do you want?” Jurel asked. His voice quavered, weak and breathy.

 A menacing chuckle, low and deep like a predator's growl was his only answer as the stranger took another step forward.

 “I'm not alone. Help will be arriving soon,” Jurel tried.

 “You are mistaken, boy. I think that one old man will not pose my friends any problem,” the man said. His voice was deep, raspy, like an avalanche. Another feline step forward.

 Jurel shuddered, fear coursed through his veins and that ringing, horrible and insistent, started in his ears again.

 “Please, go away. I don't want to hurt you,” Jurel said, eliciting an astounded laugh.

 “You? Hurt me? I think you have it the wrong way around, don't you?”

 “I'm warning you-” 

 He was cut off when the man surged forward, extending his blade, aiming for Jurel's midsection.

 Jurel dove to the ground, felt a tug and heard a tear as the sword pierced his cloak. He rolled ungracefully and gained his feet just in time to see the sword arc with the man's backhand swing toward his head. He recoiled and fell backward, sitting down hard on the icy ground, a jolt of pain thudding up his spine. The man stood over him, his hood fallen away from his head, and for the first time Jurel caught a look at his attacker's features, a blocky face with a scar running from right eye to chin framed a toothy grin.

 “Stay still, boy, and this'll be over before you know it.” 

 With a grunt, he brought up his sword and swung a wide downward stroke, intent on cutting Jurel in two. Another desperate heave and Jurel rolled away, hearing a loud clang through the jangle in his head when the sword bounced off a rock. Jurel leapt to his feet and ran, trying for the forest's edge. It was instinct that told him to duck. If only it had spoken a second sooner.

 There was a blinding flash of multi colored light and pain flared in his skull. He fell, tasting mud and snow when his head crashed into the ground. He rolled over stiffly, saw a glint in the snow beside him, the thick bladed dagger that had bounced off his skull, and tried yet again to get to his feet. His legs mutinied, would not listen to his commands, and he lay there, staring with glazed eyes at the bulky man that approached him. With a reproachful look, the man placed a heavy boot on Jurel's chest, pinning him down and setting the point of his sword on Jurel's throat. Hot wetness welled up as the point of the man's sword broke his flesh, and a line of blood tickled its way down his neck.

 “I told you to stay still. Now you've gone and muddied up my favorite dagger.” 

 Jurel tensed, waited for the final thrust that would end his life, and closed his eyes. He heard a grunt, felt the sword slide away and it thumped to the ground beside him. Opening his eyes, he watched his killer, expression slack with shock, jaw dropped open, turn on watery legs before he dropped like a felled tree. Jurel scrabbled backwards, wondering at this, wondering if the killer was playing some sadistic trick, wondering if-

 “Well, it seems I got back just in time,” Kurin said.

 His eyes glued to his attacker's inert form, he shivered, working the dryness from his mouth. It was then that he saw Kurin's own dagger buried to its hilt in the man's neck. His belly roiled, heaved uncontrollably and rolling onto his side, he vomited.

 Afterward, he wiped his mouth and rose, shaking, to his feet.

 “Are you all right, my boy?” Kurin asked placing a calming hand on Jurel's back.

 “No I'm not all right,” Jurel shrieked. “What in bloody demon infested blazes is going on? Who was that bastard and why the hell was he trying to kill me?”

 “It doesn't matter. He's dead now,” Kurin said, trying to appease Jurel.

 “It does matter damn it. I had a bloody sword at my throat!”

 Kurin stared at Jurel, eyes inscrutable before turning back to their belongings and beginning the process of breaking camp.

 The world spun, coughing and hiccuping. He trembled, though whether from the adrenaline surging fiery hot through his veins or from the nearly irrepressible urge to throw up again, he would never know.

 “Let's get moving first. Then I'll tell you what I can. It's not much,” he warned.

 Jurel hastily piled their things in the cart, not bothering with any kind of order, while Kurin searched the body of the dead assailant, rifling through his pockets. He did not find much. Just a small purse containing a few silver pieces which he deposited in one of the pockets of his own cloak.

 “You're robbing him?” Jurel gasped.

 “What, do you think he'll need it where he's gone?”

 When they were on the move again, Jurel took several slow deep breaths to calm down.

 “All right, Kurin. He was no town guard and he said there were others. Who were they?”

 “I still don't know, but you are correct. They were no simple guardsmen,” Kurin shook his head, frustrated. “They seemed more like hired thugs though that too isn't quite right. They were too skilled for that. Assassins maybe.”

 “Hired by who?” Jurel said in a whisper, too shocked to move.

 “I don't know but they seem intent on keeping us from continuing our journey.”

 “But why?”

 “There are currents that run deep here, Jurel. I don't know exactly who we're dealing with but we would be wise to keep our eyes open and to quicken our pace. The sooner we reach Merris, the sooner we can disappear into the crowd.”

 Unsatisfied, Jurel leaned back and closed his eyes, knowing full well that Kurin would say no more. He felt the lump growing on the back of his head, a hot cherry, and winced. There did not seem to be any blood; the man had knocked him with the haft rather than the blade, perhaps so he would have the opportunity to watch his victim die face to face. A cold thought, that, and it caused Jurel to shudder. Next he checked his throat, gingerly probing the hole with a finger. The blood was drying and his finger came away sticky but there was not a lot of it and the fact that he was still breathing told him the wound was not serious. 

 Satisfied that he had sustained no serious injury, he looked up to the featureless sky and tried to silence the humming in his ears. It was not loud but oddly it did not go away either as if some instinct, some deep part of him that he had never met, was not convinced that their troubles were over.

 * * *

 He awoke from his fitful sleep with a start, and sat up in alarm with the cart pitching and bucking under him while the roan, urged ever onward by Kurin's calls, strained for more speed. The light of day filtered dimly through a thickly overcast sky allowing him to see the source of Kurin's concern. Behind them, perhaps five or six hundred paces back, he saw mounted men wearing white capes whipping in the wind, galloping after them. 

 “Who are they?” Jurel called over his shoulder.

 “Soldiers of God,” Kurin's response was almost lost in the clatter of their mad dash.

 Jurel stared back, stunned. He had heard of the Soldiers of God as everyone else had, in tales told around a fireplace. They were legendary for their strength and their dedication to the church; tales of their exploits were famous amongst the common folk. Men and women respected them, feared their reputation for ferocity and utter lack of mercy toward their enemies, and boys wanted to join them when they grew old enough. Since their formation, they had never lost a battle, so the story goes. Their reputation was so fierce that, according to some, when enemy forces saw Soldiers of God step onto the battlefield, they turned tail and bolted. 

 And some of them were currently chasing a farm boy and a peasant healer. The riders were so closely grouped that Jurel could not be certain how many there were. Not many, three or four, but enough he imagined, and they were rapidly gaining.

 “What do they want?” 

 “I don't know, Jurel. Do you want me to stop and ask them?” Kurin retorted, not taking his eyes off the road.

 The trees had become a blur at their speed, melding one into the other until it seemed to Jurel that the south side of the road had become one solid wall, yet still the men behind, their horses not encumbered by heavy carts, caught up to them within minutes. The lead riders, one on each side of Kurin's cart raced forward while the two rear riders flanked them, keeping pace. Swords drawn, the lead riders slowed, blocking the way with their bodies and Kurin had no choice but to rein in.

 They came to a halt and the four soldiers spread out, ringing the cart, one to a side, and Jurel got his first look at real Soldiers of God, fireside characters come to life. Sitting proudly atop tall mounts, with drawn swords, it was easy to believe all the stories. Each was attired identically. Under their mud splattered white capes, they wore crimson tabards emblazoned with a black cross. Each one was heavily armored, wearing a breastplate and chain mail, and a polished helmet that shone like liquid silver even in the grayness with slits for eyes. A blood red tassel rose from the center of each flat top. They carried oval shields, embossed and painted with the same crosses as their tabards. They could have been heroes of myth out to slay the mighty beast and save the captive maiden.

 The lead soldier, the one at the front of the cart, removed his helm revealing a man of perhaps thirty years with disheveled blond hair and handsome features under ice cold eyes. He perused them, taking in everything with those calculating eyes. A small smile, as icy as his eyes, spread across his clean shaven face.

 “Well well, what do we have here?” he asked with a fluid and cultured voice, and his men chuckled quietly, muffled and oddly metallic under their helms. “Two fat hares running from a pack of wolves, hmm?”

 “M'lord,” Kurin said in a quavery old man's voice, the complete opposite of his usually velvet baritone and Jurel tried not to gape at him. “Forgive an old man for not recognizing brave young Soldiers of God. I did not mean to flee from such glorious men.”

 “Yes. And yet you were fleeing. Why, pray tell, would you feel the need to do such a thing?” the soldier asked. 

 Jurel had the sinking feeling the man was baiting them, was waiting for just the right moment to spring an unseen trap.

 “I beg forgiveness, Major. I mistook you for common brigands. My eyes are failing in my dotage, you see.”

 “It's Captain. Captain Markens. And what of the young man who rides with you? Are his eyes failing too, I wonder?” The Soldier's voice was quiet, dangerous. 

 A bead of sweat ran down Jurel's side from his armpit and the ringing in his ears intensified so it could no longer be ignored. He could still hear the words exchanged among the men but he had to concentrate.

 “Oh him? He's spent his entire life on a farm. He's never seen such magnificent men as you. What do you say, Willis? Have you ever seen such splendor?” Kurin turned to face him, his eyes hardening for a moment. Pay attention and play along, boy, they said.

 Jurel could not speak. As he stared at Kurin, all he could manage was a slight shake of his head. Turning back to Captain Markens, Kurin spread his arms in appeal.

 “You see, Major? Living legends have gone sprung up and it's addled his already dim wits. Please, my lord, let us pass. I regret the misunderstanding but we mean no harm.”

 “And what, then, brings a blind old man and a young boor out onto the roads at this time?” Markens asked. The trap quivered.

 “I promised young Willis on his birthday that I would show him a real town and since I have need of some medicinal supplies, I thought to bring him to Merris to fulfill that promise,” he shrugged.

 The captain snorted and shook his head.

 “What say you, men? Shall we let these poor souls pass?” Markens called derisively to his troop, looking from one to the next. “Shall we believe their story?” Again the men surrounding the cart chuckled coldly.

 Kurin smiled, no more than a sickly twist of his lips. He felt the trap closing too. A handful of heartbeats later, Markens turned back to them, his face stony.

 “Enough of this. I think my men and I agree that we need to ask you a few more questions, Master Kurin.”

 Jurel tensed as a chill finger climbed his spine, the hair on his arms prickled as gooseflesh rose. He heard Kurin sigh.

 “Well, it was worth a try, Captain,” Kurin said in his normal voice. “So then, to what do I owe the honor of your visit?”

 “So this is your new pet then, is it?” 

 “I will thank you kindly to show a little respect, Captain,” Kurin said. His tone was like thunder rumbling in the distance, an ominous portent of an impending storm. “He is no pet. He is a young man and he is my friend.”

 “Of course. My apologies.” Markens smiled again, anything but apologetic. “Well then, I must respectfully demand that you and your...friend...accompany us.” 

 “I would really rather not.”

 “That is unfortunate. You see, my orders are quite clear: you are to be taken to Threimes and tried for heresy. The boy is an accomplice and will be tried alongside you.” He raised his sword over his head. “Take them!”

 The three Soldiers urged their horses forward a pace. It was a dream, a nightmare brought on by a meal gone sour, Jurel's mind feverishly asserted. A few short weeks ago, he was just a farmer's son, a young man with no more care in the world than making sure the silo was in order and now he was an exile, hunted for murder, nearly assassinated in a forest at night, surrounded by living legends who knew Kurin by name and threatened them both with violence. It was just too surreal. His attention returned to Kurin as the old man muttered hasty words under his breath to him.

 “Be ready my boy. I know you hate this kind of thing but if they take us, we won't survive very long. We have no choice but to try to fight our way clear.”

 “Against four armored Soldiers? Are you mad?” Jurel gasped louder than he intended.

 “Die now in an attempt to gain freedom, or die later, burned on a pyre for heresy. Probably after several vicious torturings. You choose,” Kurin whispered furiously.

 The soldiers moved forward another step in unison, leveling their blades and Jurel shrank back in fear.

 “Oh god, no,” he moaned.

 “Alive or dead, you choose,” he heard Markens say to Kurin before that horrible ringing in his ears drowned out everything.

 He did not realize what he did. He just did it. Reaching under the packs, he felt for his own sword, felt the hard leather of the sheath cold in his hand and, in one fluid motion, stood and drew his weapon, letting the sheath drop to his feet. Waves of rage battered him, threatened to overwhelm him as he stood panting, slavering like a rabid dog. He quivered in anticipation, fire flowing through his veins, as the promise of blood sent an electric thrill through him.

 He heard as from far away one of the soldiers cry out in warning—no words, just meaningless noises—and he saw shields raised protectively. The soldier in front of Jurel spurred forward, and swung his sword powerfully, intent on cutting Jurel in half. Jurel's own sword rose unbidden and deflected the blade harmlessly over his head. His free hand shot out and tore the soldiers shield away; in the same motion, he brought his sword down at the soldier's exposed chest. The sword rang as it bit into the armor, penetrating the steel like it was made of nothing more solid than soft, wet wood. The soldier howled in pain and toppled from his horse. He tore his sword free, blood streaming in small droplets, forming a red arc in the air when he swung around to face his next opponent.

 A flash of steel, instinct screamed, and he dove under the sword, rolling neatly on the ground before rising, driving his sword with an upward thrust at the second soldier. The soldier hastily raised his shield and pushed out, causing Jurel's blade to bounce off, spinning him around. He turned again to the mounted soldier and saw another glittering arc as the soldier swept his blade again. Jurel danced back, felt a breath of icy air as the point whistled past no more than an inch away from his nose. He brought his sword back up and caught the soldier's backhand swing stopping the blade dead. Gripping the metal, he plucked it from the Soldier's hand, numb from the force of the impact and tossed it aside.

 Unarmed, the Soldier turned his horse, trying to get out of Jurel's range but Jurel, gripped in his bizarre blood-lust, would not be denied. He jumped inhumanly high off the ground, clearing the horse's shoulders with ease, and swung two handed with all his considerable strength. The sword met the Soldier's shoulder and sliced diagonally, amidst a gout of spurting blood, almost to the man's waist. There was no howl from this one as he toppled limply to the ground. 

 Spinning on his heel, Jurel spared a glance for Kurin, saw the third soldier on the ground with the hilt of Kurin's dagger protruding from his neck, saw Kurin dive off the cart, as Captain Markens blade cut the space he had occupied an instant before.

 Jurel leapt again, this time over the side of the cart and onto the driver's bench to face Markens. The captain recoiled in shock at the young man, expression contorted with rage, splattered with the blood of his men, and spurred his horse. The horse reared, kicked at Jurel's head, forcing him to duck out of the away. Taking advantage of that momentary reprieve, he wheeled his mount and viciously kicked its flanks, spurring it into a gallop. Jurel surged forward, trying to catch the retreating Soldier, missed and stopped. At some level below his rabid mind, he knew that it was useless to try to catch him on foot. 

 He stood, gasping, swallowing great lungfuls of air. The wintry air cooled him, doused the raging inferno inside and he started to tremble. His sword slipped from suddenly nerveless fingers and clattered to the ground at his feet. He turned slowly, taking in the carnage: three men lay dead, two at his own hands, no more than broken heaps of meat encased in torn metal. He was cold. So damned cold.

 “By the gods, Jurel,” Kurin whispered. Jurel turned to the old man who faced him, wide-eyed. He struggled for coherent thought but every time his mind grasped at an idea, it turned to mist and slipped away. The world grew dark as he stared wordlessly at the old man. His knees stopped responding to his commands. Surprised, he suddenly found himself sitting on the ground, wondering how he had gotten there and the last thing he saw before the light of the world winked out was Kurin standing in front of him, concern etched in his features, calling out to him.




Chapter 29

 The room was dark. The single candle flickered, sending its light almost hesitantly to the stuccoed walls, dirty with the accumulation of countless years of soot. Jurel circled slowly trying to get his bearings, trying to find any clue that would reveal his present location. There was a small bed, its covers drawn tightly; no one had slept there recently. There was a small table—four sticks that held up a plain board—on which the candle sat. There was a small door, certainly too small for someone of his size to fit through unless he crawled. He saw a mirror, and felt drawn to it. 

 Confusion welled in him as he stood gazing at his reflection. He blinked, certain that he was mistaken, but no matter how many times he did, still the reflection remained. He wore armor so black it seemed to gather and absorb the meager light, and gilt with golden whorls that glimmered like lava, beautiful yet somehow terrible.

 He looked down and saw that he held his father's sword by his side, shining eerily, imbued with its own inner light, a light that did not touch its surroundings but instead seemed to disappear into nothingness. When he tried to release it, he found he could not open his fingers. It seemed appropriate that he held it; he did not fight it.

 Stepping to the door, he found that it was not too small after all. It was, in fact, just the right size for him, inviting him to pass through. It swung open, untouched, and he was looking down a faint hallway, dimmer even than his little room, most of it hidden in inky darkness. He stepped through the door.

 Light exploded. 

 It was cold in the field he stood in, a deep cold that seeped into his bones, chilling him from the inside out. A hundred or so paces ahead of him, he beheld two vast armies facing each other, weapons drawn, expressions grim, bestial, as they glared across the verdant field at each other. The two armies were silent, motionless, a tapestry of death waiting for...something. Beyond them, Jurel could not see anything for there hung a bank of fog so dense that it created a border obscuring all beyond. He turned wonderingly, noting that the fog circled the battlefield, and when he turned back to where the door should have been, he was not surprised when he saw nothing but that bank of fog in the near distance.

 When he faced the armies again, he found himself compelled to join them, to walk amongst them. And so he took a step forward. Then another step. Then more, not altogether sure he controlled his own motions, not sure it really mattered. He walked down the middle of the empty ground, feet swishing the dew speckled grass, between the armies until he stood at the very center of the motionless maelstrom. 

 He raised a hand to his face, felt wetness and when he drew back, he saw tears on the tips of his fingers. He wept. He wept for the soldiers who were about to die. He wept at the meaningless bloodshed that this arena would see. He wept because...

 He raised his sword over his head and he heard his voice ring like a clarion, clear and angry, though he had not spoken. His voice that was not his voice called, roared one single word.

 “ATTACK!”

 A deafening roar rose from the two armies, a thousand, ten thousand, voices merged into one single terrifying sonata and the men rushed forward, flowed past Jurel and began cutting each other down. Men hacked, blood flowed, men screamed. None of it touched him though he stood in the center of it all, the eye of the storm. He understood. He wept because men died and it was his doing.

 Jurel watched the unfolding horror, weeping freely, sword in hand, and he turned.

 He gasped. In front of him, an arm's length away stood an ancient man, tall, taller than Jurel even, with long white hair flowing around a face covered in crags. His eyes, so tired, so careworn, shone a brilliant blue. Jurel recognized him. Or thought he should. The man smiled quietly, sadly at Jurel and nodded once. Realization dawned on Jurel. He did know this old man. He gaped, unable to speak.

 He gazed upon Gaorla.

 The god's smile widened a little with Jurel's dawning recognition.

 “So,” a deep voice said, “it is to be you.”

 Jurel screamed.




Chapter 30

 Calen knocked quietly on the door, trying not to let his jubilation get the better of him. He was a high priest after all, and there were forms to observe. He waited as patiently as he could until he heard a muffled voice from the other side curtly ordering him to enter. Raising an eyebrow, Calen pushed open the door. 

 Kerwal's parlor was austere, utilitarian, with a simple round table flanked by two wooden chairs, a plain oak desk pushed up against the far wall, and a sideboard being the only furnishings in his outer room. There was not even a rug on the floor, though at least it was polished to a high sheen. On the wall hung several implements of war; two broadswords hung crisscrossed between a two-handed war ax with a cruelly curved blade and a three-headed mace, each iron ball adorned with several nasty spikes. Each weapon was highly polished but had the appearance of having been used at some time in the past. They were probably, Calen thought, the weapons that Kerwal had wielded before his promotion to High Priest, during his days as a Soldier of God. The coldness of the room was barely mitigated by a welcome fire crackling in the brick hearth.

 Kerwal himself, a tall, handsome man—he had had quite the reputation with the ladies before joining the priesthood, by all accounts, and apparently still did though, of course, he was more discreet about it—filled the door to his bedchamber with his muscular frame, his rugged features a thundercloud. Despite his martial past, he hated being awakened at dawn.

 “What is the meaning of this, Calen?” Kerwal barked. “Do you have any idea what time it is?”

 Calen walked to the table and carefully negotiated his bulk onto one of the chairs, which creaked alarmingly as he settled his weight, before answering.

 “Good morning to you too, Kerwal,” Calen said, smiling brightly up at Kerwal's deepening scowl. “Aren't you going to be a good host and offer your guest some wine?”

 “Bugger that,” he growled but nonetheless stepped to his sideboard where he poured two goblets of red wine. He stalked to the table and shoved one glass into Calen's hand, nearly sloshing the stuff on his white robe. Taking the other chair, he glared. “What do you want?”

 “Tut tut, my friend,” Calen chided. “I come bearing wonderful news and you treat me like some interloper.”

 With a sigh, Kerwal rolled his eyes. “Fine. I'm sorry. Now, what do you want?”

 Leaning forward confidentially, Calen smiled.

 “It would appear that Thalor's plans have fallen apart.” He could not hide the triumphant tone but it did not matter. “Kurin still walks free with his newest project.”

 Eyes widening, Kerwal stared at Calen. “What do you mean? What has happened?”

 Calen sipped his wine, savoring the robustness. Unlike most soldiers, Kerwal had good taste. He closed his eyes and smiled again.

 “Mmm. Good. This is a fine vintage. Is it Kashyan?”

 “Would you quit stalling and spit it out?”

 Blowing out his breath, he glared at Kerwal. The man had no sense of humor whatsoever.

 “His ambush failed. Three Soldiers are dead and the one that survived—Markens, I believe. Captain Markens—barely escaped.”

 Kerwal sat back in his chair, silent and mournful. The man may now be a high priest but he had never forgotten his roots. He had never forgotten his time with the Soldiers and he still held a deep loyalty to them. To Calen, his loyalty was inappropriate. He was no longer a Soldier of God, had not been for years, he was a high priest and should act accordingly. The Soldiers of God were no more than a tool, a hammer to be used when necessity dictated, to achieve their goals. Kerwal would do very well to remember that, in Calen's opinion.

 “Three Soldiers dead. Life needlessly wasted to further a vain man's ambitions,” Kerwal said, downing his goblet in two thirsty, throat-bobbing swallows. “How did this happen?”

 “Is it relevant?” According to Markens's report, Kurin's companion, a young man who was no more than a peasant, had bested two of the Soldiers, tearing through their armor like so much parchment. He pushed the implications aside for the moment, suppressing a shiver. God help them if Kurin had, in fact, found the one he sought. It had to have been luck. That was all it was. “Yes, Soldiers are dead. But they are, after all, soldiers. They know the dangers they face. It is their duty to do as they are commanded.”

 “Do not lecture me, Calen,” hissed Kerwal. “I know exactly what it means to be a Soldier of God and I know any one of them will gladly lay down his life if he must. Thalor is a fool.”

 Calen, thinking quickly, changed tactics. “A good reason to keep him from realizing his ambitions, no? We must put behind us the unfortunate deaths of the Soldiers and take advantage of this turn of events. If we can be the ones to bring Kurin to Gaorla's justice, then Thalor will be disgraced.”

 Kerwal nodded pensively, eyes staring at the empty goblet in front of him.

 “We need to send our own men. Twenty or thirty should suffice to bring Kurin and his whelp to heel. But more is always better. Once we have them in our grasp, Thalor will not dare try anything.”

 “Twenty or thirty? Why so many?”

 “They've already shown that they are not willing to submit to Gaorla's judgment. They fought four of our men with tragic results. They would surely think twice before attacking a force so large,” Calen spread his hands in a gesture that indicated it was the obvious solution. What he did not mention was that with twenty or more men loyal to him, Thalor would be hard-pressed to wrest his prize away. He wanted to see Thalor's expression when it was he who received Maten's blessing and favor. The prospect of a prelacy certainly did not hurt either. Kerwal seemed to be deep in his own thoughts, his lips twitching mysteriously, but finally he nodded.

 “I think I know just the man for the job, Calen. Leave it to me,” Kerwal promised.

 “Excellent. I am glad we have been able to have such a fruitful discussion, you and I. I look forward to hearing from you soon.” 

 Calen rose, draining the dregs of his own cup. With a pleasant smile, he turned to leave. At the door, he stopped.

 “Oh Kerwal,” Calen said, as if just remembering, turning back to the still sitting man. “I received a message from someone by the name of Maranda—actually it was addressed to you though I did not notice until after I'd opened it, since it somehow ended up in my office. Our messengers can be so fuddle-headed at times.” He sighed dramatically. “She wrote to inform you that your son was born alive and is healthy. He is, according to her, quite a handful. Of course, I scoffed at such a thing. Imagine! A high priest bearing children? It is just unthinkable. I'm certain it is nothing more than a case of mistaken identity.” 

 He watched Kerwal's expression carefully, and suppressed a smile when he saw what he hoped for: the man's eyes widened a notch and he paled visibly. Calen was now absolutely certain of Kerwal's loyalty to him. As a Soldier, he had been free to pursue any dalliance that took his fancy, but he was no longer a Soldier. Maten would not look kindly on one of his priests breaking their vows. Of course, his was not an isolated sin. There were always rumors circulating about the priests and their appetites but most were at least discreet about it, taking steps to ensure that unsubstantiated rumors remained just that. Now that Calen had proof, Kerwal would do exactly as he was told or he would face charges of misconduct and, if Maten was in a bad mood, censure.

 “Good day to you, Kerwal.” And with that, Calen strode through the door, leaving Kerwal to stare at his back.

 * * *

 Jorge strode down the bright corridor, ignoring the colorful, deftly woven tapestries, and the fine sculptures, masterfully wrought, that lined both sides, not responding when a brother or sister bade him good morning, not even seeing them as he passed by lost in his thoughts. He turned a corner, almost bowling over a young acolyte who barely had the time to jump out of the way with a startled squeak, nearly upending the mound of fresh linens the girl carried, and stormed out a door that led to an atrium.

 It was warm and green, as it always was no matter how bitter the winds blew outside the walls, and Jorge slowed his pace, breathing deep the scent of roses and peonies that grew in neat rows along the path. Halfway across the arbor, the door leading back in visible just beyond a slight bend in the path, he stopped completely, closed his eyes, and let his senses drift. He felt the determined flitter of bees darting back and forth between the flowers, and the flighty scampering of squirrels in the trees, and he felt a sense of calm. It was soothing, a much needed oasis of serenity after the news he had received a short time ago. His Sending with Kurin—no Calling had been needed this time—had been exhausting, both for the sheer physical effort needed to maintain such a long distance link for so long, and for the content of the discussion.

 Kurin's latest candidate—Jaren? Jarel? No, Jurel. That was it—worried Jorge. Kurin had told him of his astonishing transformation that morning and he had difficulty believing that the meek young man Kurin had described could be capable of such violence. Two trained Soldiers of God slain by a farmer who barely knew what end of a sword to hold? Almost three, he amended, remembering that it was only through an act of desperation that the captain of the squad had managed to escape. Jurel had fought like a demon possessed, Kurin said, moving so swiftly that, at times, he was no more than a blur, punching his blade through plate armor and nearly cleaving one of the men in half. 


Has Kurin done it?
Has he found the one?

 Kurin had been so sure in the past when others seemed to fit the conditions laid out by the ancient scriptures but there was always something, some detail, that disqualified them. But this Jurel was different. So far, he met all the requirements. Salvation or damnation? Jorge shuddered at the thought and strode on, refreshed by the spell laid over the atrium, yet uneasy by the spell Kurin's words seemed to have on him.

 Back inside the palace, he continued, trying not to break into a run, trying to keep some modicum of decorum, before finally reaching his destination. He knocked perfunctorily and entered without waiting for a response. He took in the chamber with a single glance. Frilly pink drapes hung open in the two little windows, allowing the light of day to bathe the chamber in warmth. A feather of amusement brushed the borders of his worry at the sight of all the little bits and pieces that cluttered every spare bit of shelf and table; dusty little statuettes depicting animals, people, buildings, and landmarks lined the hearth with no discernible sense of organization, and it was made more so by the mirror, framed with mother-of-pearl, that hung over the mantle. As cluttered as the room was, it somehow did not look messy but rather comfortable, welcome, a pleasant little nest that made him think he had stepped out of the Abbey and into a country home. 

 His attention turned to the plump woman sitting hunched over at her desk. She raised her gaze from the scatter of parchments to focus owlishly on him. Salena was a reflection of her room: her hair, disheveled as always, sprayed out in all directions with only a loose bun tied in a futile attempt at keeping it out of her eyes. Her brown robe, though spotless and made of the highest quality linen, was rumpled, and did not seem to fit her quite properly as though she had slept in someone else's clothes. If this room was a country home, then this room's occupant was a farmer's wife.

 “Jorge, what a pleasant surprise. I didn't even hear you knock,” she said, scratching her face and leaving a smudge of ink on her cheek.

 “Salena, my dear, we have some things to discuss,” Jorge said, taking a chair from the table and sitting across from her. 

 She eyed him briefly, her brows furrowed, but she remained silent, waiting for him to continue.

 “I've spoken with Kurin. He found him, Salena. He found him.”

 Salena leaned back with a smirk.

 “Has he, now? How many times has Kurin found his prize now, hmmm? Six? Seven? No, it most surely is more.” Her eyes hardened. It was an incongruous expression on such a soft face so used to vacant smiling. Jorge had to constantly remind himself that behind the eccentric veneer was a woman of unparalleled intellect and shrewdness.

 “Oh come now, Salena,” he scoffed. “Besides me, you've been his staunchest supporter.”

 “He has proven himself unreliable. He makes his promises and he always ends up empty-handed. I have no more patience for it.” She sniffed, looking back to her paperwork. “If that is all you came to say...”

 “No Salena. This time it is different. He's described to me this young man. He's reported some remarkable feats. I think you should listen.”

 With a sigh, Salena lifted her head once again and impatiently motioned for Jorge to continue. He began to speak, trying to recall every detail of his conversations with Kurin, becoming more animated with every word until, without conscious thought, he rose and paced. His hands were alive, waving through the air of their own volition to stress various parts of his story. As he spoke, Salena's eyes began to widen, her lips pinched until they were no more than a white line, and by the time Jorge trailed off into silence, she was standing with her fists resting on her desk, and she trembled.

 “Are you certain?” she whispered. Her face was pale, her eyes haunted by Jorge's report.

 “It is what Kurin has told me. I have no reason to doubt it. He may have been wrong in the past, but he has always been honest. You know that.” 

 Salena stood still, shock rooting her in place. Jorge cleared his throat, tried to work moisture into his mouth before stepping to the side table where he saw bottles. He was not entirely sure that, given the need to keep his wits, wine was a good idea but he was absolutely certain that, given what he knew, wine was a necessity. He poured two goblets and handed one to Salena. She stared at the glass in his hand like it was something alien, before she took it and downed it in a single swallow. Sinking back into her chair, she dropped her head into her hands. Jorge could hear deep breaths; she was trying her level best to keep from weeping.

 “Oh gods help us,” she prayed, her voice muffled by her hands. “Gods on high, please protect your foolish children.”

 Somehow, her words had the effect of breaking his resolve. The strength ran out of his legs and he slumped into his own chair.

 “We must make preparations, Salena. Kurin is bringing the young man here. They are weeks away yet, but we need to be ready.”

 “Ready?” Salena shrieked. “Ready for what? War? Famine? Destruction?” She was trembling as she stared horrified at Jorge. “Do you understand what this means?”

 “Of course I do,” Jorge said, wiping a hand over his face, too weary to be angry. “And yet we must prepare. What choice do we have?”

 Stepping to her fireplace, she stared at the myriad figurines until one caught her eye. Her back was to Jorge so he did not see which one she picked up but she cradled it in her hands, her head bowed. Interest piqued, Jorge rose and stepped to her side where he could get a view. When he did, he closed his eyes. In her hand was a statue, maybe six inches tall, of a man with broad, powerful shoulders clad in black armor gilt in gold, standing proud with hands resting on the pommel of a broadsword. Though just a statue, it exuded an air of dangerous purpose, reminding Jorge of a lion in deep grass.

 Salena turned to face him, and he saw tears streaking her face.

 “What are we going to do, Jorge?” she whispered.

 “What we must, my dear. What we must.”




Chapter 31

 His head thundered. His body ached. Opening his eyes, he blinked, cringing from the light of the sun that seemed to spear into the deepest nooks of his skull. He lay still, realizing by the rocking clatter under him, that he must be in a cart of some sort. Why was he not in his bed? Where was he? Gingerly, he sat up, dislodging the mound of blankets that were piled over top of him, and he felt the bite of cold air sting his bare arms. He shook his head, trying to clear the fog that covered his mind, and he groaned when the sudden motion sent a stab of pain through his skull and pins of light sparked across his vision.

 “Good afternoon, Jurel,” a pleasant voice said behind him, and Jurel turned to see a familiar old man driving the cart. He studied the old man, who was smiling gently down at him, trying to remember, feeling something skulk across the back of his consciousness. He knew this old man. He...


Kurin.

 Jurel gasped as the pain in his head intensified and a discordant clanging jangle filled his ears. He gripped his head in his hands, gritted his teeth while memory flooded back, a tidal wave that broke at his mental shores, eroding thought, trying to claim his sanity as its prize, its price for returning his past, trying to carry it out to a sea of oblivion. A mad chase. A rabid animal with a sword. Soldiers falling with great tears in their armor. Blood. The tidal wave carried these memories in, depositing them like flotsam, teasing him with glimpses of the foundered ship that was his memory, and carried bits of him back out. One last jangle, the worst one, deafened him and he cried out, his memory coalescing back into one terrifyingly intact sequence. With a roar, the wave tried one last time for its prize. He reached out desperately, gripped strands, gossamer thin and held on, until the sea receded, leaving him spent, gasping for breath, but whole.

 “Jurel?” Kurin called. “Jurel, are you all right?”

 Jurel opened his eyes again. The cart was no longer bouncing. He turned slowly, saw Kurin, features etched with concern, watching him. He tried to smile, but he could only manage a grimace, a thin twist of his lips that was no more than a parody, like the smile of a father being comforted by well-wishers at his child's funeral. His head still roared and the sun still dug at him, but he found it tolerable. More tolerable, at least, than his recovered memory anyway.

 “Water?” his voice croaked over a tongue that felt like sandpaper.

 “Of course. The waterskin is under my seat.”

 The first swallow of cold water stung his dry, sandy throat, but his urge was great and he drank on, gulping down great mouthfuls. When he had nearly emptied the heavy bladder, he pulled it away and heaved a great sigh. 

 “How about some food?” Kurin asked. “There's still some provisions in the bag. Take what you like.”

 In response, Jurel's gut heaved a great gurgle: hunger or its opposite? He fished out two rolls, and piled them high with cheese and ham. The first roll was gone in three massive bites, followed immediately by a slightly wrinkled apple. He moaned with pleasure; it was simple fare, but he felt like he had not eaten in days. Taking his time with the second roll, he studied his surroundings, noting that they were still surrounded by farmland and trees.

 “Where are we?”

 “Oh I would say that we're maybe two or three hours away from Merris Town,” Kurin said, studying the countryside with squinted eyes.

 “Two or thr—how long was I out?” Jurel gasped. Two or three hours? That meant that—

 “You've been asleep for two days,” Kurin responded gravely. “I was able to rouse you just enough so you wouldn't soil yourself but you were never really awake until now. I was getting worried.”

 Satisfied that Jurel had recovered enough, Kurin clicked, flicked the reins slightly. 

 On their way again, Kurin turned back, pleased to see that Jurel had finished his second roll and was searching the packs for more food.

 “I take it you're feeling a little better, then?”

 “Hmmm?” Jurel, distracted by the prospect of more food, did not look up. “Oh. Yes, I suppose.”

 He paused, his brow drawn together. Did he feel better? He ate and he drank. That was a good sign. But, in retrospect, he ate and drank only to fill a physical need; his body demanded nourishment so he complied. His mind was not so easily appeased. Once again, he found himself in a position where he was forced to look back in horror, seeing himself do things that he could not come to terms with. Black with guilt, he tallied his score: he beat Valik bloody, that's one; he left Merlit unconscious and bloody in the snow, two points; he killed Shenk, driving the man's own dagger into his belly, he's on a roll, folks!; and finally, two more, two Soldiers of God—men that he had never even met, had fallen to his unstoppable rages, four points for the bumpkin with the sword. Was there no end to his depravity? Did he have to kill everyone who pissed him off?

 He turned away from the stores of food, no longer hungry, striving in fact, to keep down what he had already eaten. 

 “You didn't do anything wrong Jurel,” Kurin said.

 Jurel jumped at Kurin's unexpected words, not sure how the old man knew what he was thinking.

 “It's pretty obvious,” Kurin said with a smirk. “You think the same thing every time you have to do something terrible. It shows that you've still got a good heart.”

 “A good heart? Are you crazy? In three weeks, I've left two men disabled and killed three more. That doesn't sound like a man with a good heart. It sounds more like a ravening fiend,” Jurel said, bitterly punching himself in the leg.

 “Then why did you do it? Were you and Valik sitting at a fire discussing farm business when you suddenly decided he needed a good beating? And what about Shenk? Were you walking along together, the best of friends when you decided it might be fun to stick him? I'm thinking not. As for the two soldiers, well, I was the one that told you they were going to torture and kill us. I, myself, killed one. I'm not proud of it, but I did it knowing that it was do or die. Do you regret what you've done?”

 “Of course I do.”

 “Then there you are.” His tone was maddeningly reasonable. “You still have a good heart. Given the options and the alternatives, you did what you had to do. Sometimes good people must do bad things. That they must do bad things does not speak to the kind of person they are. That they bitterly regret those acts does.”

 “That doesn't make any sense, Kurin. I can kill indiscriminately as long as I feel bad about it after? Why would killing someone ever be acceptable?” Jurel scoffed, annoyed that the old man lectured him, kept prodding at his open wounds.

 “A mother defends her child, a husband protects his wife, a soldier protects his comrade: Do these people have justification? What about a man defending himself against his murderer?”

 As his father had so often said, it was not wrong to defend himself. When Valik had tried to beat him, he had responded with a beating. When Shenk had tried to stab him, he had stabbed first. He had simply met force with comparable force. He had simply defended himself. His instincts resisted the idea, though his mind nodded in understanding; he had spent most of his life firmly believing that violence was anathema to good, yet more and more, that belief seemed no more than the simplistic idealism of an overly sheltered boy. It did not completely allay his guilt, but he felt a little better.

 “You begin to understand. Good. I'm tired of having this conversation. You've a thick skull and I think I'm developing a hernia from beating sense into you.”

 “So what happened then? To the Soldiers?”

 “It took some effort, but I was able to pull them into the woods out of sight. By now, the snow we had yesterday will have covered up the blood and our tracks so any other pursuit will have to work for their dinner. After I got rid of them, I put you in the cart—you're a heavy bastard, you know that?—and then I set out. Haven't stopped since.”

 It was then that Jurel noticed the shadows under Kurin's eyes, the tension in the set of his mouth, and the limpness of the man's posture. Kurin had not slept for two days.

 “Oh don't look at me like that. I'm not so old that I can't get by without a little sleep. Besides, we're almost there. I didn't want to stop.”

 Turning away Jurel sat back and worked at Kurin's words as they rode on.




Chapter 32

 “There it is,” Kurin said with a grand gesture. “The grand town of Merris. The jewel of nothing, the crown of crap.”

 At that distance, all Jurel could make out was a brown smudge on the landscape with a hundred strings of smoke rising from various points into the clear afternoon sky like unruly hair tufting upward. Beyond, he could just begin to see docks reaching out into the sparkling blue strip that was the Sharong river. As they drew nearer, buildings began to distinguish themselves, first as entire blocks of variable colors—red buildings mixed with blue and green and yellow in a dizzying rainbow that seemed designed to make a watcher nauseous, with vein-thin gaps denoting streets and alleys cutting between them—then as individual structures, some as tall as three stories though most were no more than a single level. Nearer still, and Jurel began to understand just how big this town was.

 They approached the first buildings, no more than ramshackle little cottages, each one nearly identical to every other, except for color, reminding Jurel of the wooden building blocks he used to scatter across his bedroom floor when he was very young. There were filthy children wearing little more than rags in the bitterly cold air out playing, laughing and calling to each other, like birds flitting from branch to branch. They tossed string balls or beat each other with wooden “swords”, some of which still bore dead leaves. There were two boys off to his left tugging on a dog's tail eliciting an indignant yelp from the mangy mutt, and up ahead, several others ran across the street playing some game or other. Mothers chatted amongst themselves while occupied with the more serious tasks of keeping their homes running smoothly. Some carried laundry to or from the river, and others carried baskets to or from market. Women swept front stoops and women swatted rambunctious children away, hollering in stern voices that they watch out or they'll be in for it. There were few men yet; only elderly men, those who were no longer capable of pulling their weight in the fields or the mills were to be seen at that time of the afternoon.

 The cart trundled on, barely earning a glance from the folk going about their business, and they passed from the ragged outskirts and into a shopper's district. On either side of the muddy road, a wooden promenade was built, extending perhaps ten feet from the base of the structures fronting the street. Doors, painted brown, black, or deep red, seemed to be yawning maws against the bright hues of the walls that rose unevenly into the sky, and just as in Tack Town, signs hung over each one depicting the purpose of each shop. There were very few windows to break the screaming colors and Jurel found his headache increasing. 

 It did not help that the entire city seemed to buzz with an underlying hum like a million bees just out of sight. That hum put him on edge, caused him to grit his teeth and he had to stifle the urge to clamp his hands over his ears. People walked the promenade, so densely packed in spots that they overflowed into the muddy street. He heard the familiar clang of smith's hammers, the sound of horses hooves, hawker's proclaiming their wares were the best in town—and Jurel doubted some of their claims when he saw or smelled what they were selling. It was all very similar to Tack Town, garish colors notwithstanding, but on a scale that boggled Jurel's mind. He remembered thinking the first time his father had taken him to Tack Town how amazing it was for so many people to be congregated in one place at one time. Comparing the two, Jurel realized that Tack Town was barely more than a village, a little spit in the road with no other use but that a few dozen farmers from the surrounding countryside had a place to trade their goods.

 “Does everything have to be so bright?” he demanded crossly, rubbing at his temples and Kurin barked a laugh.

 “This town sits on the East Caravan Route. Traders pass through on their way to or from Threimes City and the cities to the south. There are huge opportunities for trade here and I presume that the townsfolk believe that the brighter their shops are, the more visible they are. They haven't yet figured out that if all their buildings are bright then none will stick out.” Kurin chuckled. “Gaudy, isn't it?”

 “I think my eyes are going to pop out,” grumbled Jurel and Kurin nodded knowingly.

 “You'll find that this coloration is only found on the main roads. Once you wander into the smaller streets and back alleys, everything reverts back to a more comfortable shade of humdrum.”

 They pushed on through the crowded streets, toward the town's center, avoiding wagons and scampering children playing in the middle of the road who seemed oblivious to the passing carts laden to various degrees with pelts and produce and meat, jars containing who knew what, bland linens, rainbows of silks (which made him wonder if some enterprising individual had figured out how to peel the top layer from the surrounding shops and roll them up, intent on pawning them off to colorblind shopkeepers), tools for smithies and apothecaries, tools for millers and bakers, and a thousand other items that traders and merchants hoped to sell off at a ridiculous profit. 

 Then things got interesting. Jurel began to perceive a roar that sounded like the torrential rainfalls of spring coming from up ahead. He stood and scanned the road, wondering what would cause such a ruckus. The blinding buildings continued on either side, each one desperate to draw his attention, until, perhaps a hundred yards ahead, they stopped and Jurel could see what appeared to be a plaza of sorts. Intrigued, he leaned on the bench beside Kurin to watch.

 They entered the plaza where, at the center, the road they followed intersected the East Caravan Route. The plaza was easily the size of Galbin's farm compound—Valik's now, Jurel amended bitterly—and it was teeming with folk from all corners of the kingdom and all rungs of rank; pale skin, dark skin, aquiline cheeks, heavyset, rail-thin, expensive silks and satins, ragged burlap, all of it and more was there in that square. The perimeter of the plaza was lined with more colorful shops, but these were constructed of stone, and each stood two stories tall, creating the illusion that this was a town in its own right located in the center of, but somehow apart from, the rest of Merris. A cobbled street ran along the inside of the perimeter giving access to the shops, and in the center of the plaza, hundreds of hawkers's stands were packed side by side. A spiderweb of alleys allowed citizens and visitors alike to wander among the stalls and browse for anything and everything they could desire. Hawkers hawked, people talked, and armored guards walked, striding through the crowd that parted before them like silk parts for a sharp blade, keeping order as best they could though every once in a while Jurel saw the scuffle of traded blows, like eddies in an otherwise slow moving river.

 This was where the sound of a million raindrops was coming from, though it was not rain but the sound of a thousand and more voices all uniting into one overarching storm. The noise was deafening. Jurel struggled to distinguish singular voices but found the task nearly impossible and quickly gave up until one voice, rickety but exceptionally loud, reached his ear from a short way down the street.

 “Repent! Repent and rejoice!” cried an old man standing on a rickety wooden crate. He was emaciated, with sunken cheeks nearly obscured by a long scraggly beard, spotted with bits of rotting food, his hair was an altogether unhealthy shade of yellow, and his legs were no more than twigs jutting out from under the filthy, tattered bits of rags he wore. Dark shadows surrounded fever bright eyes and he waved his arms wildly while he bawled out his tirade.

 “The time of reckoning is at hand! The voice of prophecy speaks for all to hear and we must hearken, and we must pray lest we are swept away in tides of black!”

 “What is he talking about?” Jurel had to yell to be heard over the thrum of the crowd.

 Kurin glared sharply at the old man. “Pay him no heed, Jurel. He's a crazy old man who's going to get himself arrested by the town guard for spouting his nonsense.”

 Almost as if the old man had overheard them, his red-rimmed eyes fixed on Jurel and his tirade stumbled to a halt. He squinted for a moment as though in recognition, and Jurel found himself discomfited under the scrawny man's scrutiny. Jurel was about to look away when the man's eyes widened in shock. 

 “It's you,” mouthed the man, stepping back, stumbling from the crate he apparently forgot he was standing on. 

 Kurin snapped the reins for more speed, but they were trapped in the mass, unable to proceed any faster than a crawl. Fighting with the scrap of matted fur which was sliding down his arm, the old man backed away, staring at Jurel as though threatened. He raised a hand and pointed a long, misshapen finger, with most of its yellow nail torn away, at Jurel. 

 “By the gods, save me,” shrieked the old man. Spinning on his heel, he latched onto a nearby shopper, a well dressed lady in forest green satin wearing a stole the color of fresh cream, and screamed in her face. “It's him! We're doomed!” He spun again, drunkenly, almost tearing the sleeve of the startled woman and bolted into the crowd, his demon screams trailing after him until they faded into the milling mass with him.

 The woman glared accusingly at Jurel, but all he could manage was a wordless shrug. With a sniff, the woman stormed away, adjusting her disheveled stole.

 “What was that about?” Jurel asked.

 “Who knows?” Kurin forced a chuckle. His eyes were haunted as he continued too casually, “Just some crazy old doomsayer spouting his gibberish.”

 Jurel was not so sure. The man had recognized him. How, he did not know, but Jurel knew it was true. It bothered him, gnawed at him, even if Kurin seemed to dismiss it as he resolutely urged the tired horse forward.

 Turning south onto the caravan route, they made progress in fits and starts. There were so many people in the street, so many horses and carriages, that they could not seem to travel more than ten paces before they were forced to stop again and wait for a break in traffic. 

 “Let's try something different,” Kurin said and turned onto a small byway heading into the heart of the city. The street he led them to was almost deserted—a relief after the overcrowded plaza. Within fifty paces, the stone facades gave way to wood, and the buildings, like the first houses they passed, seemed run down. The city's veneer was thin, Jurel noted, a film of cosmetics over a withered face. At least the deafening roar of the crowds had receded to no more than an ever-present hum, and as Kurin had predicted, the screaming colors turned muted, almost monochrome; Jurel sighed with relief that his head no longer felt it was being accosted by a very large hammer. Kurin wended his way through the streets as though he were a native of Merris, turning into new streets and alleys so frequently that Jurel quickly realized he was utterly lost. In front of an inn, Kurin reined in and stepped down.

 “Here we are,” he announced, gesturing to the building in front of them. “The Traveller's Rest. This will do nicely.”

 Jurel took in the inn, a wooden two story building that was in dire need of a fresh coat of paint, sprawled before them on the other side of a low wrought-iron fence and a few paces of muddy, trampled ground. There were windows along the top floor, and studying them, Jurel thought that, along with a fresh coat of paint, someone really should see to replacing the shutters, two of which hung lopsided, held up by a single hinge, while two more were missing entirely. Perhaps the windows themselves could stand a wiping down as well. The door, which was no more than a wide, uneven plank of cedar slathered in flaking green paint that was likely older than he, was closed, presumably to keep the chill out though Jurel had the sneaking suspicion that it was more effective in keeping livestock of the four- and six-legged variety in. He wrinkled his nose disdainfully. 

 “This is where we're staying?” Jurel asked trying to hide his dismay.

 “Are you paying for the room? If you are, say so. I'll take us to the finest inn in town. I'm sure it will cost no more than a dozen gold pieces a night,” Kurin said as he walked through the gate and up to the front door.

 “You don't have to get snippy,” Jurel called after him, and received an exasperated wave in response.

 He waited by the cart, trying to look inconspicuous. He was no expert when it came to towns and cities but even he knew by the structures, resembling rat nests, crammed in against each other in various states of disrepair, ranging from very dirty to nearly uninhabitable, that they had come to a rough part of Merris. Mounds of refuse were piled in the alleys and overflowed into the street and the stench of dead fish and human waste threatened to render him unconscious. His instincts were urgently telling him that this was not the best place for a single man to stand about, whether it was daytime or not. A heartbeat later, there was a flicker of movement in an alley that faced onto the street. He saw nothing more, but from behind him there came a clatter; a small stone, dislodged from where it rested, skittered across the dingy wooden promenade.

 From another alley, Jurel heard a low whistle, and he sidled his way around to the back of the cart, trying to keep his eyes on everything. When he reached the open bed, his arm snaked under the mounds of packs until, with a sigh of relief, his hand wrapped around the hard leather sheath of his sword. Slowly, he began to pull his prize out.

 “I s'gest yer leave it right where tis, fella,” a voice called from behind him causing his heart to stutter in his chest. “Less vat is, yer wanna arrow in yer back, o course.”

 The man that emerged from the alley was short, not even topping Jurel's shoulders, but he seemed to know how to use the shortsword that weaved menacingly in the air in front of him. Cold eyes stared out from under a shock of red hair and his face was pocked with nasty red welts as though he suffered from some disease. He was young; Jurel estimated he was no more than eighteen years old. A titter drew Jurel's attention and as he grazed his sight along the uneven rooftops across the street, black with the soot of old fires, he saw another young man taking a bead on him with a shortbow.

 Jurel scanned the street, saw no one else in sight and felt his heart sink. The young thief laughed.

 “Oh no, dere ain't no one round when me an ma boys decide t' ave a lil fun.” He chuckled. His accent was almost impossible to decipher; fun sounded like foon. “Why don yer jes han me over yer stuff an we'll be on our way.”

 Jurel's mind raced. He wanted to give over the cart, to tell them to be his guest as long as they left him alone but the ringing in his ears seemed angry, outraged, unwilling to be cowed by a couple of local ruffians. A moment's hesitation was all it took for that belligerent side of him to win. If he timed it right, he could be behind the cart with his sword drawn before the archer could loose his shot. Perhaps if he showed them a little spine, they would back down. 

 “Now don be-” 

 Jurel cut him off by diving behind the shelter of the cart yanking his scabbard away to clear the blade. The thief yelped in surprise and rushed forward, swinging his sword down at Jurel with blinding speed. Jurel raised his sword and deflected the attack, but the thief returned with a back hand swing, aimed at Jurel's head. Jurel dove sideways, rolled through the mud and stood, bringing his sword up protectively in front of him. 

 Then he realized his mistake.

 His instincts cried out, at the same moment he heard a twang and a whistle.

 And time slowed as though mired in viscous mud. 

 He sidestepped, turning his head toward the whistle that came from behind, saw the arrow approaching, its fletching vibrating and its shaft writhing like a snake with the force of its flight, and in a motion so quick that lightning would have struggled to keep up, he languidly lifted his hand and picked the arrow out of the air as if it were no more than a ripe cherry. He glanced at the archer, saw the face ever so slowly opening in shock.

 Time seemed to return to normal, crashing down and around him, jarring him, disorienting, but he let none of that show as he turned to face the thief, scowling with malice and barely tethered violence, brazenly displaying his back to the archer on the roof.

 “Want to try that again?” 

 He hoped his attacker could not hear the thudding of his heart; he was sure that even if the thunderous sound did not draw the man's attention then surely he should be able to see it struggling to escape his chest.

 The thief gaped at him, his mouth showing crooked, rotting teeth, and he backed away a step.

 “Ow did yer-?” the young man breathed.

 Jurel took a step forward, brandishing his sword. He was as stunned as the thief. How indeed, he wondered. He schooled his features, kept the scowl as intact as possible and he raised the arrow, still clenched in his fist. When it was right in front of his face, he tightened his grip. There was a brittle snap and he let the two pieces fall to the ground.

 “Answer me,” Jurel grated. “Do you want to try that again?”

 “N-no sir,” the thief replied, backing away another step. “I'm sorry, sir. Twon't appen agin, I promise.”

 “Jurel? What's the problem?” Kurin called from the front door of the inn.

 “Nothing. Just a minor misunderstanding. I think we have reached an agreement though, haven't we?”

 In answer, the thief spun and fled, stumbling over his feet in an effort to put as much distance between them as possible. When Jurel searched the rooftops, he was relieved to see that the archer seemed to agree with his cohort.

 When he returned to the cart, Kurin was staring at him with an indecipherable expression.

 “What?” Jurel snapped, irked by the old man's scrutiny, still discomfited by the arrow that lay in two pieces on the road. The one that he had caught. In mid-flight. Like picking a cherry.

 He could not say why these things still surprised him. 

 “You're just full of surprises, aren't you, young man?”

 He ignored the question, contenting himself instead with retrieving his scabbard and reorganizing the packs in the cart. They quickly pulled it around the back of the inn and entered a stable, three walls of uneven wooden planks topped by a sagging thatch roof, and tethered their horse in one of three stalls. The dirt floor was covered in moldy straw and old manure; Jurel wrinkled his nose at the sickly-sweet odor, worried that their horse might fall ill in such dismal conditions.

 “Aren't you worried that our things will be stolen?” Jurel asked, after filling a head bag with the last of their remaining oats (not trusting the bin filled with greenish bits that wriggled) and securing it to the mare's head. There was no one about. No stableboy, no guard, no one.

 “I think everything will be right where we leave it,” Kurin said as he took an inventory of their remaining supplies, separating what would accompany them to their rooms with what would be left in the cart. “Would you be so kind as to carry those bags in with you?” Kurin gestured to a stack and Jurel cast him a withering glare which Kurin returned with far too much bland innocence. Apparently, everything would be right where they left it because Jurel was about to carry almost everything they had in with them.

 “I hope our room has plenty of storage,” Jurel grumbled, beginning the process of organizing the sacks on his person, strapping them over his shoulders in a criss-cross fashion until he resembled a big leather and burlap bear.

 “Mmm,” Kurin said without even a glance, and turned to go, carrying one little satchel in each hand.

 Passing through an ill fitting back door that did little to shut out the draft, they turned up the narrow stairs, trying to keep their footing on the cracked and warped planks as they climbed. The hallway they emerged into was no better. One torch spluttered on a wall, casting a ruddy glow that did little to stave off the oppressive gloom, spewing an oily smoke that probably explained why the walls were dirty pus yellow. Kurin opened the third door and entered without hesitation.

 The room that Jurel entered made him gag. In a perverse imitation of his old room at the farm, there was a small cot on each wall with a chest located under the window at the far end of the room. Beyond that, there was no relation. Where the room Jurel had shared with Daved had been spotless, this room was filthy. The window was covered in a layer of grime so thick that almost no light was allowed to enter; the only light was from a guttering stub of taper on the chest. The beds were each covered in what Jurel surmised passed for a blanket in this establishment, but they were threadbare and stained. He thought, at one time, they had been some shade of green, or perhaps blue, but as he looked at them, he could only see a shade that resembled the infected walls in the hallway.

 He stood, motionless, not wanting to let any part of him touch anything, unsure whether to be shocked or disgusted and settled on feeling both, until Kurin cleared his throat.

 “Couldn't we have gotten something—anything—better?” Jurel asked.

 “I thought we'd already covered this,” Kurin said, sitting on a cot that creaked alarmingly under his diminutive frame.

 “Well, yes but...come on! I wouldn't let my worst enemy stay here.”

 “It is not the most pleasant of accommodations, I admit,” Kurin said with a perfunctory glance, “but remember: the Soldiers of God are after us. They have a small garrison here in town—probably the garrison the men who attempted to arrest us came from, and I think it would be wise to keep our heads down. We'll survive for one night. Although...”

 Kurin picked up a small pack, and rummaged around inside, muttering to himself. His eyes brightened and he held up a strange plant that Jurel had never seen.

 “This should help keep the room's other occupants at bay.” He took a deep breath, smelling the plant and a smile creased his features. “Help with the aroma as well,” he added. 

 He scattered sprigs that he broke off liberally around the room, and to Jurel's amazement, he immediately noticed a difference in the air quality. It smelled to him like spring.

 “What is that stuff?”

 “Just a little air freshener. Come. Put those bags down and let's get some dinner. The food here is about what you might expect, but beggars can't be choosers, after all.”

 In the common room, they found a table near the back and sat. To Jurel, this inn looked much the same as the tavern in Tack Town: long tables with an aisle down the middle; fire pits at each end of the room, spewing acrid black smoke; a bar along the back wall with a fat, surly barkeep wearing a spotted white apron; and a wench who circulated, despondently reciting the day's menu to the few patrons who sat scattered in small pockets around the room.

 When the extraordinarily ugly serving girl, pock-marked and filthy, with emotionless eyes, returned with their order and left with their copper, all Jurel could do was disconsolately stir at the contents of his bowl. The smell was far from appetizing.

 “Are you sure this is pork?” he asked while inspecting a lump of grayish meat.

 “That's what she said,” Kurin replied, shoveling another greasy spoonful into his mouth.

 “But it doesn't smell like pork.”

 “Just eat. Don't think about it. Just put it in your mouth, chew, and swallow.”

 Plugging his nose, Jurel tentatively poured some of the brown glop into his mouth. It tasted better than it smelled but only fractionally; a bee's sting is less painful than a wasp's but neither is particularly pleasant.

 They ate in silence, concentrating on swallowing one revolting mouthful after another, following each bite with a swig of watery mead, until finally, Jurel plunked his spoon into his empty bowl and sighed.

 “I can't eat another bite.”

 “Full?” Kurin asked.

 “No, I just can't eat any more of this...stuff.”

 Kurin laughed sourly. “Well, at least it filled a hole.”

 “The question is, will it stay there?”

 They each drank another tankard, trying their level best to wash away the taste of their meal and when they finished, Kurin rose.

 “I need to go out for a time. Why don't you go up to the room and get some rest?”

 “Maybe I should come with you.” Jurel did not relish the thought of spending time in the dirty little room.

 “No my boy,” Kurin said. “I've been here before and I know the streets. I may have to move quickly and I can't have a big oaf like you bumbling about, tripping me up.” He smiled to remove the sting from his words. Jurel decided to take the bait.

 “An old man like you can move quickly?” 

 With a laugh, Kurin started for the door. “Touche!” he called back over his shoulder and then he was gone.

 Seeing no sense in tarrying, Jurel left the common room and made his way back to their room to await Kurin's return. He thought bitterly that waiting for one thing or another was quickly becoming the story of his life as he slumped down on his cot, mildly surprised that it managed to hold his weight, and rubbed his face with his hand.

 There was a fresh taper in the sooty iron candle holder; the light in the room was marginally better, so to pass the time, Jurel decided he could read a little more from the book he had started on their journey here. He propped up what passed for his pillow, thinking that they must have used a few handfuls of straw from their stables and lay back. He managed to wade through three pages of the tome, fighting his way through the badly written text when the trials of the day caught up to him. The book slowly slid from his fingers to lay flat on his chest as he drifted off to sleep.




Chapter 33

 Xandru, sweating profusely in the oppressive heat, waited in the featureless room that seemed carved from a single massive piece of stone while the deformed little half man with the pasty gray skin and green glowing eyes stood in front of the massive door that loomed high overhead. Nearly as wide as it was tall, it was constructed of ancient wood held together with black iron bands the thickness of his not inconsiderable chest. 

 At some unseen, unheard signal, the gnarled creature stepped aside and informed him in his dry voice that the master waited inside. The doors swung inward, ponderous and oddly silent for such a large thing, to reveal a black hole, a gaping maw that he was forced to step into, trusting that there was, in fact, a room to step into and a floor to step onto.

 His armor creaking softly, he crossed the threshold and strode forward. A few paces in, a circle of light a pace across appeared on the floor, marking the spot where he was to stand. Without hesitation, he strode forward and halted in the center of the circle of light. Whenever he found himself here, he always wondered where that light originated; scrutiny of his surroundings never revealed its source. Or anything else for that matter. He stood in his oasis of light, surrounded by a blackness so deep, so complete that even the door behind had disappeared, and he waited, breathing in the faint scent of wet stone and sulfur. Soft whispers reached him, surrounded him, rustling and hissing like innumerable snakes, so faint he could not make out any words, but close enough that he could feel the anguish and the terror of the thousands of damned souls who occupied the darkness. He had been in this position often enough; he should have been used to this by now.

 He waited, motionless except for the rivulets of sweat that ran down his face, back and chest, until—

 “Xandru,” a sibilant voice hissed from the darkness, reaching his ears from every direction and yet from nowhere.

 Immediately, Xandru knelt, turning his eyes to the ground and splaying his arms out with upturned palms in a gesture of obeisance.

 “My lord, I have come as you summoned,” Xandru said, trying to keep the tremor from his voice. He knew the forms.

 “What news do you bring me?” the voice of his lord penetrated to the depths of his soul.

 “My lord, my agents bring disturbing reports to me, from the center of the southern kingdom, from a small town called Tack,” Xandru said, not daring to move until his master allowed him, no matter how painful maintaining his position was.

 “Yes, we have felt the stirrings in the Mist. The time is near. He walks the land.”

 “Yes my lord. What is your command, my lord?”

 “Bring him to me. Immediately.”

 “Yes my lord.”

 His heart sank as he hurriedly backed away, scuffing his knees. He did not raise his eyes until he saw the outline of the door in his periphery and when he did, he rose and strode from the room without so much as a glance to the misshapen figure who stepped back in front of the doors that swung shut as silently as they opened. 

 This place was a long way from Tack, and he was not sure how he would manage to find the man and return him as quickly as his lord commanded. He had no choice. His lord did not tolerate disobedience. He would have to move quickly to gather his men and proceed south. It never left his thoughts for a moment that time was of the essence. If he ran his men to death, then so be it. He had no choice.

 He did not want to become one of the whispers in the dark. He had no choice.




Chapter 34

 “Are you trying to poison me?” Jurel grumbled, staring at the slop the ugly serving girl had placed before him. “How can anyone dare to call this breakfast? I've served pigs better fare.”

 “Just eat,” Kurin sighed as another spoonful found its way to the old man's mouth.

 “But Kurin, look at this. I'm sure that the fellow who came up with the word 'egg' all those years ago did not have this in mind. Honestly, who ever heard of eating bacon and eggs with a spoon?” He poked at a floppy piece of yellow-brown goop.

 Kurin pounded his fist on the table, and glared at Jurel. “If you want to give the cook lessons, then be my guest. I'm sure you'll make a lot of patrons very happy. Otherwise, shut up and eat.”

 “Fine. You don't have to get snippy,” Jurel said before shoveling a spoonful of the unidentifiable stuff into his mouth. “Where were you last night?” Jurel mumbled, his mouth still full.

 “I went to see a man about an ass,” Kurin replied with a pointed look.

 Confused, Jurel glanced up, knitting his brow together.

 “I don't understand.”

 “Never mind. Just eat.”

 Sunlight caught Jurel's attention and he looked across the room to see the front door swing shut behind a short man wearing a black cloak, scanning the tables. When the newcomer's eyes fell on him, he altered course, directly for their table. Alarm flooded through Jurel and he leaned forward.

 “Kurin. Someone approaches,” he whispered.

 The man strode with purpose, covering the distance quickly and with a grace that verged on fluid. His cloak billowed behind and Jurel saw he wore a hardened leather vest with bands of steel running in horizontal rows from neck to waist over his heavily muscled torso. His features appeared to have been carved from granite, like a statue of some mythical hero.

 Kurin nodded and bit down stoically on another spoonful.

 “Kurin, he's coming right for us. And he's armed,” Jurel whispered, noticing for the first time, the long, slightly curved sword that rested in its scabbard on the man's hip and swung in perfect rhythm with his stride like it was as naturally a part of his body as, say, his right arm. 

 He did not have time for anything but to rise before the man was on top of them, leaning down to whisper into Kurin's ear. Jurel paused, half standing when Kurin glared and motioned him to sit down. The newcomer whispered another few words, and Kurin nodded once, tersely. 

 “I think it's time to be off, Jurel. Let's get our things.” Following his own words, Kurin rose and made his way out of the common room, closely followed by the man in the cloak.

 Completely lost, Jurel ran to catch up, questions bubbling in his mind like a pot of boiling water. He caught up to them halfway up the stairs but he judged by their determined pace, that his questions would go unanswered for the time being, so he kept his mouth shut, and set about the tasks necessary for them to leave.

 * * *

 The strange man guided his horse down the main street followed by Kurin and Jurel in the cart, just as Kurin had the day before: pulling to a stop every few yards to keep from trampling various living obstacles comprised mainly of dirty children, wagons, and milling throngs of townsfolk, before continuing slowly, navigating his way carefully through the sea of humanity dotted with equine islands. Though Jurel was sorely tempted to ask his questions, Kurin's far away look told him that he probably would not even hear the young man.

 So he waited. He waited while the city of Merris passed them by. Stone buildings eventually gave way to wood and the vibrant reds, greens and yellows faded until all the buildings took on the same dirty white color of paint too long exposed to an unforgiving sun, peeling away to leave patches of exposed lumber and giving the impression that they were afflicted with some horrible plague. Just like the buildings, the people changed: near the plaza, bright silks and satins dominated as though the populace vied with the city about them, perhaps hoping to win some prize that only they knew of for being the most gaudy. Merchants and professionals and perhaps some minor nobility rubbed elbows in the affluent trading square to haggle and squabble, but the farther south they traveled, the more the rainbow faded, becoming the monotone of brown linens and coarse cotton that denoted the peasantry. He waited until the last of Merris was behind them and growing dim in the distance. He waited until, finally, he could not restrain himself for one more heartbeat.

 “Kurin, who is that?” Jurel whispered, poking a thumb over his shoulder to their companion.

 “Eh?” Kurin blinked rapidly, seemingly awakened from a deep sleep. “Who? Him? Have I not introduced you?”

 Jurel responded with a withering glare.

 “Oh. I guess not. I apologize, Jurel.” Raising his voice so the man could hear from his position, Kurin said, “Jurel, I'd like you to meet Mikal, a friend of mine for many years. Mikal, this is Jurel. Mikal's going to accompany us for a while.”

 Mikal stuck a calloused hand over the back of the cart and Jurel automatically gripped it. With a firm shake that ground the bones of Jurel's hand together, Mikal glanced down and smiled pleasantly.

 “Pleased to meet you, Jurel,” Mikal said with the raspy voice of a man accustomed to bawling orders. “I look forward to sharing the road with you.”
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Chapter 35

 Jurel sat in his regular spot in the back of the cart, disconsolately staring at the river that lazily meandered its way along, carrying sections of drifting ice like vast river barges to the ocean far to the north and west as the high sailing sun followed their progress. The forest to their right held no interest for him; it was the same interminable expanse of trees that had been accompanying them since they set out. He did not even bother to lift his head when they passed through another village, a tiny speck in the road, a minute change in the monotonous vista. They had passed through four—or was it five now? Jurel could not remember—of the little villages since leaving Merris nearly a week ago, each one identical to the last: a small inn welcoming travelers, each one somehow looking like it was as bored as he was, surrounded by a dozen homes that were really no more than glorified shacks. The villages were so remarkably similar that Jurel wondered once again if someone, God perhaps, played some cruel joke and kept them turning in circles, only to pass the same cluster of buildings over and over again.

 He thought back to the farm, remembering how he had imagined a life of travel and grand adventure. He had looked forward to it, dreamed of the wondrous sights he would behold and the brave deeds he would perform. He grunted a chuckle, soft and bitter, at his own childish innocence. So far, except for a few guilty, terrifying moments of bloodshed, he did not have much to tell his father if he ever returned. He imagined that conversation, ran it through his mind: “Well, I killed a couple of soldiers,” he would say, “then I saw a farm. Then another farm. Then there was that inn. And another farm. Oh, then I killed someone else. And then...did I mention the farm?” His father would surely be proud.

 And that was how their days went. When night fell, they made camp among the dubious shelter of the thin, leafless trees at the edge of the forest, ate a meal, idly conversed amongst themselves and went to their bedrolls to catch a few hours of sleep. They woke at the break of dawn, shivering in the chilly mornings, ate a quick breakfast, and after a hasty clean up, they got back into their respective positions and rode on. Another few days of this and Jurel was certain he would go insane.

 “How much farther?” Jurel asked.

 Kurin turned in his seat, the reins dangling loosely from his hand, and shot Jurel a warning glance.

 “Almost the same distance as when you asked a half hour ago,” he grated, “and a little less than when you asked a half hour before that.”

 Mikal, sitting his horse as comfortably as anyone he had ever seen, snorted. Jurel was still not quite sure what to make of the newcomer. Though he supposed that after six days together, Mikal might not actually be a newcomer anymore, but rather was just another member of their unlikely little party: a healer, a farmer, and a soldier. Neat. Nonetheless, the man remained an enigma to Jurel. Repositioning himself among the stores that Mikal had replenished before they left Merris, he shot another glance at the man who rode with them. It was obvious that Mikal was an experienced rider; the slump of his shoulders, the way he casually rested his hands on the pommel and steered his horse with his knees, the steady rocking, so perfectly in tune with his mount's gait, told Jurel that this man had spent many days in the saddle. It was also obvious that he was a warrior of sorts. The man moved with a natural grace that somehow seemed threatening. It did not matter whether he was tending a fire, or stepping behind a tree to relieve himself, he moved like a wolf. He had never seen Mikal draw the sword that always hung at his hip, but he had no doubt that when Mikal did, people ran or they died. Beyond that, Jurel could ascertain nothing of him. He had tried on several occasions to drum up a conversation, but the man spoke fewer words than his horse did, opening his mouth only when he told them of some need; “wood for the fire” or “water for the horses” seemed to be the limit of Mikal's conversational ability.

 “Blockade ahead,” Mikal grunted, causing Jurel to snicker. One more added to the list.

 “How many?” Kurin asked.

 “Perhaps twenty. Hard to tell at this range. They span the road.”

Jurel sat up and, leaning forward, he peered down the road to where he could just make out a dark smudge spanning the width of the road. A glint of sunlight announced the presence of metal.

 “They're armed,” Mikal reported, confirming Jurel's fears.

 “Soldiers?”

 “No. Bandits maybe.”

 “Can we ride around them? If we break into a gallop when we approach, we may surprise them.”

 “Not enough space on the right. Ground's too rough on the left.”

 “Well you're just a fountain of good news aren't you?” Kurin muttered. “There's no help for it. We'll have to convince them to leave us alone.”

 As they approached, the smudge coalesced into a group of men dressed in common linens, and frayed bear skins. Each one carried a weapon of sorts; there was a scattering of axes, picks, a couple of scythes, and two rusty swords as they watched their prey draw nearer with tense faces and anxious eyes. These were obviously not soldiers trained in the art of war, but an ax buried in his chest, whether by soldier or peasant, would still do the trick quite nicely. A few paces from the ragtag group of bandits, Kurin reined in and the two groups eyed each other over the short distance. Tense moments passed with no one saying a word until a tall, lanky man of perhaps twenty-five years, presumably their leader, stepped forward and gestured with his simple wood ax.

 “Come on then,” he called in a strangely high pitch voice. “Hand it over and we can all be on our way.”

 “Oh? And what is the price for our freedom?” Kurin asked blandly.

 “Ten silver pieces.”

 Someone in the crowd loudly cleared his throat.

“Er, ten gold pieces,” he amended.

 Kurin barked a shocked laugh. “Ten gold pieces? Are you mad? Why, everything we have would not cover your demand.”

 Mikal leaned sideways in his saddle until he could whisper into Jurel's ear, “Get your sword ready.”

 “But they're simple folk. They don't deserve to be cut down,” Jurel muttered back, aghast.

 “They're thieves who will gladly bury those farm tools in our skulls if we don't stop them,” Mikal growled with a penetrating glare.

 “Well then,” the leader of the band said in response to Kurin, glancing around at his compatriots, “I suppose that means that we'll have to make do with keeping everything you have, won't we?”

 A harsh chuckle rose from the throats of several of the men and several of them hefted their weapons in anticipation. 

 “No no no, this will not do. This will not do at all,” said Kurin, sadly shaking his head. “We are simple travelers who mean you no harm, but I must insist that you stand aside and let us pass lest we take umbrage.”

 “Three against twenty? I think we'll take our chances,” he said with a confident smirk.

 “All right. Wait a moment while my friends and I discuss this.”

 Without waiting for an answer, Kurin motioned for Jurel and Mikal to move closer.

 “What do you think, Mikal?” he asked.

 “I think that alone, I would be hard pressed but with Jurel's help, no matter how inept, we should win easily,” Mikal's voice rumbled like a far away avalanche, and just as relentless.

 “They look like beggars,” Jurel whispered, trying to stop this madness before things got out of hand. “Can't we just offer them a few silvers and be on our way? We might be keeping them and their families from starving. We might be saving their lives.”

“As I'm sure the last traveler they waylaid thought. And the one before that. These men are bandits, Jurel,” Kurin whispered with a tone of finality. “I would wager everything we have that they already have blood on their hands. I would also wager that no matter what we give them, they will do their very best to keep us from going anywhere except to a shallow grave in the woods.”

 “But-”

 “No. Enough. If they will not let us pass, then we must stop them. Will you fight?”

 Jurel's eyes moved from one implacable face to the next, wordlessly imploring them to reconsider. They did not. A spark of anger ignited within Jurel and he drew himself up.

 “No. I will not fight,” he announced loudly enough for the other group to hear. “If you want to pursue this folly, do it without me.”

 “Fool!” Kurin hissed. “Bloody young fool!”

 “Here they come,” Mikal noted.

 He slipped from his horse and strode toward the oncoming thieves, his sword appearing in his hand as if by magic. The first of the attackers swung his scythe and Mikal easily redirected the blow with the edge of his blade. He spun around like a dancer and buried his elbow in the man's face. A spray of blood erupted from the man's ruined nose as he stumbled back and fell to the ground. The second man's pick whistled over Mikal's head as he came out of his graceful twirl. He ducked, lunging forward in one smooth motion, burying his blade deep in the man's chest.

 “He can't win, you know,” Kurin said quite matter-of-factly.

 Mikal spun again, an ax missing his ear by inches, wrenched his blade free and sliced upward, cutting a young man diagonally up his torso from waist to armpit.

 “What? Look at him. I've never seen anything like it.” And Jurel had not. Mikal fought brutally and efficiently, each movement carefully planned to provide maximum damage to his opponents while sustaining minimal damage to himself but for all that, the man flowed from stance to stance, attack to attack like water, leaving a trail of blood wherever he went.

 “There are too many of them. It's only a matter of time before one of them gets a lucky shot on his exposed back, or he loses his footing on the mud.”

 As if his words were prophetic, Mikal's foot twisted, slipped into a pothole, and he stumbled. Ironically, the misstep saved his life; the ax that should have been buried in his neck instead glanced off a pauldron as he lurched away. With a roar of pain, Mikal, still off balance, managed to retaliate; his sword came up awkwardly, and took the axman's hand off at the wrist.

 “Do something,” Jurel shouted as he watched Mikal try to regain his rhythm.

 “Do what? I'm a healer and an old man. I am useless in situations like this,” Kurin replied sadly.

 “Damn it, Kurin! I saw what you did to that Soldier. You must help him!” Jurel, feeling desperation, gripped the hilt of the sword he could not recall having picked up.

 Kurin did nothing but stare mutely at Mikal as if in a trance. 

 With a growl, Jurel yanked the scabbard off, threw it in the cart bed, causing it to bounce and fall into the mud. He followed it with a leap and ran to Mikal's aid. Mikal had managed to stave off more attacks with the desperate acts of a badger trapped in a corner and two more men lay on the ground, surrounded by their own blood when Jurel joined the fray. A pick whistled through the air directly for Mikal's exposed back, and he lunged, cutting the handle in two. Emulating Mikal, he spun, burying his own elbow into a shocked face, felt a sickening crunch and a jolt that numbed his entire arm. 

Not waiting to see if the beleaguered thief went down, Jurel swung his blade again, hacking into another unprotected chest with a noise like cabbage being sliced and eggs being broken. Kicking the dead man off his sword, Jurel spun, recoiling barely in time to avoid the ax that cut the air directly in front of his chest. His newest attacker, off balance from the wild swing he had been sure would find its mark, stumbled, trying to regain his footing. Jurel did not give him the time. A powerful overhand blow split through the man's shoulder and down into his torso. The man hacked one agonized cough, spewing oily blood so deep red it was almost black, and collapsed like a puppet whose strings had been cut.

 He turned again, caught sight of Mikal beset on two sides crouch below a scythe and sweep the attacker's feet out from under him. Without hesitation, Jurel lunged in, plunging his blade into the man's abdomen at the same instant he hit the ground while Mikal, now behind Jurel, rose and thrust a dagger, through the other man's throat.

 They were back to back as the remainder of the attackers circled just out of reach, flexing fingers about their makeshift weapons, waiting for an opening. They traded nervous glances; these two were more than they bargained for, but the leader berated them.

 “Come on you bloody fools! There's only two of 'em and they're hurt. Look, the big 'un even has a dagger stuck in his leg!”

 Jurel hazarded a cursory glance down and was shocked to see the bandit was right: a plain, leather-wrapped hilt protruded from his right thigh. Now when did that happen?As if seeing the hilt made it real, a flood of searing pain washed through his leg. He bit his lip to keep from crying out as he fought to keep from stumbling. Either would mean a grisly end for them. And a shallow grave in the woods.

An idea came to him, then. A crazy idea. One that at any other time and in any other place, he would have scoffed and jeered at. Battling the waves of pain that blackened the corners of his eyesight, he managed to pull his lips back in a toothy, predatorial grin and, keeping his glare firmly fixed on the leader of the bandits, he wrapped his fingers around the protruding haft. He pulled, slowly, deliberately, until the knife slid free and he felt wetness run down his leg. He was glad his jaw was already clenched; it helped him bite back the scream. Another insane idea came to him in that moment, one fueled entirely by the urge to dramatically drive home his point, to end this horrible farce. Still grinning that devil's grin, he lifted the blade and deliberately licked his blood off of one side, felt a dribble of warmth trickle down his chin. He flicked his wrist and the blade spun away. All eyes followed it as it sliced through the air and buried itself at the leader's feet. His heart thudded in his chest as he battled waves of pain induced nausea while everyone except Mikal gaped at the dagger as if they were worried it might leap up and bite them.

 “Go ahead,” Jurel said. “Pick it up.”

 The leader's eyes snapped up from the bloody dagger to Jurel's manic grin, his face draining until it was as white as the snow that surrounded them. With a choked gurgle, the man spun and bolted, disappearing into the trees. He left his knife. The remaining bandits were motionless, staring in horror at him, surrounded by their dead and dying cohorts. It was like a demonic tapestry, an image woven by a murderous madman.

 “I guess he didn't want to play anymore,” Jurel said. “Shall we continue?”

 As one, the men threw down their weapons and raced after their leader. 

 He stood, staring after them until the last one disappeared from sight, before he loosened his grip on his muscles. He sagged, stumbled and almost made it to the ground before powerful arms caught him, and held him steady.

 “That was...dramatic,” Mikal said, half dragging, half walking Jurel back to Kurin, steering him around the bodies, the blood, and the bits of entrail.

 Jurel sat in the cart. The motion caused his leg to flare in pain, and he gasped, biting back an oath. 

 A fire sends up a spark into the air to flutter wherever the wind would take it, searching for a spot, something dry, something that it can use to spread its heat so that it may grow, implacably spreading into an uncontrolled inferno. Jurel was that spark. Kurin was the tinder.

 “Let me see that,” Kurin said, putting a bag of medical supplies beside Jurel.

 “Don't touch me,” Jurel growled.

 “Don't be a fool, my boy. Let's get that bandaged.”

 “It wouldn't have needed bandaging if you hadn't been so damned bloodthirsty,” Jurel yelled. Rage gripped him, clouded him, choked him until, trembling, he saw naught but a distorted image of Kurin at the end of a red tunnel.

 “And what should we have done then?” snapped Kurin. “Do you really think that giving them everything we had would have kept them from killing us? They knew full well that if they had let us live, we would have gone straight to the nearest army garrison to report them. They would have been hung for highway robbery.”

 “He's right Jurel,” Mikal said.

 “But you're a healer. How can a healer enjoy seeing simple farmers die like that?” Jurel screamed, ignoring Mikal.

 Kurin froze, eyes wide. “You think I enjoyed that?” He spat. “You are right: I am a healer. And sometimes a healer must make the regrettable decision of amputating a limb to keep a stubborn infection from corrupting the rest of the body. I do not enjoy making that decision, and I do not like carrying out that decision, but I will not hesitate to do it if it means the patient will live.”

 “You thought of those men as nothing more than an infection?” gasped Jurel. “They were men, Kurin. Men! How many widows did Mikal and I create today? How many children did we orphan?”

 “Would you have preferred letting them gut you?” Mikal asked. “Would that have been better?”

 His rage wavered, trembled at the truth of Mikal's words.

 “Well, no but-” Jurel spluttered. He had no answer for Mikal. Once again, it was a question of kill or be killed.

 Mikal was relentless. “Would you have felt better if we had eluded them, left them be so they could be free to gut others, maybe women and children?”

 The spark vanished, doused in icy cold truth. All that remained was limb-dragging exhaustion and empty dejection. It was appropriate, somehow, that they followed that road, so wide yet it seemed razor thin. On one side, that impenetrable cursed forest, a maze where one wrong step would mean being lost forever, while on the other side, the river flowed, its gray-black waters waiting for stumbling fools to drag down to its icy depths. One misstep, one slight deviation from his course and, poof! he would be gone forever. And he was just a spark, a puff of smoke, waiting for any errant breeze to push him in either direction. 

 Jurel wished vehemently that he could go back to the farm and forget everything about the last few weeks.

 Kurin tended Jurel's wound swiftly, silently, and none too gently, and Jurel stoically endured the angry healer's ministrations while Mikal took on the unpleasant task of removing the barricade of bloody bodies from the road and dumping them inside the treeline.

 “We must go,” Mikal said upon returning from his grisly garbage collecting.

 Jurel avoided looking at the scene when they passed. Instead, he searched the trees hoping to find understanding or maybe even forgiveness. The trees stared silently, accusingly back like sentinels guarding a murderer bound for the gallows.

 When they stopped for the night, and set up their camp, Jurel sat at their fire, poking at his trencher, unwilling to eat the roasted beef that, to him, tasted like ashes. The only sound was the crackling of the fire, until surprisingly, Mikal spoke.

 “Jurel, you must learn to use that sword properly.”

 Acting of their own volition, Jurel's hands jerked sending his tasteless meal to the ground, where the beef, still pink in the middle and oozing bubbling blood, reminded him of dead farmers. He could not tear his eyes from the bloody reminder.

 “Jurel?” Kurin asked.

 His eyes rose. There sat Kurin bathed in firelight, his expression one of concern. Behind him, his shadow danced malevolently on the golden snow, stretching all the way to the trees and melding with the darkness beyond. Jerkily, Jurel rose and stumbled away. Perhaps the twists and turns of the forest was better than the path. He made it as far as the first trees before he felt a hand gently grip his shoulder.

 “No my boy,” Kurin said, his voice as gentle as his hand, “I won't let you get lost.”

 “I think I already am.”

 “Then let Mikal and I guide you. Our route is sometimes unpleasant, but it is the safer one.”

 “I don't think I can. I trusted you, Kurin.”

 He would not—could not—face the man that had saved his life only to turn it into a nightmare.

 “I know. I can only hope that there remains some trace of that trust. I can only hope that you can believe me when I tell you that all we have done has been necessary. You do not understand it yet, but there is a reason.”

 Jurel barked a bitter laugh. A reason? Perhaps he should tell that to the widows of those farmer bandits. “I know your loss has been grievous,” he could say, “but believe me when I tell you that there is a reason.” Perhaps they would nod sagely and squeeze his arm comfortingly, smile and say, “Of course there is. Think nothing of it. My children did not need to eat after all.”

 “What reason, Kurin? What possible reason could justify the bodies I've left behind me since leaving the farm?”

 Kurin drew a deep breath before answering. “You...” Hesitation. A pause longer than a thousand lifetimes but shorter than a heartbeat. Then, “You are not ready to hear it yet.”

 “Fuck that!” Jurel spun so suddenly that Kurin took a startled step back, letting his arm fall to his side. “If you want me to follow you one more fucking step, you will tell me your 'reason', old man. Otherwise, I am going to go for a very long walk.”

 Lips pursed, Kurin studied him as one might study an angry scorpion. Another hesitation. Another infinite wait, another heartbeat.

 “Fine. I will answer some of your questions,” Kurin said. “If you come back to the fire. It's cold out here.”

 Kurin had reseated himself by the fire and was warming his shaking hands before he decided to hear the old man out. Sitting down, he waited, watching Kurin gather his thoughts.

 “Understand, Jurel, that I don't have answers to every one of your questions. Those that I can answer, I will attempt to do so to the best of my ability.”

 As if they discussed nothing more important than the weather, Mikal stretched and picked up a stick which he used to idly stir the fire.

 Jurel wondered what he should ask first. Questions came and went so quickly, he had difficulty focusing on one until Kurin, impatient to get it over with gestured to Jurel. “Well?”

 “Who in blazes are you?” The question popped out almost before he realized it was there, surprising him.

 Kurin nodded appreciatively as though he had not expected Jurel to think him anything other than what he said he was. “A good question. I am Kurin, a brother of the Salosian Order and your friend.”

 “The Salosian Order?” Jurel tried to remember where he had seen that name before but the answer taunted him with its evasiveness, sitting tantalizingly just out of reach like the proverbial word on the tip of the tongue.

 “Yes. Ours is a peaceful order that is considered heretical by the laws of the kingdom and by the church of Gaorla.”

 “So they are after you,” Jurel breathed, feeling strangely guilty for the relief he felt. 

 “Well, not quite, though I am certain that the party responsible for my arrest would be rewarded quite handsomely.” His lips twisted wryly as he added, “They don't like me very much.”

 “So then who are they after?”

 “You, of course.”

 His world spun, leaving him teetering on the brink of an abyss. He should have expected that answer but hearing it, actually having someone come out and say it left him devoid of anything remotely resembling coherent thought.

 “Why?” was all he could manage.

 “Because a lot of people think you are someone very important, Jurel. We think that you could be the answer to a lot of questions that have been asked for countless ages. The problem is, those answers could topple the current religious and political powers in the kingdom. My order would rather like to see that but, as you might suspect, there are others that would keep things as they are.”

 He had wandered into the farm's slaughterhouse one day, a walled off room located in one corner of the smaller barn adjacent to the silo. He had watched as two men murmured low and comforting words to a cow while a third approached from behind and struck the hapless animal with a massive hammer in the center of its forehead. With a wet crunch, the spike on the end of the hammer drove into the animal's brain and, with only a single twitch, the cow's legs gave way and it slumped to the ground. He had been horrified by the sight, had almost sworn off eating meat forever as he ran out of that room. Now, as Kurin spoke, he imagined he had some idea of how the cow felt in its last moments. He fought the urge to turn around, afraid there would be a man with a viciously spiked hammer approaching him.

 “I don't understand,” he croaked.

 “What shall I clarify?” Kurin asked as Mikal prodded relentlessly at the fire.

 “Why is the Salosian Order outlawed?” It was not the question that burned most brightly in his mind but he needed to change the subject. He needed a moment of reprieve to pull himself together.

 “Well, mainly because the Gaorlan Order had more money to buy King Threimes II in about the tenth year of his reign. They petitioned the king and, at the time, we did not have the means to mount a proper counter petition.”

 Jurel performed a quick calculation in his mind and realized that the Salosian Order had been outlawed some seventeen hundred years ago. “Why does the Salosian Order still exist then?” 

 “The Gaorlan's believe that there is only one god, Gaorla, and that he rules the world and all within it alone. We of the Salosian Order believe something quite similar: We believe that Gaorla does rule, but that there is a pantheon of gods beneath Him. There are ancient writings, far older than Threimes that allude to such a polytheistic heirarchy. We believe it strongly and we pursue those beliefs no matter what the consequences may be.”

 It was not quite the answer that Jurel was aiming for but it would do. “And what about me?” he whispered. He did not want to hear the answer but he was compelled to ask. After all, that's what they were there for. “Why am I so important?”

 Kurin did not answer. His expression grew pained, and his mouth worked wordlessly, but he did not answer.

 “Damn it Kurin! You promised,” Jurel moved to stand until Kurin made a placating gesture.

 “Jurel, please understand that I do not know. Or, at least, I'm not sure.” He struggled with his thoughts, grappling with them in an effort to satisfy the angry young man without frightening him more than he already was. Finally his eyes met Jurel's, pleading with him to understand. “I promised and as such, if you want me to tell you everything, I will. But I beg you: please give me some time to work through this, to find some more solid answers. Please.”

 They faced each other across the fire like two combatants, one young and full of vigor, the other, old but experienced, prepared to fight a duel until one succumbed. This time, it was Jurel.

 “Who's he then?” he muttered, turning his eyes to Mikal.

 With a mere twitch of his lips that was probably what passed for an amused laugh, Mikal dropped his stick into the fire, and responded, “I'm Mikal.”

 Jurel waited for more, but nothing came until Kurin cleared his throat loudly. Mikal sighed.

 “I'm a swordmaster in the Salosian Order,” he said, with the look of a man fighting with his basic nature as though he was not used to stringing more than three words together and the effort cost him dearly.

 “Technically, he is Commander Mikal Burens,” Kurin said, “and we are working together toward the same goal. In essence, he is here as my bodyguard.”

 A strangled gasp brought Jurel's attention back to Mikal who was glaring at Kurin in indignation.

 “First,” the powerful man grunted, “Let's just stick with 'Mikal'. Second,” his glare intensified until Jurel was certain that Kurin must wither under the terrible gaze, and with a voice that sounded like the earth was cracking apart, “'bodyguard'?”

 Kurin grinned, and winked at Jurel. “I thought it was a more polite term than 'gofer'.”

 Even Jurel could not resist a chuckle at Mikal's expense as he watched the man's eyes bulge and the color drain from his apocalyptic expression. That small chuckle released the tension; Jurel felt some of the connection with Kurin that he had come to cherish, though it was more tenuous than before they had set out that day, and it eased him, loosened his shoulders and even calmed the anger that had threatened to consume him.

 “At any rate,” Kurin quickly went on, changing the subject, “I think Mikal is correct. You need to learn how to use your weapon Jurel.”

 Jurel's expression turned stony, sullen like a stubborn child refused his favorite toy.

 “If Jurel knew how to use his sword effectively,” Mikal said to the fire as though talking to himself, “he would be able to stop attackers without killing them.”

 “What do you mean?” Jurel asked.

 “Hmm?” Mikal glanced up at him, seemingly surprised he had said anything. “Simply that if you knew how to wield your sword effectively, you wouldn't have to hack and slash. You could disable without killing.”

 Dumbstruck, Jurel stared. How does one wield a sword without hacking one's victim to pieces?

 “You'll never know unless you try,” Kurin said and again Jurel had the feeling that the old man read his thoughts.




Chapter 36

 “Don't forget to breathe, boy,” Mikal murmured as Jurel drew the bow, bringing the arrow to his cheek as Mikal had shown him.

 Following his instructions, Jurel took a deep breath, smelling the faint sweetness of the maples that stood dormant, the musty wetness of the rotting foliage at his feet, and even, he thought, a slight musky tinge of the boar that rustled through the bare bushes forty paces away. It reminded him of the little wood that he and his friends used to play hide-and-seek in before his life had turned to dust. The calming odors of the forest tickled his nose as he began to exhale. 

 He released the taut bowstring.

 The arrow whistled through the air like a diving kestrel and, as the boar glanced up, buried deep in its neck. The animal squealed once, and flopped over, its legs still going through the motions of running as though it did not yet realize that its feet no longer touched the ground. Then it was still and a red stain began to spread around its head.

 “Nice shot.” Mikal nodded his approval with a powerful clap on Jurel's shoulder that almost dropped the young man to his knees. “We will eat well tonight.”

 The fact that the boar was going to provide them with food was the only thing that kept Jurel's guilt at bay.

 Bemused, he eyed the felled boar. For the past week, Mikal had been teaching him how to walk through the woods without making as much noise as a rampaging bull and warning every living thing within a half a mile of his presence, and how to use a bow to bring fresh food to their camp. He was good. Much better than he would have expected he could be a week ago. Certainly much better than he was when he had tried his aim on that first boar four days ago.

 He and Mikal had made their way up to the crest of a small rise, carefully worming their way up to peek over the edge. On the other side, that boar, immense in Jurel's eyes, had been rummaging around at the base of an oak tree snuffling, maybe, for some winter truffles. Jurel had tried to remember everything Mikal had told him, and when the arrow embedded itself in the boar's rump, Jurel had been proud of himself; a strange dichotomy of exhilaration and guilt had washed through him.

 Until Mikal swore and snatched the bow from his hand, and nocked another arrow. Perplexed, Jurel had been about to demand what his problem was until he heard a snort and turned back to see the boar charging them at full tilt, vicious tusks gleaming with a terrible promise. Thankfully, Mikal's aim had been better; the second arrow punched through the beast's thick fur right under its extended snout and it dropped, rolling through the snow almost onto their feet.

 Trotting down to his latest kill, Jurel plucked the arrow from the boar's neck and after wiping it clean, stuck it back with its mates in the quiver that Mikal carried. With a grunt, he hefted their dinner onto his shoulder and they made the trek back through the silent forest, crunching through the brittle snow, to the small fire that Kurin tended.

 “When we stop tomorrow, I'll start you on the sword,” Mikal said. “But first, I need to teach you how to dress a boar.”

 * * *

 Pain flared along the side of Jurel's head just above his ear where the flat of Mikal's sword bounced off. Dropping like a sack of potatoes to the ground, Jurel clutched his head and tried to dispel the jangling stars that bounced and gamboled across his sight.
Once again, he mentally thanked Kurin for bringing so many bandages. Most were currently wrapped around the blades of their swords and the rest were wrapped around various bits of him.

 “Come on boy. You need to anticipate your opponent,” Mikal growled as he stepped back and motioned Jurel to stand. “Stop looking at my eyes. They only tell you what I want you to know. Watch my chest.”

 With a groan, Jurel numbly gripped the hilt of his sword, point down in the earth, hoping that somehow the weapon would stop his world from spinning so nauseatingly, as he levered himself to his feet. 

 With what Jurel could only call sadistic pleasure, Mikal had been teaching him how to wield a sword every evening after dinner for the better part of a week and Jurel was certain his bruises were bruised. Panting, leaning over his sword like it was a cane, he raised his trembling hand in abject supplication.

 “Please,” he begged between gasps, too exhausted to straighten his back or lift his chin from his chest. “Wait a moment.”

 “Do you think your opponent will wait for you?” Mikal said. “If this were real, my sword would be stuck in your heart right now.”

 Finally managing to look up—a monumental effort—Jurel caught Mikal's glare. It was made all the more menacing by the black eye Jurel had managed to inflict the day before with a lucky elbow.

 “Don't forget to breathe, boy. Don't forget to measure your stamina as you fight. Getting winded in the midst of battle will kill you.”


Easy for you to say. Jurel grimaced. It was true: Mikal did not seem to tire no matter how long they were out there in their makeshift arenas under the trees. As far as he could tell, Mikal never even seemed to sweat. Unlike Jurel; water seemed to gush from him in streams as though he were melting. He wondered if the muddy ground they practiced on was snowless due to their heavy steps during their sparring or if Jurel had thawed it all away himself.

 “Come on, Jurel. Enough dallying. Get that sword up and remember to breathe.”

 As if he could forget. His lungs were heaving, dragging in great heaping mouthfuls of cold air and blowing them back out, and it made him wonder at each exhalation if his lungs might leap out in a desperate bid to escape their agonized torture. He almost hoped so.

 Mustering every reserve of strength he could find in his sizable yet spent frame, he tensed and lunged with an overhand swipe he knew would surprise Mikal and get through the man's iron clad defense. With a victorious shout, he felt his blade connect...then he felt it slide harmlessly off Mikal's own sword. Stumbling, he flew past the smirking man—he was smirking, damn him!—and he felt a solid, bruise-inducing thwack on his rump that sent him diving face first into the churned mud, his victorious shout changing to a confused, indignant squawk.

 Rolling over, he glared at Mikal who was bent over holding his belly as he let out a great braying laugh. 

 Wiping a tear from his eye Mikal watched Jurel climb to his feet and sobered. “I think we're done for the day. You're not thinking. That was beyond sloppy.”

 The only response Jurel could manage was a glare and an entirely obscene gesture that sent Mikal back into gales of laughter.




Chapter 37

 Except for the sound of booted feet tramping through the snow and the muted jingle of metal striking metal, all was quiet. No birds sang their defiances of winter, no foxes scrabbled for prey, no boar snuffled for savory little tidbits at the base of trees, nothing. Even the wind seemed to hold its breath as the troop made their way south, flowing between the trees like wraiths in the morning air.

 At the edge of the great forest, Xandru called a halt and his men fell silent, waiting for his next command. He scanned the horizon, squinting his eyes to see better. Scattered bunches of trees dotted the vista like freckles, and far, far to the east, he could just make out a gray blur rising up like a swelling that had to be the Eastern Mountain range, the traditional boundary between the Kingdom of Threimes and the Midlands Kingdom. Those mountains rose far into the sky, soaring until their peaks were lost in the clouds above as though Gaorla had decided at some point in the distant past that He needed a place to rest his feet. The fact that they were still visible even at this distance was a testament to their immensity.

 Xandru chuckled. Soon, he thought, soon his master's designs would come to fruition. Then Gaorla would not need a footstool. No, instead he would need a grave. And how does one inter a God anyway? Interesting question; he hoped he would be there to see the answer.

 In the nearer distance, he glimpsed the outline of Squid lake, named for the tentacular rivers that flowed from its southern shores. Closing his eyes, he pictured the geography of the land, referring to a map of Threimes that he had memorized before they set out.

 “My lord,” Kufix strode up and saluted, banging his fist on his chest. “What are your orders?”

 Xandru pondered their next course before responding sarcastically. “Perhaps a visit to Icetown would be in order.”

 Icetown was a city located on the eastern shore of Squid lake. At first glance, one might consider it odd that a city, so densely populated and so heavily fortified, would exist in this remote region of the kingdom. The secret was in the mines that dotted the hills of the countryside; gold, silver, and a rainbow of precious stones were routinely carted out of the district and transported to Threimes along the small but well maintained highway that was the only route to and from the city.

 “Yes, my lord.”

 Xandru heard the tone of resignation in his lieutenant's voice. At any other time, he would have had the man flayed for daring to use such a tone in his presence but in this instance, he could understand the transgression: only fifty strong, a raid on a city as heavily fortified as Icetown would be the last thing this troop ever did.

 “Fool,” Xandru growled. “We will steer clear of Icetown. We will make our way south from here, ford the primary river and continue at all speed. Send the scouts to clear the way.”

 With another bone-breaking salute, Kufix trotted off, calling orders.

 Xandru returned to his study of the landscape, taking in every detail with his sharp eyes. His quarry was out there and he must hunt. When he was successful, his master would praise him and reward him richly. Perhaps he would even be granted command of the army that would avenge his people against that wretched city of Killhern.

 Then the Dakariin would sweep south. They would ride, like death itself, to rise once more and the world would bow to their mighty glory.

 * * *

 Captain Salma wiped her face to clear the drops left by fat, wet flakes of snow that melted as soon as they landed. Disgruntled, she looked down at her uniform in the waning light and sighed. Her tabard hung sodden and limp, and the black cross seemed to be melting down the front of her armor which was already beginning to rust despite her best efforts. Her cape, normally so spotless it gleamed, was covered in gobbets of mud and she made a mental note to requisition another when they returned to their garrison in Grayson City after the completion of their mission.

 “Higgens,” she called, searching the faces for her lieutenant.

 “Sir!” his voice rose from somewhere in the ranks.

 A flurry of activity from the rear of the line caught her attention and she saw the young man push through, harshly demanding the soldiers make way, until he pulled his horse up beside her, matching her pace. Ever the proper soldier, he sat ramrod straight and threw her a salute so perfect that she was momentarily certain he had written that section of the rule book.

 “Time to make camp, lieutenant.”

 “Yes sir!” Higgens replied. “Anything else, sir?”

 “No. You know the drill.”

 He turned and waded his horse back into the line, barking out entirely redundant orders as he went and Salma sighed again. He was a good man, but even if she had not been present at his promotion three weeks ago—indeed, she had been the one to pin his new insignia on his tunic—she would have known he was a new officer. He was too...vigorous. 

 The men did not like him. They resented his constant nagging and his overly strict adherence to the rules but she saw a glimmer of promise on the rare occasion when he thought for himself outside the confines of the book, so she let him take command of the daily routines with the hope that he would find his stride. If he did, he would be a fine officer. Perhaps one of the finest the Soldiers of God would have, but until then, until he could gain the respect of his men, he would have to live with the little mutinies that plagued him: the shit smeared on his tabard, the oatmeal he had found in his boots (with his toes), along with various other little inconveniences that drove the man wild with rage.

 He always made the platoon pay, of course. He rode them incessantly, assigning extra duties and meting harsh discipline for even the slightest transgression, but his retaliations only served to make the men strive all the harder to find ever more creative ways to display their contempt. And creative they were. She had no idea how someone had managed to write 'I'm a flaming horse cock' on his cloak without him noticing, but she wished she could congratulate the soldier for his or her resourcefulness even if the Soldier would have had to be subsequently whipped for insubordination.

 She never stepped into these frays, knowing that it was all a part of the growing process. Her platoon was made up of veterans who knew their places and their duties, and their pranks were no more than their harmless way of telling Higgens that he need not treat them like a band of raw cadets. For Higgens's part, he was simply trying to find his stride. She never countermanded his disciplinary actions; it would not do to undermine his already tenuous authority. She could only hope that he would learn his lessons soon. She had a feeling they would need to be a united force when they faced their adversary.

 The platoon looked forward to the day that they entered Threimes City with their prisoners, none more than she herself. Even Salma thought the reception they would receive when they dumped the infamous Kurin into the deepest cell they could find would ensure her a promotion. She was not overly ambitious and she did not resent field work—on the contrary, she often rather enjoyed it—but the thought of receiving her major's clusters and perhaps being reposted to a cushy office job where she would not be forced to go tramping about in this kind of miserable weather made her dreamy with pleasure.

 The camp went up quickly, seeming to rise out of the ground of its own volition as she sat on her horse, watching her men perform their functions efficiently while pointedly ignoring Higgens's bawled orders. Fires were lit and cooks began the process of preparing food while others set about removing and polishing spots of rust from their armor. Clotheslines went up and almost immediately, tabards and cloaks were hung to dry, spanning one end of each clothesline to the other, creating the illusion that their camp was surrounded by a fluttering wall of crimson and black and white. Jovial chatter filled the air; men and women recounted old tales that made their listeners laugh raucously, while good-natured insults hurled from one end of the camp to the other. There was an air of ease, like well oiled gears working in perfect tandem to keep the machine running smoothly. This platoon was close-knit, as much a group of old friends enjoying each other's company as a rank of trained soldiers who would stride without emotion in formation onto a battlefield at her order.

 She remained in her saddle until her tent, the biggest and most difficult to manage, was erected and when the last of the stakes were driven into the ground, and her rickety chair and table disappeared through the fabric mouth, she dismounted, handing her reins to a waiting groom and strode purposefully into the shelter. Exhaustion took her as she slumped into her seat, thinking about the days ahead. 

 Kurin was a wily old bugger. He had been evading the Soldiers for decades, always slipping through their fingers like smoke. Unlike smoke, he often left their blood behind him. 

 On the bright side, there was another platoon heading south to meet them halfway. Caught in a pincer between two platoons, Kurin would have nowhere to run. They would get to Threimes with their prize. Of that she was certain. What she was uncertain of was the price her platoon would have to pay to get him there.

 * * *

 Under his heap of blankets, Jurel floated between the land of sleep and the world of wakefulness. It had been another long day of boring travel along the monotonous road followed by a long evening of being pummeled by his merciless tutor in the small glade outside their camp. 

 He ached. Everywhere. He ached in places he did not even know existed before Mikal had so generously decided to show him. Those aches, more than anything, were what kept him from the mindless oblivion of sleep that he craved so desperately. Fleetingly, he grasped the irony: if Mikal did not train him every night, he would not be so exhausted that he begged for sleep like a starving man begs for a scrap of moldy cheese, but since his training had started, he was so sore that no matter how much sleep called, he could never quite answer.

 Gingerly, he shifted trying to get a rock out of his back and somehow managed to wedge a sharp end deeper into his bruised flesh. With a wince, Jurel came out of his uneasy doze and cursed under his breath. How did anyone manage to get used to sleeping on the bloody, god forsaken ground? At least he was warm. The fire crackled close enough to him that he could reach out his arm and touch it. And at least his appetite was sated. His boar still provided meat and they were able to forage for winter berries as they traveled. There was still some cheese and fruit stored in the cart, so food was not a problem. It was the blasted rocks. What exactly did they have against him, anyway? With another muttered curse, he rolled over and concentrated on breathing evenly, begging for that ever elusive sleep to take him.

 “So, how does he fare?” Kurin asked, bringing Jurel back to the surface. Damn it.

 “He's good,” Mikal answered. “Very good.”

 They spoke quietly, apparently trying not to wake Jurel. He decided to make them happy, to let them think he slept on.

 “How good?”

 “Only a few days in the woods and already I think he could sneak up and tickle a rabbit's ass before it knew he was there. Only a few more days with a bow and I'm certain he could thread a needle with an arrow at a hundred paces. He's better than I ever was with it.”

 “Oh come now,” Kurin scoffed. “You can't be serious. You're nearly as good with a bow as you are with your blade. No one can get that good in so short a time, no matter who they are.”

 “Believe what you will. The boy has a natural talent. I would not want to face him in ranged combat.”

 Kurin was silent as he digested Mikal's report; the only sound in the camp was the angry hiss and pop of the fire as it added its own thoughts to the conversation. “It don't matter to me,” it seemed to say, “Attack me with arrows and fuel my flames.”

 As spent as Jurel was, there was still enough of him left to revel in Mikal's praise. He had spent many days toiling on Galbin's farm, performing labor that could only be called back-breaking. Lifting huge mounds of baled hay and digging endlessly long trenches had been par for the course. When he was done, he would slog home as exhausted as he felt at that moment—though not quite so bruised—and he would describe his day's work to his father, like a soldier reporting to his sergeant. Every once in a while, if he had exceeded expectations, taken the initiative or performed some duty that would lessen the next day's task list, Daved would smile at him, and squeeze his shoulder. “You did good, lad.” Every time Daved had said those words, Jurel had beamed and quivered with pride. He had cherished those words even more than he had cherished curling up under his frayed blankets. Oddly, he felt the same welling of emotion now.

 “And what of the sword?” Kurin asked.

 A quiet grunt was Mikal's only answer and Jurel's pride withered a little. He knew he was not so good with the sword as he was with the bow. His body was living, bleeding proof that he seemed incapable of mounting any sort of useful defense. Mikal routinely slapped him silly and he seemed able to pick and choose where he would raise the next bluish black welt with no more concern than a shopper picking and choosing strawberries at a fruit stand. “How about that one?” Bonk. His arm would go numb. “No. Perhaps that one instead.” Ding. That would leave a mark in the morning. Every time he landed a blow, he berated Jurel, mercilessly taunting him to keep his guard up, or set his stance better. 

 Once in a while, Jurel landed a blow but instead of a word of praise or even an appreciative nod, Mikal would berate him some more about picking his attacks more effectively, stop being so clumsy, and to stop hitting with the force of a wet noodle, all the while seeming not to be aware that an angry welt rose on his forehead or along his ribcage.

 “That sounds promising,” Kurin said wryly.

 “He's good with that too. He wields a blade like he's a veteran soldier. He's as yet no match for me but I think that at this rate it will not be much longer before I have nothing left to teach him.”

 Jurel held his breath, fearing that if he did not control himself, he would yell triumphantly. Squinching his eyes shut, he wrapped his arms about himself and tried to keep from jumping up and dancing a little jig at Mikal's words. Somehow, it did not occur to him that just two short weeks before, he had wanted nothing to do with swords and bloodshed.

 “That's wonderful news,” Kurin said, and Jurel could almost see the old man smiling into the night. “He will need those skills in the coming months.”

 “Aye, but he has a fatal flaw,” Mikal warned, ominous as a looming thunderhead.

 “Oh?” the old man asked.

 “He learns the forms quickly. Far more quickly than anyone I've ever known. But he lacks discipline. He acts rashly. He makes decisions that could get him killed no matter how good he is at wielding his blade.”

 “Give him time. He's young.”

 “Aye,” Mikal snorted. “And if he keeps it up, he'll never get the chance to grow old.”

 Mikal's assessment sobered Jurel. It was a grim reminder that Jurel was lost, his future in tatters. What would tomorrow bring? Or the day after? Or the next? Assuming he made it that far of course. His existence on Galbin's farm had done nothing to prepare him for the situations he had faced in the past few weeks; he had never worried about assassins in the night when he curled up in his cot at home.

 Suddenly, everything came down on his head. An avalanche of memory and emotion, tumbling and bouncing, sent him reeling: Shenk, impaled by his own dagger staring at Jurel in shock and accusation while his life spilled from him; a hooded man commanding him to stand still so he can kill cleanly; trees and farms and rocks passing by in serene silence as he read a chapter of bloody war rendered dry and remote by the author in a history text; a soldier, cut nearly in half, his blood pouring from his armor like a red waterfall erupting from an underground spring high on a cliff; brigands lying dead and bloody in a circle around him, the radius of death being the approximate length of his blade. 

 It was too much. Here he was, a farmer, thrust into an impossible situation. He had no idea why these things were happening to him and he had no idea what would happen next. He was no more than a leaf held captive by a capricious wind, tumbling end over end, going wherever the next gust took him. Tears of frustration and loss welled up as he tried to fit the pieces of his miserable life together, tried unsuccessfully to find some pattern to the last few weeks, some direction. There was none. There was only an old healer who was also a heretic priest, and a stoic, silent, deadly warrior dragging him across the known world towards an unknown destination for an unknown reason.

 “Why me?” he screamed into the vaults of his mind. The question echoed as if his skull was a cavern, bouncing back and forth until it faded away into the depths of his subconscious.

 There was no answer.

 He wept silently so as not to disturb the two men who continued to talk, oblivious to their young charge's breakdown, until a dark blanket finally crept over his awareness and he succumbed to the depthless oblivion of sleep.




Chapter 38

 Thalor stormed into Calen's office without bothering to knock and found the corpulent man sitting at his ridiculously oversized desk, scribbling away at some report or other. The man was sweating, red faced as if he had just run a marathon, with damp patches radiating out from each armpit. He was spitefully pleased to see that his sudden entry had startled Calen and caused him to scratch a thick line of black ink on his parchment. Raising eyes that burned with anger, Calen opened his mouth to berate Thalor's unauthorized entry, but Thalor was quicker.

 “What is the meaning of this?” he yelled, brandishing a crumpled bit of parchment in his fist like a dagger.

 Calen hesitated, his disgusting mouth hanging open though he seemed to have swallowed his reproachful words, taken aback by Thalor's fury. He looked at the parchment that Thalor wanted to stab him with and a sly smile spread slowly across his wormy little lips as a glimmer of recognition dawned in his eyes.

 “Ah, so I see that the Grand Prelate has issued his orders as per my advice.” He locked eyes with Thalor. Gesturing to his wine table, Calen continued. “Would you like something to drink? You have the look of a man who could use something to drink. Please, help yourself.”

 Thalor trembled with restrained fury. His eyes bulged from their sockets and his lips were pinched so tightly that only a thin white line remained where his mouth should have been. That morning, he had used his scrying bowl to see if he could pinpoint Kurin's location. He knew the heretic would be on the caravan route by now, but he wanted to know exactly where so that he could direct his second wave of agents, just arriving in the general vicinity, accordingly. He had not found Kurin but he had seen the two platoons approaching from north and south no more than two or three days apart. That had been his first shock.

 After storming from his office, he had seen a new proclamation hanging from a wall in the main dining hall, signed by Grand Prelate Maten himself. The single page had been the Grand Prelate's authorization that Calen would be taking charge in the hunt for the rogue and that all other members of the clergy were to stay out of it. He had no doubt who 'all other members' referred to. That had been his second shock.

 Recovering had taken a few minutes of deep breathing to calm his fluttering heart while he leaned against the wall to keep from collapsing. When his thoughts coalesced into something resembling coherence, one name had called out from their depths. Calen. It had been Calen who had spoken to the Grand Prelate. Thalor knew it as surely as he knew his own name.

 “You have no idea who you are dealing with, you corpulent bag of shit,” Thalor grated when he found his voice.

 Calen froze, his expression changing from insincere welcome to icy haughtiness in the blink of an eye.

 “Be very careful how you tread, Thalor,” he warned quietly, his tone as frigid as his features. “I hear that Grand Prelate Maten is not very happy with you about keeping your knowledge of Kurin secret. Were I you, I would not want to add to the list of reasons for him to be angry with me.”

 Thalor felt the blood drain from his face. He tried to find words but there was nothing he could say. A stab of unfamiliar emotion passed through him. Was that helplessness he felt? Mingled perhaps with fear? Suddenly, he wished he had taken Calen up on his insincere offer of wine. His mouth was so dry, he thought surely he would spit a cloud of dust.

 Without uttering a word, Thalor spun on his heel and fled, not seeing the malicious grin that twisted Calen's obscene lips.




Chapter 39

 How many more days was he going to have to do this? Jurel was splayed out in the back of the cart, staring at the overcast sky, resting his eyes after finishing another of Kurin's small collection of books. 'Sacred Writings of the Salosian Faith' was an ancient text and obviously translated from some other language—one that Kurin informed him was now long lost in the mists of time—and it had nearly driven Jurel insane with its twists and muddled phrasing. Even after spending hours concentrating on it, deciphering it, he was not so sure that he understood more than half of what he had read. He had understood enough to realize the basis of Kurin's faith; it gave him some insight, though patchy, of the old man, and how his mind worked.

 According to the book, the primary mission of the Salosian Order was peace, preferring to train healers and scholars over soldiers and preachers (though they had those too). They, like the Gaorlan Order, worshiped Gaorla above all but unlike the Gaorlans, the Salosians believed in polytheism. When they worshiped Gaorla, each brother or sister chose a subordinate god to praise, believing that it was through their chosen deity that Gaorla heard their prayers. So, in a way, Gaorla's pantheon was somewhat akin to an ambassadorial delegation, a bridge between humankind and all mighty Gaorla—or so the ancient philosopher Salos believed when he inked his original work nearly two thousand years before.

 Jurel wondered who Kurin's patron god was. If he had read things right, then Valsa was the goddess of life and healing. It seemed likely that Kurin would have chosen her, all things considered. Then again, that part of the book had been cryptic, a mishmash jumble that Jurel had had to read four times over before he felt he understood it. If he was right, then Shomra was the god of death and Maora was the god of knowledge. If he was right.

 One thing still nagged at him. There were several instances where Salos had referred to missing gods. Gods that had yet to rise to their rightful places at Gaorla's table but besides a few vague references, Salos seemed to have been at a loss as to who these mysterious newcomers were and what their roles would be.

 With a deep sigh and a frustrated curse, Jurel repositioned himself, getting rid of the ubiquitous rock that had mysteriously managed to hide itself in the cart, waiting for him to find it with some tender part of his anatomy.

 The gentle swaying of the cart along with the rhythmic sound of horse hooves thudding in the dirt threatened to put him to sleep. Pulling himself up from his lethargic musings, Jurel figured there was only one way to find out more about the old man who, for all their time together, was still an enigma.

 “The book says that you have a patron god. Who's yours?”

 Kurin stared forward as if he had not heard the question.

 “Kurin?”

 With a sigh the old man turned slightly and glared down over his shoulder. “It's not a polite thing to ask.”

 “He does not know our ways, Kurin,” Mikal rumbled from his horse. “You cannot blame the man for wanting to ask questions.”

 Kurin remained silent for so long, Jurel turned away in disgust before he finally spoke. 

 “You must understand, Jurel, that to discuss these matters with outsiders—that is, folk who are not of the Salosian Order—can mean my death. Remember that we are considered heretics. It is not that I do not trust you. It is rather that my reticence has become ingrained and I find it difficult to speak. However, you are, in essence, one of us now even if you have not taken the oaths. I suppose it is only fair to answer your questions.

 “My patron is the goddess Valsa. She is the goddess of life and healing and I have sworn to dedicate myself to aiding people in need. That is why I spend my life as a healer.”

 “And you Mikal?”

 Mikal grunted and it took a moment for Jurel to realize he chuckled. “My patron is, as yet, unnamed.”

 “I don't understand.”

 “Did you read the book?” Kurin asked.

 “Of course. I noticed that there were several references to other gods that no one knows about but I didn't really understand it.”

 “Well, my boy, there is another book in there that you have yet to read.”

 Jurel thought of that last book and shivered. He had been avoiding that one though he did not really know why. Call it an instinct, a vague impression. Like that feeling one sometimes gets when he opens a door to a dark room and knows, just knows, that there is already someone in there. Digging through the mess of books, he pulled out the black leather bound tome and once again read the blood red title: ANCIENT PROPHECIES: GOD OF WAR.

 It felt cold in his hands, colder than the chill winter air could account for yet somehow, it seemed alive. It called to him, a taunting call that set his teeth on edge, daring him to open the front cover and read its story. When he touched the front cover with his free hand, the book seemed to tremble in breathless anticipation, like a lover quivering under a caress. The world seemed to fade around him, contracting: the sound of the river quieted to a muted grumble, the trees faded until they were barely a memory, and even the cart he rode in became a distant thing as though, somehow, the book transported him to another world or another time. Just elsewhere.

 Holding his breath, he carefully turned the front cover over, revealing a page of purest red with golden letters repeating the title of the book embossed delicately into the parchment. His vision tunneled further; all he saw was the book. Carefully, ever so carefully, he turned the brittle bloody page.

 A flash of blue-white light. An angry crackle. Pain lanced through his fingers and jolted his arm.

 Jurel yelped and recoiled, dropping the book to the bed of the cart. The world crashed back in around him. The roar of the river seemed too loud, the trees loomed tall and even though the sun seemed unnaturally bright, the book remained obscured by shadow, as if the sun could not touch it.

 “Why didn't you warn me it would do that?” Jurel asked.


Kurin stared, quite surprised by the young man's reaction, quite surprised by the tiny lightning bolt that passed from Jurel to the book.

 “That, Jurel, was something that I would not have expected. It is just a book.”

 “Just a book?” Incredulity stretched Jurel's features as he stared at the book the way he might stare at a venomous snake. A tendril of smoke lazily coiled its way up from the singed cover where Jurel had held it. “The bloody thing tried to kill me.”

 As if to prove a point, Mikal reached over and picked up the book, carelessly flipped open its front cover and riffled through the pages with his thumb. “Just a book,” he echoed with a shrug, handing it back to Jurel.

 Backing away was no mean feat in such a small cart but Jurel managed it, pressing himself against the slat wall and deliberately putting his hands behind his back as he stared at the thing in Mikal's hand. “Oh no. I'm not touching it.”

 “Be sensible, Jurel,” Kurin said. “The book did nothing to you.”

 “Tell that to my fingers,” he muttered. He inspected the shiny pads of his fingertips, prodding the red spots that looked like little sunburns.

 “It was not the book, Jurel,” Mikal rumbled. His face was expressionless as he continued to hold the book outstretched toward Jurel. “It was you.”

 “Me?” He snorted. “That's impossible.”

 Throwing his hands in the air as if in supplication, Kurin blew out a disgusted, “Why me?” He reined in, pulling the cart to a stop and turned to glare at Jurel. “It's time to stop denying yourself, Jurel. It's time you faced some truths.”

 Taken aback, Jurel's eyes flicked from Kurin to Mikal and back. “I-I don't understand.”

 “Think boy. You're a farmer's son, no?” He waited for Jurel's hesitant nod before continuing. “How do you suppose a farmer's son was able to take on trained and armored soldiers, killing two of them and come out unscathed? Damn it, you nearly cut one in half and he wore a full breastplate.

 “How do you suppose that inside a week, you're able to fire arrows as accurately as a man who has been practicing the martial arts for decades?” He gestured to Mikal. 

 “And how do you suppose that in just a couple of weeks, you've managed to become more than competent with your sword? I've seen the two of you return to camp after your training sessions. Every night, Mikal returns with more wounds. He is a swordmaster, capable of besting nearly anyone with his weapons and yet, somehow, you get behind his guard. Somehow, you manage feats that soldiers with ten times your experience can only dream of.”

 His mind was blank. He did not know how these things had happened. He had tried very hard not to think of it. Before he could think up any excuses to explain away his seemingly prodigious grasp of weaponry, Kurin broke in with one final blow.

 “And how about your injuries. When you first came to my door, you presented bodily damage that would have left almost anyone comatose and some dead. You, on the other hand, managed to trek through a forest in the depths of winter, leaving only Valsa knows how much of your blood behind. Most people in that condition would have taken months to recover if they recovered at all. It took you days.”

 “Yes, but-”

 “And your leg? How long has it been since that bandit stuck you with that dagger? Not long enough for you to be able to walk without a limp let alone practice swordcraft and yet, there you are, every night, moving with enough agility to knock Mikal around. I don't need to check your leg now to know that it no longer even requires a bandage.” Kurin's voice rose as a fervor took him and he was almost shouting, caught as he was in some sort of religious paroxysm.

 “But-”

 “No Jurel. No buts,” his voice dropped to a tender whisper. “There is something about you. Something special. I intend to find out what and I intend to help you understand it. I intend to help you if you will let me. But first, you must learn to admit it.”

 Staring at the old man, Jurel felt something within unravel. Admit what? How could he admit to something when he did not even know what that something was? He knew strange things had happened. Never minding all the other instances that Kurin had mentioned, that archer in Merris should have skewered him yet somehow—time slowed—he had picked the arrow out of the air with no more haste than he would have picked cherries. And Shenk? Something...


He knew that whenever he heard that hellish ringing in his ears, he was about to perform deeds that were outside his normal abilities. It was as though that awful ringing were a harbinger, an omen of bloodshed to come, his subconscious mind's way of telling him to expect bad things. But he did not know where the ringing came from, or how it made him able to do more. 


 He was faster and stronger when that ringing started. His senses always felt heightened; sensations that he should have been able to register only at the lowest level as no more than a blur, became fully realized. In the middle of the conflict with the Soldiers, aromas, so faint he could barely make them out over the smell of horses, resolved themselves into the stench of sweat and leather, blood and bad breath. And fear. With the ringing pulsing in his head, he could see every nick and scratch in the surface of sword and armor no matter how diligently they had been polished.

 And somehow, whenever that ringing pealed away, like the bells at the gates of the underworld, his sword always managed to find the flaw in his opponent's defenses, always seemed to know exactly where to be at just the right time to slip in and spill his enemy's blood. It was like, for all his hatred of violence and for all his fear of bloodshed, he had been built specifically for it.


So, it is to be you. The words rose through the miasma of his thoughts forcing their way to the forefront, rattling him further. He seemed to recall hearing those words but he could not quite put his finger on it as though they had come from his distant past or from a dream long forgotten. He could not place the words, but he knew they were important. He picked at the memory like it was an old scab but no matter what he tried, the only other thing he managed to get from those words was the sensation of holding a sword and an intense feeling of horror. What
is to be me?
Who am I? What am I? 


 When he finally managed to climb the slippery slopes of his thoughts and emerge back into the sunlight, he felt the gentle rocking of the cart in motion.

 “I don't understand.”

 “Ah Jurel. I'm glad to see you have returned to us,” Kurin remarked idly from his vantage point. “I was beginning to wonder if we'd ever dig you out of your daydreams.”

 With a glance up to the sun, Jurel realized with an unsettling lurch that he had been deep in his own thoughts for at least two or three hours; the sun had not only reached its zenith, it was now well on its way toward the end of another day's journey.

 “I don't understand.”

 “I think you said that,” Mikal snorted at the same time that Kurin asked, “What is it that you don't understand?”

 Shooting a glare at Mikal, Jurel said, “All of it. I don't understand all of it.”

 With a fatherly look, Kurin looked down and patted Jurel on the shoulder.

 “None of us do until we do.”

 Well that was useful.

 * * *

 “Riders approaching,” Mikal said glancing backward and checked his sword to make sure it would slide freely out of its scabbard. Just in case. “From the rear.”

 “How many?” Kurin asked.

 “Too far to tell. More than one. Many more.”

 “Any banners?”

 “Yes. Too far to tell yet what the insignia are.”

 “We can probably guess,” Kurin muttered.

 A stone settled in the pit of Jurel's gut. “I can see them,” he said drawing sharp gazes from both men. “Black cross on red.”

 “Bloody bollocking whores,” Mikal muttered. 

 Jurel could not be certain if Mikal was dismayed at the prospect of facing a large party of Soldiers of God or if he were angry at being upstaged by him. Probably the former.

 “You are certain?” Without waiting for Jurel's response, Kurin tensely searched the edges of the forest for a place to hide but Mikal, having apparently anticipated Kurin's intentions, shook his head.

 “There's no way to hide in the forest. Not without losing your cart. Even then, we'll leave a trail.”

 “What do you suggest? We just turn ourselves over?”

 “We must fight or run.”

 “Can we try running?” Jurel asked. “I would really rather try running.”

 “How far are they?”

 After scanning the space for a while, Mikal cleared his throat and spat into the mud. “Half mile. Maybe a little less.”

 “Well, that's not very encouraging,” Kurin muttered. “All right, let's pick up the pace. With a little luck, we can stay ahead of them until we reach the Twins.”

 “Two maybe three days hard ride,” Mikal informed him. “Not likely.”

 “You're just a fount of good news aren't you?”

 With a tight grin, Mikal urged his horse to a canter and told them to keep pace.

 Amid the jostling and tossing of the cart, Jurel did his best to keep stray articles from causing him bodily injury, but as soon as he moved to hold down one sack, another immediately jumped up, intent on clobbering him.

 The trees crowded the road, waving them on like cheering spectators in the arenas that were so popular in the major cities where chariots raced and drivers whipped each other with vicious crops, spilling each others blood in a frenzied bid to reach the finish line first. The river, not to be outdone by a mere horse, lazily kept pace, not caring that its majestic rumble was lost in the thudding of hooves.

 Keeping a close eye on the riders far to their rear, Jurel's hand found the scabbard of his sword and gripped, flexing and unflexing his fingers rhythmically. It was not long before Jurel saw that they had a problem. Although still a quarter mile ahead of their pursuers, Jurel was still able to make out an arm rising over what presumably was the leader's head before the horses broke into a full gallop.

 “They're gaining,” he called over the thunder of hooves.

 Risking a glance over his shoulder, Mikal nodded. “He's right. They'll be on us in thirty minutes. Maybe forty if we pick up the pace as much as your horse will allow.”

 Cursing, Kurin whipped his reins. The poor animal was already winded yet it did its best, and soon they rumbled along at nearly a gallop.

 “We can't keep this up for long,” Kurin called to Mikal. “My horse is already frothing from the strain.”

 “Perhaps next time, you'll think better of bringing your entire house along when you flee.”

 If Jurel were not so occupied with keeping his seat, he would have seen an entirely impious gesture aimed at Mikal.

 “There! There's a break in the trees up ahead. Can you get your cart in there?”

 “I thought you said it would be best to run.”

 “Plans change. There's at least a whole platoon after us. We'll not survive a charge by those men. We need to slow them down. We need the trees to break their attack.”

 Mikal took the lead, plowing his mount into the deeper snow and the scraggly brush at the side of the road and into the trees. The cart veered, throwing Jurel to his side as he held on. For a brief heart stopping moment, the cart tilted onto one wheel, creaking and shuddering before crashing down. Jurel was thrown across the width of the cart and he threw his hand up to brace himself. He missed. Jurel watched the edge of the cart approach at an alarming rate and, amidst a sea of stars, he fell into blackness.




Chapter 40

 “Should we strike?” Kufix asked.

 Xandru surveyed the terrain from the cover of the small stand of trees at the top of one of the gently rolling hills that made their way across the land like a wave in an earthen sea. In the distance, almost out of sight, he made out the brown ribbon that wended its way south-west toward the city of Threimes. On the other side of the road, was the steel gray of a river. He caught another glint from the road, a flash of metal that denoted armor or perhaps the point of a spear. 

 A simple trade caravan that was making its way toward the capital city with its excavated bounty had caught the attention of his scouts and now, surveying their vulnerability, he had a notion to give his men the chance to stretch their muscles. They were becoming restless with nothing to occupy their time but travel. None of them had shed blood in weeks. That by itself was nearly sacrilege.

 He visualized the attack in his head, playing out the scenarios. It would be a quick strike. His men would rush in, under cover fire, pushing the caravan crew to the river. With their escape cut off, the caravaners would be forced to stand and fight but against the odds. Merchants were a greedy lot. They would do anything to cut costs; only a handful of mercenaries were visible for protection. He scanned the road to the limits of his vision in either direction and seeing not a single flutter of movement anywhere else along the flat, muddy stretch he chuckled. Merchants were not just greedy, they were stupid.

 Nodding in satisfaction, he turned to Kufix and gave the orders. “Archers first. Tell them not to kill everyone. Our foot troops need some exercise too. Push them to the river and eradicate.”

 With a crocodile grin, Kufix saluted and called quiet orders to the men.

 He watched as his men deployed, clinically observing where the men were acting within formation and what areas he would need to improve with nightly drills. As his men melted over the first hill, he was proud to note that his list of improvements was short. Following at a distance, he watched as his archers took position behind the last crest before the road, waiting for the squads of infantry to move into place.

 When they were in proper battle formation, they waited. In the near distance, a hollow rumble and a voice raised in ditty approached. A sharp whistle from Kufix sounded and the archers surged to the hilltop and loosed their rain of death on the hapless caravan. Even before the arrows landed, his infantry sprinted forward with their viciously serrated swords raised, bellowing their battle cry: “Glory in death!”

 Mercenaries cried out warnings but it was too late. Arrows punctured chests and necks and half the dozen soldiers were dead or dying before they could even draw their weapons. The remaining six formed up as best they could across the front of the wagon but they were vastly outnumbered. Dakariin swords fell mercilessly, and in mere moments filled with a haze of crimson, the last of the soldiers lay in bloody heaps.

 The trader, sitting on his bench, stared in horror at the marauders, raised his hands in supplication. He barely had time to utter a terrified, “Please! No!” before an arrow pierced his chest with a wet thwack! His face contorted in agony and he crumpled, toppling from his seat to land heavily in the mud.

 Shouts of triumph rose as the Dakariin waved bloody swords in the air and Xandru approached. Kufix strode to his side, his sword dripping gore, his eyes still wide with adrenaline and reported that they had secured the area. Xandru nodded, pleased that his men had been so swift, so efficient, that they had not even needed to drive the caravan to the river as he had originally planned. Only one of his men had been injured; a spear had punctured his leg near his groin but the injury was minor. It would barely slow him down.

 Of course, that left the task of cleaning up. It would not do to announce their presence. Issuing orders, he turned and strode back toward their encampment as the men set about their grisly tasks, dragging bodies to the river and ransacking wagons, laughing and joking. Some of the men were needling his injured soldier about being the only one to sustain any wounds.

 “Yer lucky you've such a small cock,” one man gleefully roared. “That's probly why that spear missed.”

 “Least I got one Karlan,” was the hearty response, eliciting more laughter and even Xandru smiled as he passed over the top of the hill that just moments ago his archers had used for cover.

 This was how he pictured taking his target. A swift, bloody strike followed by hearty laughter and a long trek back to Dakariin lands where he would victoriously present his master with his prize. This exercise had proven his men were ready. Yes, this would go very well. Very well indeed.

 He pushed the flap aside and stooping, he entered his small tent with a smile on his lips.

 * * *

 When he opened his eyes, everything was a blurry muddle of eye-piercing light zig-zagged by darkness. Then warmth suffused him and, with pale golden and pink sparkles cavorting at the edges of his sight, the scene solidified into sunlight filtering through a thousand branches entwined overhead like an arboreal quilt.

 A lance of pain shot through his head when he tried to sit up. With a hiss, he gripped his skull between his hands. A gentle hand pushed against his shoulder, encouraging him to lay back down and he did.

 “Not yet, Jurel,” Kurin said. “We need to get moving, but wait a moment to regain yourself.”

 “What happened?” he grunted. He probed the side of his head and gasped when he felt a red hot lump just above his left ear.

 “Our entry into the forest was bumpy,” Kurin informed him. “You took quite a blow.”

 “We need to move, Kurin,” Mikal stepped to the old man's side and looked at Jurel, appraising the young man with an experienced eye. “That rocky patch has concealed our tracks but it will not take them long to find us.”

 “Yes of course. Can you move, Jurel?”

 “I think so.”

 “Take your time. Slowly, now. Slowly.” 

 He sat up gingerly, letting Kurin guide him to a sitting position. A wave of vertigo threatened to topple him and oily nausea nearly laid him flat again, but he shut his eyes and willed himself up. Staggering to his feet, he noticed for the first time that the cart's bed was nearly empty. 

 As if reading his mind, Kurin nodded. “We leave it here. It would be impossible to guide that thing through this forest. Especially with cracked spokes. Mikal has, in his efficient manner, repacked our things to carry on our horses.”

 “Aye,” Mikal growled. “And I wish you would leave those bloody heavy books here too.” He indicated a mound of saddle bags that bulged alarmingly against their stitches.

 “You know I can't do that,” Kurin said with a pained expression.

 Deep in the woods, there was a call, eerily hollow like a disembodied spirit, and another in response.

 “Fine. Time is short. We must go.”

 Jurel stared at the two horses, one saddled, one not, and hesitated until Kurin pointed to his unsaddled roan and told him to use that one while he would climb up behind Mikal. After lacing his sword to his belt and hefting a pack over each shoulder, Jurel climbed up, pushed another bout of dizziness away and they were off. Once again Mikal led, pushing through the undergrowth into the forest in what Jurel thought was a generally southerly direction and Jurel kept pace just a few steps behind.

 Even in their mad haste, even with chill wind buffeting him, with grasping wooden fingers clinging to him, he spared a sour thought for riding without a saddle. It was like he sat on a smooth round stone that constantly tried to dislodge him from his precarious perch. He tried to keep an eye on the forest behind, but every time he turned his head, he felt the horse try to slide out from under him. He contented himself with wrapping his arms around the horse's neck and holding on for dear life.

 When the ground became broken, scalloped with long ridges, they made their way slowly, the horses picking their way carefully through the dense growth and slippery, rotting layers. All the while, the calls behind them grew more frequent, more urgent, and nearer. But no matter the distraction, Jurel needed to keep an eye on their back trail. No matter how much he feared falling off his horse, no matter that the trees left bloody trails in their efforts to hold them back, being caught unawares from behind would be much worse. Every time he peeked over his shoulder, he was certain that he would see armor clad warriors descending on them. He was certain that the last thing he would see would be that black cross before some vital part of his body was lopped off, or punctured, or laid open. 

 They continued until the slashes of light deepened to a ruddy red then a majestic purple before, from behind Jurel, a cry of triumph rose into the night air: “Found 'em! This way!” Instantly, sounds of a mad dash broke out around them: branches snapping, hooves thudding, men calling out to each other. Jurel pushed away the notion that he was no more than a fox to these hunters.

 With a curse, Mikal spurred his horse to a gallop and called for Jurel to keep up. Gripping his roan's neck all the tighter, Jurel kicked his flanks. With a whinny, the horse bolted, following after his fellow up ahead.

 The world transformed into a blur of brown and bruise and blue through Jurel's squinted eyes as they pounded through the forest, the horses diving around and between trunks that would kill them if they miss a step. Branches whipped at his face and tore through his cloak but Jurel did not care. Only two things mattered: he was alive, and the ringing in his ears had started again.

 Strangely, that horrible sound was different. Almost leisurely, he pondered the change as his horse frantically scrabbled for purchase on the slippery snow-soil mix. The ringing clamor was as loud as ever but, somehow, he was able to hear the gallop and panting of his horse, the sounds of the gaining soldiers, and the sound of Kurin urging Mikal to more speed. It was as painfully ear-piercing as ever, digging claws into Jurel's mind but somehow it was more welcoming, like it belonged there in his head, like his ears were its natural habitat.

 With the grating, disorienting, glorious sound roaring through his skull, he sat up and turned to scan the distance behind. Flashes passed through the murk between the trees, dark smudges of movement that told him where every single enemy soldier was. He counted quickly, five, ten, fourteen, twenty-two, twenty-three, twenty-seven...

 “We'll never make it,” he said, still calmly searching the forest behind him. Thirty, thirty-one...

 “They are gaining?” called Mikal from ahead, straining to be heard over the thunder of hooves and the roar of wind.

 “Of course,” Jurel said still surveying the trees, trusting his horse to keep up with Mikal. He wished Mikal had left his bow with him. He could have picked a few off on the run, maybe slow them down a little, buy a little time. Thirty-nine, forty...

 A whistling sound melded with his own ringing, creating a strangely hypnotic symphony. Turning slightly to his left, he saw the arrow approach and ducked letting it pass harmlessly over his head and into the forest beyond. He really wished he had Mikal's bow.

 “They have archers,” Jurel said and thought he saw Mikal nod. 

 Hard to tell though, since, at that moment, Mikal's horse screeched like steel torn asunder, seemed to skew sideways, its back legs locked in an inverted V as it lost its balance and spun until it very nearly faced Jurel's own roan. Jurel's horse screamed, and reared, as though it thought it could jump over the stumbling leader. Mikal's horse bucked and Kurin rose into the air, a tangled mass of arms and legs that rolled like tumbleweed until he landed with a thump, sliding to a stop at the base of a massive tree. Mikal still hung on, but when Jurel's horse threatened to behead him with flailing hooves, he rolled gracefully from his own stumbling mount, landed lightly on his feet and tossed himself sideways away from thrashing hooves.

 Tugging the roan's mane, Jurel managed to slow it enough to dismount and check on Mikal.

 “You all right?” Jurel asked, scanning the man for injuries.

 “I'm fine,” came the terse reply as Mikal spun and ran toward Kurin. 

 The soldiers were only a short distance away; the exhalation of equine breath was audible even with the thunder of hooves all around.

 “How is he?” Jurel asked, for all the world sounding like he and Mikal chatted about a fire, gossiping about friends.

 “I'm fine,” Kurin growled shakily. “But that blasted horse—look out!”

 It happened so fast, Jurel was not sure what he saw until much later when he had time to think about it. Kurin's arm shot out, his fingers spread wide, and a crackle of sound, a flash of ruddy orange light erupted, streaking past Jurel's shoulder faster than he could follow. Behind him, there was an inhuman howl of pain and he spun to see a pillar of flame shaped approximately like a man. The howl came from that inferno but amidst the roar of the flames, it suddenly cut off and the form crumbled to the ground leaving nothing but a heap of smoldering embers.

 The world stood still as though stunned by the sudden blast of light and heat. Sound ceased and motion stopped leaving an imprint of his surroundings etched in his mind's eye, like acid on a tarnished copper backdrop.

 It was Mikal who broke the spell with quiet words of warning, “They come.”

 As if the Soldiers of God had been awaiting just those words, figures coalesced from the shadows of the trees, armor glinting in the dull light that remained, swords held forth, at the ready. They had dismounted. Mikal had been right; fighting in such close quarters with so many obstacles broke their charge, made it impossible to fight from horseback.

 A unified rasp grated as Mikal and Jurel drew their blades. Soldiers rushed forward, eating the distance in loping strides until, with a dissonant clash, their swords fell and met those of the two waiting men.

 Jurel knocked the first blow away and kicked out, felt his foot connect with his opponent's knee and the soldier cried out. Without pause, he brought his sword around and neatly drove the point between seams in the armor. He kicked again, and the soldier slid off his sword, falling into those that approached behind. At almost the same instant, he saw Mikal from the corner of his eye drop and swing a leg out agile as a cat, toppling his own foe. Jurel stabbed down and pinned Mikal's opponent who convulsed and coughed, spewing blood between the open slats of his helm.

 “Never mind me,” Mikal said. “See to your own.”

 Sure enough, Jurel had just pulled his sword out of the dying man's chest when he heard a sword whistling toward him. Instinctively, he ducked and, reversing his grip, drove the sword up and under the man's breastplate into the soft tissue of his abdomen. 

 Before he had time to straighten up, there was another flash, another blast of heat, another ruddy streak that flashed through the surrounding trees, and two soldiers rushing in, still ten paces away, burst into flame so hot that Jurel had to shield his eyes. Ghastly though it was, the flames lit up the night, allowing Jurel to see the soldiers that were massing at the trees, as though preparing for a charge. They hesitated, unsure of the fiery death of their comrades and that gave Jurel a moment to be grateful that Mikal had been so hard on him during their training sessions. He had no doubt that if it had not been for Mikal's efforts, he would already be dead.


Don't forget to breathe.

 There was no more time to think. From the edge of the trees, a gruff voice called demanding to know what they were waiting for. As if prodded, three men lurched forward, followed by others that took position along their flank. Jurel had the urge to step out and meet them but the massive trunk of the tree that Kurin had landed against when Mikal's horse threw him provided them with some protection and kept them from being completely surrounded.

 “Stand fast, Jurel. Protect Kurin and let him do what he needs to do,” Mikal said, raising his sword once again to meet the soldiers that were coming into range.

 The battle quickly became a blur of slash, parry, thrust, punctuated by blasts of heat and light, as the dead and dying began to pile up around them, affording them, strangely enough, even more protection; it was as if he and Mikal were erecting a wall of steel encased flesh. 

 Ripping his blade through a throat and spinning to deflect another attack, Jurel gasped. A surge of pain coursed through his side and he felt wet heat flow. At the end of his spin, Jurel pushed forward, thrusting the point of his sword into the third man who had arrived unnoticed while Jurel was busy deflecting the other's blade. Behind him, he felt a gust of wind, heard a whistle of steel cutting air. Desperately, he lashed out with his foot and felt a solid thump as he connected. 

 A thud and a gurgle told him his opponent was dead. Turning himself back, he saw Mikal pull his sword from the soldier's chest and fluidly spin, sword flashing in the light of another ball of fire, to sink into his opponent's neck.

 With a manic laugh, Jurel called out, louder than he had intended, “What ever happened to 'see to your own?'”

 His only answer was a grunt and Mikal stumbled backward when an errant elbow connected with his shoulder, almost knocking Jurel over. Without another sound, Mikal lunged forward, and another man fell, gripping his erupting abdomen, gurgling his last breaths.

 They fought on—parry, thrust, parry, slash—while Kurin remained motionless behind them. The soldiers were coming with greater frequency, trying to hem them in, trying to get close enough that their swords would be useless, trying to exhaust them. And still they fought on, staving off the inevitable by a hair. 

 Sweat poured into Jurel's eyes, obscuring his vision even further in the deep dimness of dusk. Kurin's fires had gone out and they fought in shadowed black, hacking almost wildly wherever they thought they detected movement or heard words grunted in an unfamiliar voice. Jurel earnestly hoped he would not mistake Mikal for a Soldier.

 A rumble began at their feet, no more than a slight tremor, barely perceptible at first, but it rose quickly into the insistent, angry groan of stubborn earth roused from dormancy. There was a crack, a noise so loud that the gods must have taken notice, so violent that everyone was thrown to the ground. 

 And the world exploded into light so brilliant it would leave sparks in his eyes for hours, with a sound so dreadful, it managed to drown out the ringing, and with a heat so intense, it sucked the wind from his lungs.

 Sitting up, Jurel could do naught but gape at the wall of fire that exploded from a great tear in the earth, spreading end to end a hundred feet, that rose high enough to engulf entire trees. And the remaining Soldiers of God. His eyes watered with the sheer intensity of the monstrous inferno that reached for the heavens, seemingly intent on reaching the stars themselves. Heat washed over him in waves, a blast furnace, causing him to gasp and cough, tasting the bitter scent of sulfur, burnt wood, melting metal and scorched flesh.

 It roared on, that hellish fire, for a heartbeat, for an eternity, casting its light on everything that it did not burn to ashes and for the second time that night, an image imprinted itself on Jurel's mind: trees standing in a tidy circle, surrounding them, guarding them, while death lay in broken, bloody tangles at their feet and a wall of fire, impossibly high, impossibly long, nearly blinding but not so much so that he could not make out the vaguely man shaped smudges that stood within its core, slightly darker than the rest of the inferno, arms raised skyward in tortured supplication.

 As quickly as it began, it winked out, plunging all back into black silence.

 Disoriented, Jurel tried to gain control of his legs, pulling them under his body and carefully rose. He felt strong hands grip him under his armpits as he did and he cried out, clumsily throwing back an elbow and felt a satisfying thump as he caught this newest attacker in the side of the head. The hands released him and with the support suddenly vanished, he fell back, sitting down hard, wind blowing from his lungs in a great gasp.

 “Damn it, Jurel,” Mikal growled. “Careful with those things. You almost took my head off.”

 Awkwardly, Jurel turned his head and looked owlishly up at the shadow that stood over him. He thought he saw a hand cradling the side of Mikal's head and Jurel swallowed convulsively.

 “Sorry,” he muttered. “I couldn't see you.”

 “If you two are quite finished sparring, would you mind lending me a hand?”

 Both Jurel and Mikal turned at the sound of Kurin's voice. The old man's tone was cross, and as tinny, as rickety as an old chair. 

 “What happened?” Jurel asked as he helped Kurin gain his feet. For his part Kurin seemed as wobbly as Jurel felt.

 “It appears we were attacked.”

 “Gee, thanks,” Jurel retorted scathingly. “I mean where did that fire come from?”

 “Oh that. Just a little thing I cooked up.”

 “I didn't know you could do magic.”

 “Of course I can. Most priests can to some degree or other,” Kurin said with a dismissive wave. “Call it a perk, if you will. Though we don't call it magic. That's for street corner hucksters. We prefer the term arcanum.”

 “We must go,” Mikal broke in. “There may be more.”

 As quickly as their exhaustion would allow, they gathered themselves and went in search of the horses. Their luck was in. The horses stood side by side back a way in the trees, heads bent low to the ground, searching for forage without a care in the world.


Oh, to be a horse.

 With the horses in tow, they walked through the underbrush. The fall of night also brought a corresponding fall in temperature and soon the sweat they had shed during their battle began to grow chill, then freeze. As they walked, they stamped their feet and rubbed their hands, trying to work some warmth back into digits that quickly grew numb in the frigid air.

 Added to the cold, the slice in Jurel's side began to sear him, making each step more difficult than the last until he was gasping with the effort of putting one foot in front of the other, gingerly placing his weight with each step to lessen the pain. He stumbled several times, emitting a yelp of pain as soon as his hands touched the ground. He felt like he was being torn in half by a giant made of ice.

 “I need to stop,” he gasped when the pain of falling to his hands and knees cleared. He could not seem to get his feet back under him.

 Mikal strode back to him, lifted him in one smooth, powerful motion. “We can't stop,” he said. “Soon, Jurel. But not yet. Come on. Keep walking.”

 But as soon as Mikal's hands released him, he sagged back to his knees.

 “Can't,” was all he managed to huff out.

 “Let's get you in the saddle then,” Kurin said, joining them.

 “No...Falling asleep.”

 And he was. Blood seeped from his side, numbness spread from his extremities to his limbs, and black feathers brushed the edges of his sight; his mind, seemingly stuffed with straw, whirled, disjointed. Jurel clutched his side. The pressure helped a little. 

 Kurin's eyes narrowed. “Are you hurt?”

 “Little scratch,” Jurel waved the old man off. “Just need to rest. A moment.”

 Without another word, Kurin gently pried his hand away and leaned in close to see better. It felt as though the old man stabbed him and he winced, hissing in pain. But Kurin was simply probing with light fingers.

 “This is serious,” Kurin muttered to himself. Then, for the benefit of his companions, he straightened and said, “Serious but not life threatening.”

 “Then we go on,” Mikal said, already turning away.

 “No Mikal. Jurel is right. We must rest. And as little as you will like it, we must have a small fire for warmth.”

 Frustration warred with determination in Mikal's features, each emotion chasing the other like a game of cat and mouse until, finally, he nodded.

 “Sorry,” Jurel muttered, and winced when the swordmaster clapped him on the shoulder.

 “Never mind that. If Kurin says you're too hurt to walk then you're too hurt to walk. We'll see to you, then we'll go.”




Chapter 41

 Jorge sat at the communal table trying not to fidget as the others gathered with him grimly picked at their trenchers. No one was in any mood to eat. They did not yet know why Jorge had called them together, but he had been unable to hide his anxiety. Obviously, it was not good news. The sound of a door opening at the far end of the long, rustic dining hall drew their attention. Jorge sighed when he saw a young acolyte enter and silently make her way to the ever replenished serving tables.

 “Where is that blasted woman,” Garvus grumbled, eliciting a sniff from Fagan.

 The two could not be more different. Garvus was short and slender. If he did not have a balding head of gray hair and deep worry lines engraving the corners of his eyes, he could easily have been mistaken for a child. He was a finicky little man who did not tolerate anything he considered nonsense—which was nearly everything—and that made him the natural enemy of the young acolytes that attended his theology classes. Fagan, on the other hand, was a great bull of a man. Jorge would have been considered tall and well built even at half his age, but Fagan towered over him at nearly seven feet. The joke around the Abbey was that he was nearly as wide, a joke that was never uttered within his hearing; very little of his girth was flab. A garrulous man by nature, he took everything in stride, heaving great belly laughs at the slightest provocation. Somehow, in spite of their disparate natures, the two had managed to form a relationship; they were the best of friends, nearly inseparable even if most of the time, their words to each other sounded like the mortal insults of lifelong nemeses. Where one was seen, it was a sure bet that the other was nearby.

 “She'll be along,” Fagan said loudly enough that the acolyte squeaked and nearly dropped her trencher. “Give her time to prepare.”

 “Lower your voice, you great ox,” Garvus ordered with a disdainful sniff.

 “'Ox'?” Fagan said indignantly though much more quietly. “I'll have you know, you little runt, that-”

 “Gentlemen,” Jorge interjected. “Let's not start, shall we?”

 When the door opened again and Salena entered, they blew out their cheeks in relief. Jorge raised a hand to catch her attention—not hard to do; except for the acolyte and two other brothers, the dining hall was empty—and she trotted over to sit beside Jorge.

 “What news do you have?” she demanded sharply.

 Jorge had never really understood Salena. Most times, she seemed lost in her own world, her eyes vague, almost vapid, as she pursued her abstract interests. She was not a stupid woman, however, and she had the remarkable ability of setting aside her eccentricity the moment things got serious.

 Drawing in a deep breath, Jorge measured the expressions of his fellow chaplains, thankful that they were all sitting down. We should have chosen somewhere more private, he thought ruefully but it was too late for that. They were there and they were impatient to hear what he had to say. Besides, there were only three others and all sat at far tables out of respect for their superiors.

 Leaning forward, Jorge looked at each one in turn before speaking. “They've been attacked by Soldiers of God.”

 Groans of dismay followed his words, and he nodded solemnly.

 “What shall we do?” Salena whispered.

 “What can we do?” replied Garvus.

 “We need to act,” Fagan chimed in on top of the other two.

 For a moment, Jorge lost control as they started whispering furiously amongst themselves—“We must retaliate!”, “Are you mad?”, “Too far to do anything.”—until he slammed an open hand on the table, silencing them.

 After ensuring he had their undivided attention once again, and ensuring that the other occupants of the hall had turned back to their meals, he continued.

 “The fact that Kurin was able to send word should be enough to tell you that they escaped,” he said with a pointed expression. “The young man has been injured, but not too seriously. They are resting now in a clearing in the great forest.”

 “But then, what can we do?” Salena asked, echoing the question that was forefront in all their thoughts. The plump woman pulled her shawl tight and hugged herself, shivering, as if she were cold even though the spells woven into the very stonework of the Abbey ensured that every room was pleasantly warm.

 “That is why I have asked you here. At present, I don't know if there is any way we can assist them.”

 “How far away are they?” Garvus asked. His expression was intense with the seed of an idea beginning to form in his quick mind.

 “One, perhaps two days north of Twin Town. Why?” 

 Jorge leaned forward expectantly. Garvus was a devious little man. If any of them could think of a way to save Kurin's party, it would be him. It was that deviousness that had convinced Jorge to enlist him into his small group. He and Salena had argued heatedly over it; although she respected the man's mind, she knew he would not be able to keep anything from Fagan, and Fagan was not known for his propensity at keeping secrets—not with his natural tone of voice that caused stone foundations to tremble. Jorge had argued that they needed Garvus and even if it meant revealing what they knew to Fagan, it was worth the risk. She had conceded but reluctantly.

 “It's quite a distance yet but we may be able to send a cloaking spell to them,” Garvus said.

 “A cloaking spell? At this range? Impossible,” Fagan said with a resolute shake of his head.

 “We would need to combine all our energies, of course,” the little man continued, ignoring Fagan. “And even then it would be weak. But it may be enough to get them the rest of the way.”

 Dubiously, Jorge pondered the idea, turning it over in his head. “At this range, the cloak may be too weak to hide the underlying signature. If they have a priest of their own, surely it would be detectable.”

 “That is a problem,” Garvus conceded. “But if they had a priest with them, I would think Kurin would have mentioned it.”

 Nods all around, and as knowing looks passed from one to the next, Jorge said, “So we shall risk a cloak then. How long before we can commence?”

 More looks passed as the small group assessed each other and themselves.

 “We must all prepare ourselves. It will be draining to say the least. Perhaps tomorrow morning?” Garvus asked.

 Jorge nodded in agreement. “Fine tomorrow it is. Right after services. I will Send to Kurin.”

 “That'll give me enough time to store up some energy at the food counters,” Fagan said with a broad grin as he patted his gargantuan girth.

 Jorge smiled a sickly smile. He could not help thinking that it was far too little help, far too late. Kurin was on his own.

 * * *

 The tiny lick of flame that Mikal had allowed barely provided any warmth but to Jurel, it was wonderful. He sat stiffly with his arms outstretched to catch what little heat the fire had to offer, trying not to disturb the fresh stitches in his side. He wanted to sleep but the nasty wound—and the wretched poultice Kurin had applied that was apparently an amplifier for the pain—ensured that he would find precious little of that.

 Mikal sat on a large stone that looked like a sea turtle emerging from water, with his back to the camp, keeping silent watch while Kurin sat staring into the fire, warming his hands around a cup of steaming tea. All three of them had mounds of blankets covering them to stave off the chill and they looked like a parody of the rock garden that had once decorated the front lawn of Galbin's home.

 Not much had grown in that garden except weeds. Ingirt had never had much of a green thumb and Galbin had always been too busy tending to the crops that would feed them to worry about inconsequential flowers. When he closed his eyes, he saw Wag running as fast as his legs could carry him looking over his shoulder to see Darren gaining on him during another rousing game of Catch-Me-If-You-Can. He had not watched where he was going as was usual for the little bugger and Jurel had called out a warning just as the boy ran into the garden, tripped over one of the rocks that looked so much as he did right at that moment and tumbled head over heels, landing hard on his rump and narrowly escaping injury on the jutting stones. Laughing, Darren had closed the distance between them at a leisurely walk and saucily tapped him on the head. “You're it,” he had laughed.

 A wrench of homesickness took Jurel and he wondered how everyone was doing. He missed Trig and Darren and even Wag. He missed Frieza and...

 Guilty realization dawned on Jurel. It had been days, weeks even, since he had thought of Erin. An image of her soft blond tresses and beautiful eyes filled his mind. The memory of her sweet smile and delicate, graceful fingers as she entwined them at the base of his neck made him ache with loss and pleasure alike. The way they had danced on that last night spent together tugged at him, left him empty.

 He tried to tell himself that his lapse was due to the fact that so much had happened to him in the past few weeks, there simply was no time for idle ruminations of his past life. He loved her and he would never see her again.

 That was what he tried to tell himself. But he knew better. He knew he did not love her. No one goes so long without at least a passing thought to the ones they love. How many times had he thought of Daved since leaving the farm? Or even Galbin? He had even thought of his friends but it was only now, weeks later, that Erin entered his mind and even then, it was more out of lucky remembrance than any true longing to see her again.

 “Kurin, have you ever loved anyone?” Jurel asked.

 From his rock, Mikal snorted and shifted his position to better hear the old man's answer.

 “Thoughts of home, my boy?” The old man smiled sympathetically, readjusting his blankets to better cover himself. “There was one many years ago,” Kurin said, his smile turning whimsical. He stared into the fire for a long time, motionless and silent and Jurel could not be certain if Kurin's expression changed or if it was just a trick of the firelight that danced and cavorted and sent shadows in all directions like they were so many shards of broken glass, emulating the passing fragments of memories long forgotten.

 “And?”

 “And what? The gods had other ideas about the direction of my life.” He said it simply, a man who has utterly accepted his lot.

 “Do you ever wish things could have been different?”

 “Why? This is my life. I don't regret it. Certainly, I have thought of her and of how my life could have been, but to wish things could be different is to live in the past. It's a waste of time and it can only serve to cause bitterness and resentment.” Kurin picked up a stick, poked at the fire and fell silent.

 Without warning, Mikal rose and in two steps reached their little fire. Silently, he kicked their source of light and warmth down. It guttered with a surly hiss and settled to dimly glowing spots. Both Kurin and Jurel glared into the dark, their mouths opening to protest his act of sabotage but Mikal was quicker.

 “Someone comes,” he whispered.

 Then they all heard it. A branch snapped in the near distance. Jurel could not tell how far away for the forest seemed to twist sounds, but he feared it was too close for comfort.

 “We have no choice. We must go. Now,” Mikal said in the voice of an officer who would brook no argument from subordinates.

 Thankfully, they had had the foresight to keep most of their things packed; it took them only minutes to store their few things and start out again. The rest, though brief, had helped Jurel immensely and although his side still burned and his eyelids still felt they were weighted by stones, he found he was able to continue. For a time, at least.

 Mikal took the lead as usual, to break their trail, while Kurin walked behind, holding their horses's tethers. Jurel brought up the rear to keep an eye on their path behind. Not that he could make out much.

 They made their way through darkness only slightly mitigated by the slice of moon casting uneven patches and piebald spots of haunted gray through the dense canopy, and by their own night vision. Details eluded them; if someone had asked what kind of trees they passed, Jurel at least would have been unable to answer. But at least they saw enough to keep from walking headlong into unyielding trunks or tripping over the uneven ground. 

 “They're to our right,” Mikal said softly.

 Jurel turned as if he thought the faint light would provide a glimpse of those who followed them. Of course, he saw only the faint moon playing in the dark shadows. Nervously, he checked his sword, hesitated, then decided he would feel better if he held it in his hand. A faint hiss from ahead caught his attention as Mikal drew his sword. Somehow, it made Jurel feel better to know that he was not alone in his anxiety.

 “How many?” Kurin asked.

 “Six, maybe seven.”

 “Can you fight, Jurel?”

 “I think so.”

 A ring of steel came from ahead. Then a thump of flesh striking flesh and the deeper thump of a body falling to the ground.

 “They're here,” Mikal said tightly.

 Jurel barely saw the shadow move within the trees, separate from them. It was only his instinct that told him to raise his sword. Just in time. As soon as his sword was up, something crashed against it, sent a shiver up his arm. Bulling forward, Jurel hunched over and took his man in the middle with his shoulder. As soon as he felt contact, he heaved upward and sent the man flying back into the tree that he had been hiding behind. There was a dull ringing sound that signified the man had struck the tree head first and he slumped limply to the ground. The dim moon showed Jurel what he had suspected all along: a black cross on red. More bloody Soldiers of God.

 A howl of pain erupted from Mikal's position, and cut off suddenly with a wet gurgle. Jurel had no time to ask what was happening. Another sword flashed his way. He ducked, let the blade whistle harmlessly overhead and in one swift motion rose and spun, extending his arm until he felt resistance. He pushed. A gasp as he struck home, and another Soldier fell to the ground. 

 He was about to strike at the next man who came from the trees but for some reason the man stopped mid-stride, stood rigid, clawing at his throat and fell.

 “Got him,” Kurin muttered triumphantly.

 It was over as quickly as it began. Jurel frantically moved past Kurin and saw Mikal standing amid three man-sized lumps. Relieved that the scream he had heard a moment ago was not Mikal, he felt the adrenaline rush out of him, leaving him breathless and with a renewed burning in his side. He was pretty sure he had torn some stitches. 


More of Kurin's pain poultice for me. He laughed. It was a terrible sound.

 * * *

 Thalor rubbed his hands gleefully as he gazed down into his scrying bowl. The platoon from Threimes had failed. They were dead to a man and Thalor could not have been more pleased—surprised but pleased. How one swordmaster, one heretic, and one farm boy could best fifty trained Soldiers, he could not fathom, but they had. There was still the platoon from Grayson to worry about but from what he had seen so far, they should pose little threat.


This calls for a drink, he thought smugly. Following his own advice, he rose and poured himself a nip of the finest brandy he had, savoring the mellow scent of the amber liquid as he did so. Calen had nearly ruined his plans, had nearly ruined him, with his little ploy but Thalor would come out on top. He knew that. He was the better man. It was only his right. 


 Maten, as Calen had foreseen, had had some unpleasant words for him, rebuking him scathingly for his failure to communicate the discovery of the renegade's whereabouts. It had only been by the skin of his teeth that he had avoided a ritual lashing. But Calen's own plans were falling apart. One platoon down, one to go. Even if the second platoon was successful, Calen would have much to answer for. Fifty men dead. 

 There was planning to do. Thalor poured himself a second drink and mulled over his options. If Kurin could escape the second platoon, then he would be in a position to undermine Calen permanently. He would have to speak with his allies. He would need back up if he wanted to destroy the fat thorn in his side. There would be deals to draw up and concessions to be made but in the end it would all be worth it.

 He downed his second drink, savoring the burn as it coursed down his throat, then sat and picked up a quill and a blank page.

 Fifty men dead. He could not be more pleased.




Chapter 42

 They set up camp after the moon set. They had no choice. The forest was no longer a maze of shadows, it was one solid black mass. Each one knew he was not alone only by the sounds of the others's footsteps and the odd grunts of surprise when one stumbled into a depression or over a branch. So, Mikal had reluctantly called a halt. 

 There was no other sound in the forest; even those animals who thrived in the darkness seemed to be waiting breathlessly for something more to happen. It had been quite an exciting night. Men had battled and men had died and perhaps those nocturnal creatures thought to stay up a little longer so as not to miss any of the action. So they waited silently, and watched as these three set up their little camp and lit a little fire and sat, staring fixedly at their little pin prick of light as if that light would provide answers to their unasked questions.

 Jurel sat with his back leaned up against a knotty old tree trunk and his legs splayed out in imitation of a puppet cast aside by its master to wait until the next tug of its strings, uncaring of the whorls that poked into his back. He tried not to jump at every shadow hurled at the trees by the tiny camp fire that Mikal had expertly started. How in the name of the demon's pits had the man seen the flint he was striking in the blackness? 

 Who cared? It was warm. It was light.

 Kurin sat cross legged across the fire from him, hands resting on his knees palms up, and head bowed low. He could be asleep except that every now and then, quiet words, too quiet to make out, escaped the confines of his hood and crept furtively across to Jurel. The words were indecipherable but the tone was unmistakable. Not sleeping then. Praying. Appropriate.

 Mikal, as usual, sat ramrod straight, watching the night for shadows that did not belong, wordlessly surveying their fortress, calmly honing his sword blade to a mirror finish and a razor's edge. Strangely that sound, the faint scratch of strop on steel, was as a sedative to Jurel.

 He sat, listlessly staring at the fire, trying to ignore the symphony of aches and pains that played its discordant harmony on every string in his body, and buried himself in his thoughts. How much longer? No. Wrong question. Where were they going? That was it. Kurin had some place in mind. Of that, Jurel had no doubt. But, bollocks and whores, though the old man liked to hear the sound of his own voice, he could be entirely too reticent when he set his mind to it.

 “Kurin?”

 He did not stop his praying.

 “Kurin, where are we going?”

 Still nothing.

 “Kurin, damn it. Where are you taking me?”

 Finally, a reaction. The words quavered and stumbled to a halt. Then started again.

 “Leave him be,” Mikal advised quietly. “He'll be done soon and then you can ask him.”

 Frustration exploded in bright shades of red across Jurel's eyes. He trembled with pent up anger and turned his glare to Mikal.

“No. I want to know. I have a right to know. I've been dragged halfway across the world, survived the bloody cold, I've been attacked, hurt so badly that I can't sleep for the pain, forced to stumble through the bloody night like a criminal, and I don't know why. I can leave the why for later. I just want to know where and how much longer until we get there. I've lost everything I care about. My father, my life, everything,” Pain slipped into his voice on stealthy feet, sidling its way between the fractures of his anger like a thief in the night. “All I have left are you two and this road. This journey to someplace unknown only to me.”

He did not realize that he had started to shout as his rage began to break through the wall he had so carefully built, like flood waters break through a dam that was never meant to handle that much stress until, when he fell silent, his anger at least partially spent, he noticed Kurin eying him over the fire. The eye contact between the two was an uncomfortable one. It was a showdown of sorts, like a fractious teenager and his father: one angry and full of self-righteousness and the other, calm and full of love, but implacable.

 “Self-pity does not become you, Jurel. What have you gained?” Kurin, the mentor and the philosopher, asked.

 “What? What have I gained? The ability to kill. An ability that I was very happy to live without.” He had endured years of bullying at Valik's hands. The torments he had suffered all for the sake of a selfish fool had seemed to be the height of anguish. He would gladly go back to that harmless jostling.

 “Is that all?” 

 The old man's eyes bored into his own, spreading open the layers of his soul until he peered into the ashen remains of Jurel's self, a cored out apple left to rot unnoticed under the tree that had carelessly dropped it.

 “What else is there?” Jurel muttered, turning away from eyes that knew too much.

 “There is you. You think to the future. The future is unknown and unknowable. You care so much about what might be that you ignore what is.” Gently spoken, the words still picked at Jurel, dug steel tipped claws into his mind and scraped as mercilessly as a predator at his soft underbelly. “There is now. There is you.”

 He threw his hands in the air “What about me? A simple farmer forced to face death—from the boredom of a million identical trees as much as swords—for reasons that no one seems to think he needs to know, going somewhere he doesn't want to go.” He faltered, trembling and breathing heavily, trying to hold on to the fury that covered new wounds like a field dressing.

 “Then you have much to learn.” Kurin bowed his head again as if to return to his prayers.

 “And when I ask the questions that will allow me to learn, you ignore me!”

 “You ask the wrong questions. You ask the wrong person.”

 “Really? Then tell me, O wise one, what questions should I be asking?”

 “I don't know. You will when you admit it to yourself.”

 Slamming his fist to the frozen ground, Jurel rose and strode beyond the light of the fire and into the woods. He did not hear Kurin's words to Mikal, “Leave him be,” for his thoughts were too untamed to allow for something as organized as listening. He stumbled further away from the camp, from the light, and dimly he felt his foot connect on a root. He fell, sprawling gracelessly on the ground. He lay there, not feeling the tearing of some of the careful stitching in his side, shivering as icy chill began to work its way through his cloak. He lay there, trying to rein in the stampede of his tattered life as it rumbled across the landscape of his mind.

 He could not. He tried but just like that bovine herd that had almost trampled him so many years ago during an innocent child's prank, all he could do was try to run ahead of it and keep it from crushing him to cold dirt. Carefully, he raised himself and propped himself against the bole of a tree, unconsciously adopting the same marionette position that he had assumed across from Kurin so short a time ago and gazed unseeing into the blackness that seemed to reflect back into him like a mirror that bared his own deepest hurts and showed them to him with a stark reality.

 In the depths of his mind, a pair of eyes, familiar and alien all at once, stared at him accusingly, asking the question that he wanted answered. Forget the questions, “What's going on?” and “Where are we going?” Important enough questions, but that's not what those eyes asked. 

 The question that those eyes asked was, “Who are you?”

 That was a good question. Who was he? An orphan, a farmer's son, a vagrant, a killer. He was all of these things but there was something else. Something more. A farmer's son picks apples out of trees, not arrows out of mid air. A vagrant does not learn how to use a sword in two weeks. Well, not well enough to matter in a fight against battle-hardened soldiers sporting the latest fashion in armor anyway. These were things a killer learned. 

 So, a killer then, first and foremost. But would not a killer enjoy turning his blade red with the guts of his victims? Did he not? Perhaps, but surely the pleasure would linger; surely he would not be consumed by guilt after the blood-letting was over. All right then. Not a killer. Not completely.

 But then, what? Who? 

 Hints, clues within clues, mysteries wrapped within enigmas and served on a platter of shadows, and nothing told him anything useful. Frustration flared again battling with confusion, tussling with melancholy. It gnawed at him like a hundred cockroaches, leaving him an empty shell. No, not empty. Black. Black as the forest at night. Never more than an arm span away yet never visible. Never obvious.

 It was as he was nodding off into a frigid slumber that he realized those eyes were an amalgam of two sets of eyes, two disparate people in his life that had meant so much to him in entirely different ways: Kurin, the teacher and fatherly figure who tried to teach him something; and Shenk, the thug, would-be assassin, and his first victim.




Chapter 43

 Dawn broke as dawns usually do. The sun was born of its earthen womb far to the east and began again its majestic trek across the firmament, gazing benevolently, innocently, across the land as if each day, it experienced all the wonders of life anew. The pristine snow answered, competing with the sun, arguing over who was the brighter. The end result, of course, was that no matter which way one looked, up or down, squinted eyes were necessary to keep away the blindness. 

 If it were not so bright, they would see the river was flowing rapidly again, courtesy of a late winter thaw, carrying sheets of broken ice as smoothly and gently as if they were the finest of crystal, some small enough to pick up and throw, while others could have supported the weight of ten men and their horses. The forest carried on as always, as eternally predictable as the sun, standing alongside them and watching their progress.

 They were back on the road, the two horses plodding along side by side, Jurel on the roan's bare back and Kurin once again sharing a saddle with Mikal—for all the horses the Soldiers had ridden, there was not a one to be found after their flight—their thudding hooves drumming a dull counterpoint to the rolling cadence of their gait. It was hypnotizing, and since Jurel's eyes were half closed anyway to stave off the glare, it was easy for him to nod off every once in a while—which proved dangerous; he still had some difficulty maintaining his seat when he was alert, let alone when he was asleep. Kurin had already repaired torn stitches twice since setting out that day. 

 Conversation was in short supply. Jurel still felt uneasy from the words spoken around the last night's fire. Kurin did not seem to mind; he held on to Mikal with one hand and read from a book in the other. As always, Mikal's eagle eyes ran over the land ahead, watching for movement.

 Up ahead the road curved out of view behind the trees. It was difficult to tell how far ahead since there were no real landmarks to compare against—except for the infrequent villages scattered a day or so apart, but Jurel surmised that it was maybe a half mile. He began to imagine that around that bend, they would come across some fantastic sight: an ancient fortress raised by the legendary Aelephim thousands of years before man walked these lands, tall spindly spires reaching for the skies like alabaster fingers, for example; or perhaps the squat, beautifully carved entrance to an underground heaven carved by the Daelephim; or he would make do with a grand city to dwarf even Merris, with glass sided palaces glittering in the sun and temples spanning one end of the visible world to the other like the stories Daved had told him in front of a wood stove not so long ago. Which, after seeing Merris, Jurel found hard to imagine at all; Merris was pretty big, as he recalled. Anything would do. Anything to alleviate the gloom and boredom and the myriad little discomforts.

 Around the bend, of course, there was more of the same: trees and river and snow glare, and Jurel was unaccountably disappointed.

 Another village consisting of a few rough wooden hovels, a tiny general store, and an inn that would perhaps house three or four weary travelers, came and went but beyond that, their journey remained as boring as ever.

 “Are we almost there yet?” Jurel asked, rousing himself from his reveries.

 “No Jurel.”

 To him, it was as if they wandered aimlessly. Perhaps Kurin did not have a destination in mind after all. Perhaps he was just playing the vagrant, looking for just the right village to hole up in. Then he and Jurel would settle down and Jurel would learn about healing and history from the old man. He turned in on himself, letting those images soothe him. After the blood and the killing, it was like cold stream of fresh water on a hot day. The images of setting a broken leg and tending to a case of ague let him forget for a little while that just a few hours ago, he had been fighting for his life.

 In the forest, fifty paces past the first trees, an unnoticed shadow passed silently.

 * * *

 High Priest Calen sat, eyes fixed on the depths of his scrying bowl. He was sweating though his office was quite cool. His left hand drummed a nervous staccato on his desk as he watched the progress of two horses carrying three men and he breathed too heavily, his ruddy cheeks puffing in and out slightly with each breath, for a man who had spent the last forty-five minutes sitting at his desk, staring into a porcelain bowl, even if that man was corpulent. 

 He was having a very bad day.

 A few minutes earlier, a young acolyte had timidly knocked at his door and entered before Calen could answer. Calen had berated the young lady but his tongue froze when the acolyte interrupted him, weakly informing him that it was Grand Prelate Maten who ordered her to deliver a message and that she had leave to do whatever it took to see that Calen received it. Immediately.

 The message was a summons. Calen was ordered to attend the Grand Prelate as soon as possible and Calen heard the underlying tone: 'as soon as possible' meant 'right now'. It did not take much imagination to know what it was that Maten wanted. Fifty men dead. Damn those inept fools!

 The plan had been a simple one: exceeding expectations, Kerwal had provided two platoons, one northbound, one south, to converge on the heretic and his allies and trap them in a pincer. It should have been an easy thing. But the Threimes platoon had smelled victory when they detected their prey. Like starved wolves smelling blood, they had rushed in to attack at first sight. Unfortunately, the wolves found their prey were lions. And now they were dead. Damn them!

 Maten was not happy. This was supposed to have been an easy mission. Three men against a hundred would have ensured triumph. Fifty should have been enough, but that blasted Kurin was as wily as a fox. There was only one hope left. The platoon from Grayson City were set up, prepared to ambush the renegades and Calen prayed to Gaorla that they would be successful.

 It would happen soon. They were nearly there. Just a few more minutes and then he would answer the summons in all haste and humility as anyone should when the Grand Prelate demanded their attention. Right now.

 He wiped hot sweat from his brow, blinked salt from his eyes, and he watched.

 * * *

 “Can't you just give me a hint?” Jurel begged. He had a plan. Pester the old man enough and he would tell Jurel their destination out of sheer desire to shut him up.

 “Soon, Jurel. We will be there soon. Less than a week,” Kurin replied with exasperation.

 “A week? You call that soon?” Jurel scoffed. His plan was sound, based on years of observation. It had been used by countless children for countless ages and, ultimately, the children always managed to wheedle what they wanted from their frustrated parents. Kurin was not a parent. Or maybe he was just an exceptionally stubborn man, because for all of Jurel's efforts, Kurin's defenses remained in place. “Come on Kurin. What does it matter if you tell me where we're going?”

 “It matters.”

 “But-”

 “Silence,” Mikal ordered. “Listen.”

 He was grim, intent on something, but when Jurel strained his ears, he heard nothing but what he always heard. The river grumbled as usual, trees whispered in the wind, the odd crack-thump that announced snow overburdening a branch. Through it all, the dull thud of hooves. That was all. 

 It took a moment for Jurel to register what it was that bothered Mikal. There was no bird song. There was no shuffling in the underbrush, like every animal had embarked on a mass exodus from the area. There was only one reason for that. Jurel tensed, unconsciously checked his sword and squinted his eyes to see better in the glare. 

 He searched the trees, carefully picking out every detail. Knotted oak, tufts of brush like badly cut hair, brown and yellow leaves, a bright glint of sun reflecting from ice; all seemed normal. Consciously, he forced his shoulders to relax, and he took his hand off the hilt of his sword.

 Then the piece of shiny ice moved. A roar erupted from within the trees, the sound of men charging into battle, and the treeline exploded with steel and dark tabards.

 “Move!” Mikal cried out and spurred his horse to a gallop.

 Wasting no time, Jurel did likewise and held on as his roan surged forward, trying to keep pace with Mikal's charger. Men appeared in front of them, three, four, five, and bows were raised but Mikal did not slow down. Instead he ducked his head and Kurin let loose with another blast. Two of the men erupted into flames, and loosed their arrows simultaneously. The arrows, lit by Kurin's arcane fire, flew wide over their heads like glowing kestrels, and Mikal bore down with his sword drawn, passing through the remaining three like death's reaper. His blade swung scythelike, and a head tumbled to the ground. 

 Jurel, right behind, was reminded of Valik's most prized possession: the ball that they kicked in the field. He mimicked Mikal's attack, and a second head flew through the air and tumbled to the ground. He scores!

 They did not slow. They did not look back. They kicked their horses to ever greater speed and hunched their heads as low to equine necks as they could, feeling the tickle of mane on their noses, feeling tickles between their shoulder blades as though arrows were already embedded there. Arrows appeared in the road ahead, seemingly growing from the ground as they landed, quivering as if in frustration at having missed their targets. At his side, Kurin responded. The sound of fire crackled to life and whistled backward. 

 Then the fires stopped. There was a yelp of surprised pain and when Jurel glanced over, he saw Mikal was alone on his horse. 

 A glance over his shoulder provided a dismaying sight. Kurin was rolling on the ground, end over end like a cart wheel that had broken from its axle. Jurel pulled the roan's mane with all his might and the horse screamed, rearing up onto its hind legs. Even before the horse settled, Jurel jumped off, flailed frantically for purchase in the air and landed heavily.

 Rolling to his feet, he ran to Kurin's inert body and knelt. It took only a glance to see the arrow that protruded from the old man's thigh. It took another glance to see that he was breathing though only the gods knew how.

 Metal men thundered down the road with drawn swords, crying savagely for blood, closing the distance between themselves and the young man standing over his hurt friend.

 They clashed. Jurel swung, a mighty blow that cut the air with a hum, and he was rewarded with a screech of metal and a sickening liquid crunch. He dove, rolled between hooves, pulling his sword free in the process and spun, delivering a vicious backhand swipe, cutting into a leg that spouted hot red like a belching volcano.

 Before he could get a third attack off, a shield battered into his side and sent him reeling. He responded with a wild swing that missed its mark. It was enough to hold his attacker back but not enough to slow the others.

 As he lunged back through the line, his sword bounced awkwardly off a shield and his arm went numb. It was only by sheer force of will that he kept his fingers wrapped around the hilt. It was his lifeline. Standing over Kurin, he was joined by Mikal whose arrival was announced with the fall of two Soldiers in quick succession.

 As if in a nightmare, Jurel pressed himself to ever greater speed but each attack seemed to fly in slow motion. It felt as though he were underwater, surreal and ponderous. Every time his sword struck home, felling a man, two more jumped into the gap and pressed the attack.

 The world blurred into a haze of blades and blood and bodies, and no matter their efforts, the soldiers came on. His chest heaved great wagonloads of air that entered his mouth cold but somehow burned when it reached his lungs and the wound in his side ached savagely, pulsing at the same break-neck tempo as his tripping heart. His arm grew leaden as he fought. Each strike came a little slower, a little less powerfully. He heard a grunt of pain that nearly paralyzed him with fear. Beside him, the swordmaster stumbled and with legs that turned to water, Mikal fell, clutching at his belly. 

 A fury overtook Jurel and he attacked with renewed vigor. Kurin and Mikal lay in heaps at his feet and he would not join them. He would fight. He would defend. He would prevail. Men fell like wheat under his adrenalized blows, though he could no longer differentiate one attack from the next. He moved, dreamlike, from stance to stance, from arcing swing to vicious thrust. He did not notice the cuts and scrapes that covered his body and turned his cloak and flesh to tatters. He did not notice the way his ankle twisted in a rut. 

 He did not notice the new arrivals that came from the forest behind him.

 The world shattered into shards of light and darkness, and pain flared across his skull like the aurora borealis. He staggered, gasped, and the ground rocked under his feet like an angry bull. Another streak of lights, red, white, and green, crossed his vision, blinding him at the same time a line of fire streaked across his arm.

 With gongs sounding in his head like the bells of the underworld, and with the world spinning around him until he thought he would sick up, Jurel's sight went dark. Then he was falling, screaming a soundless scream. He did not stop falling for a very long time.




Chapter 44

 Calen jumped with a whoop of victory from his seat, sending it clattering against a cabinet where it jostled a bottle to the ground. It shattered and the expensive carpet greedily drank the burgundy liquid. The office filled with the bitter-sweet scent of alcohol and wet fabric but Calen did not care. Not one bit.

 They were captured. That's what mattered. That bloody swordmaster had cost them dearly as had the country lout but Kurin had fallen easily enough. Maten would not be happy at the loss of an entire platoon and nearly half of a second, nor would he be happy that Calen had kept him waiting, but at least Calen could report success. That should mollify the old man.

 It had been a pricey victory but it was a victory. That was what Calen would tell Maten. His chances for a prelacy were all but gone, dust in the wind, but at least he could still curry some favor from Maten.

 And of course, Thalor would be green with fury. He thought about his long time nemesis and his lips twisted into a cruel grin. The battle between the two would rage on; no one would gain the upper hand from this. Thalor had as much chance for a promotion as he did. That mattered.

 He strode from his office, his step light despite his bulk, and in his mind he rehearsed his meeting with Maten. He would apologize. He would bow his head in contrition. He would show Maten that he suffered for the loss of those Soldiers and he would announce that Kurin, that great heretic, that wily old bastard, was in custody and would arrive in Threimes for trial.

 He pictured the pyre that would be crowned by the old man. He pictured himself standing beside Maten and praying with him for Gaorla to be merciful with the soul of a heretic (while simultaneously hoping in his heart that Gaorla would consign him to the deepest pit He could find). He pictured these things and as he walked toward the ornate wing that housed the Grand Prelate's personal chambers, he smiled his cruel smile.

 * * *

 “Piss and bollocks! Bloody piss and bollocks in the bloody demon's bloody blasted underworld!”

 Thalor hurled his scrying bowl, sending the holy water sprinkling through the air where it sparkled like diamonds, against the wall and stared with impotent rage as it shattered and rained bits of porcelain across his office.

 His nostrils flared under his wild eyes and his fists trembled at his side. Damn that fat bastard Calen and his bastard sneaky ways! Were it not for him, Thalor would have had more of his own men pick up Kurin. He should have been the one to drag that old man kicking and screaming to trial, not that corpulent bag of waste. 

 He stared at the splash on the wall and at the jagged shards scattered across his floor and saw his dreams of prelacy there among the wreckage. For a moment, despair took him, a black hopelessness that gaped its terrible maw under his feet and left him feeling shaky, empty, and tired. He was not an ambitious man, but that prelacy had been so close. Within his grasp. It was a loaf of bread and a dollop of butter proffered to a starving man, only to be yanked away as his fingers grazed the crust.

 His survival instincts kicked in. He schooled his emotions, pushing away those useless hostile ones, as well as his momentary lapse into self-pity, until they were no more than easily ignored flutters in the back of his thoughts. There was no point in worrying about what was done. Perhaps an opportunity would arise that would allow him to redeem himself. Perhaps he should plan for the eventualities. He might even figure out a way to turn this debacle around. 

 Calen would not prevail. He would make sure of that. He just needed a plan.

 He sat at his desk with quill and ink, and started to write.

 * * *

 The voice roared, shredding his dreams and scattering the tattered ribbons to the four corners of oblivion. He leaped up, drawing his viciously serrated sword and spun, staring at the black, blank walls of his tent. The voice roared again and he dropped his sword to clutch his head between his hands to keep it from splitting in half. 

 When the voice receded, he was on his knees, mewling like an injured lamb and he did not care. Carefully, he rose to his feet, tottering like an old woman and caught his balance on the support pole that rose up the center of the tent.

 “Master?” Xandru croaked, searching his tent again as though the conic wall would suddenly change, as though maybe he missed something when he first scanned the interior of the tent that he knew full well contained only his bedroll and the ground.

 “You have failed me, Xandru,” the voice of his master hissed in his head. 

 Xandru began to quake. It was not a good thing if his master thought he had failed. Others had failed and others had paid the price. Others suffered eternal, unimaginable torments as bodiless voices that whispered for mercy in the dark.

 He fell back to his knees—on purpose or from terror, it was difficult to tell—and placed his forehead on the soft mud. “Forgive me, master. I do not understand. How have I failed you?”

 It was an honest, earnest question but it was dangerous. It was a question that he knew could be construed as doubt. One did not question unless one was insane. Or one has failed and had no other choice but to grasp at straws.

 A hiss burned through his mind, seared through his thoughts and Xandru was faintly grateful that he was already down. If not, he certainly would have been, under the burning lashes of his master.

 “You question me?”

 “My lord, no. I do not know to what you refer. Please master. Anything I can do, I will. Please.” He did not like begging. It rankled him. There were those in his tribe that begged and he viewed them contemptuously, as the lowest form of life. Groveling like a lame oldster who is unable to tend to himself went contrary to everything Xandru was. But it probably saved his life.

 Like a tidal wave breaking on the shore, wiping away all before it, the voice rolled through his head, paralyzing him. “The boy has been taken by Gaorla's children. Why have you not captured him?”

 “My lord, we have traveled a thousand miles and still there is a long way to go before we approach. I promise you, we will succeed. I will present to you the boy you seek.”

 There was a long silence fraught with perilous meaning; his life hung in the balance. When another may have believed the voice was gone, may have risen with a sigh of relief and began to search for clean, dry trousers, he remained still, not daring to move from his penitent position.

 “Very well. I will allow it,” his master whispered in his thoughts. “But I warn you, if you do not bring him to me alive, I will reserve a special place in my hall for you.”

 “Yes master. Of course master. It will be as you say master.” 

 He hated groveling. He waited with his forehead pressed firmly to the ground until he thought it would be safe to rise. When he got as far as his knees, he was made fully aware that he was mistaken.

 A blast of ruddy orange like oily fire blew away all thought. When it cleared, images passed through his mind, stark and painful. He saw a gargantuan city, just south of a huge forest, spreading for miles in every direction along a thick band of water. He saw a mud road, heavily traveled, leading south to warmer climates and a long way down, he saw a group of armored soldiers escorting two disheveled men who were obviously injured. All of this he saw as if he were a bird, soaring high above the world.

 When the images ceased, he was alone. The oppressive presence of his master was gone and although it was still night, the walls of his tent seemed brighter as if a depthless shadow had evaporated like a spring sun evaporates night's mist.

 The images were directions. The city must have been Threimes for no other city in the world was as vast as the capital city of the Threimes Kingdom. The river would be the Sharong and that meant the road would be the primary trade route that shuttled everything from fabrics, spices and gems, weapons and food and livestock to the various cities within the borders of the kingdom and to realms outside the borders. His master had graced him with a boon. 

 Xandru knew where to find his prey. 

 “Thank you, master. You are most generous.”

 He would not fail. Failure was unthinkable. The price was untenable. He, Xandru An Tifons, had been promised great rewards when he succeeded. 

 He would not fail.

 He threw on his leather jerkin and strode outside roaring orders to his men. Middle of the night or not, they were going. He would not fail. He could not.




Chapter 45

 The sun shone bright and harsh. Puffs of clouds moved fitfully across a sea dark sky like sheep. He was in a field, cool and wet with morning mists. He wore a suit of black armor that seemed to eat the light, with strange golden gilt patterned in whorls that seemed to change shape every time he moved. It confused the eye, turned dry cheeks wet.

 He stood in the center of a field where, at each end, an army stood. The anonymous, vaguely inhuman soldiers glared at each other, weapons drawn. He saw swords, pikes, axes, maces, lances. He saw cold steel and hot eyes.

 They were motionless, silent, unlike any army he had ever heard of in the stories.

 He wept though he did not know why. Something tugged at his hand, dragging it down with unimaginable weight as though he held the world in his palm and it was too heavy to hold on to. Looking down, he saw not the world. He saw a sword. It was familiar, that sword. The steel blade glowed dully, each scratch and scuff screaming out mutely that this sword was a killer's weapon. The crossguard was a simple bar of iron, nothing fancy, and the hilt was simple, bound in fraying leather. The leather was dark with sweat and old blood. He had been carrying it for weeks. He had killed with it more than he cared to admit. Or remember.

 No longer able to bear the sight of such a thing, he averted his gaze, looking back to the silent armies that waited. For what?

 “For you,” a deep, resonant voice spoke at his back and he whirled with his heart hammering in his chest. 

 An old man stood there. But old was not the correct word. Ancient. Yes. An ancient man stood there, dressed in a simple gray robe of fine wool. His face was wrinkled, rutted with the tracks of eons of care. His brilliant blue eyes gazed at him with such profound sadness that he wept all the harder. Those eyes penetrated him to the core of his soul and he smiled the smile of a man with terrible tidings as though trying to soften the blow of the words he must speak.

 “I don't understand,” Jurel said, looking down to the sword in his hand. Gods, that sword was heavy!

 “You will, my son. You will.” 

 With that pronouncement pouring into Jurel's soul like the sands of fate, the old man took a step backward. Then another. Then he faded from sight and left no trace of his presence except for the ominous words, laced with love, coursing through Jurel's being.

 Still weeping, Jurel turned and raised his suddenly feather-light sword above his head. “Attack!”

 And they did.

 As the first swords clashed, the world faded around him, turned midnight black, and then it vanished.

 He was lying in his bed. He opened his eyes and saw the familiar rafters of their cabin overhead. He closed his eyes, at peace, though for some reason, his arm ached terribly. It did not bother him. He was at home. He was safe. Drawing the thin blanket over his shoulders, he closed his eyes and he slept.

 Time passed. He felt a nudge. He heard a voice. It was familiar, though its tone was alien.

 “Wake up, sleepyhead,” said the familiar voice that was alien.

 He opened his eyes and saw a form standing over him. Daved. Jurel smiled, and waved him off.

 “I'm tired, father. So tired. Just a little longer.” 

 And he closed his eyes.

 “Come on, boy. Wake up.”

 When he looked up again, with words of rebuff on his lips, he saw Gram gazing down at him with a twinkle in his eye and a broad smile spread across his face. And a vicious, serrated sword stuck hilt-deep into his belly. His white apron, usually so pristinely spotless it glowed, was smudged, sooty, and a red splotch, like a poppy, framed the hilt of the sword.

 Jurel frowned.

 Gram nudged him again, though he saw no movement.

 “I said wake up.”

 Pain. White hot, all consuming. The attic where he slept with his father disappeared in a blinding flash of light and he cried out in agony. Suddenly, he could not move. His arms and legs did not respond to his commands and fear crept into his thoughts like an infection. He tried to raise his head but it was too heavy. Like the sword. (What sword?) It was too much.

 Pain. Scratching at him like a thousand knives, pummeling him with a thousand hammer blows. He opened his mouth to scream and nothing came out. Dimly, he thought he must look quite the fool with his mouth gaping open. His rictus grin must have been quite the sight.

 Then he opened his eyes.

 “Ah, there you are, young man,” the voice said. “I thought you would never wake up.”

 Pain.

 * * *

 Waking can be a terrible thing. When one wakes, life returns with all its miseries. All the aches and pains that are forgotten in the oblivion of sleep return with a savage ferocity, seemingly all the more furious for being forgotten even for only a moment, and resolving to make themselves known in no uncertain terms that can leave a man fragmented, winded, dizzy.

 With a groan, Jurel opened his eyes and blinked, squinted when the sun bored through his skull and out the other side. His body was on fire, from head to toe, and he whimpered in the nearly overwhelming wash of agony that threatened to plunge him back into darkness. That would not be so bad, he thought. The smell of horse manure, mingled with sweat and steel assaulted his nose and his gut threatened to empty itself, adding another facet to his misery. 

 Tents surrounded him, a handful of white peaks mingled with the snowy landscape so it was hard to tell where one ended and the other began.

 “Ah, there you are, young man,” a strange, lilting, feminine voice said above him. “I thought you would never wake up.”

 He opened his eyes again, muzzily, and the world resolved into blurs of light and dark. Above him, a shadow crouched, framed by the sun so that all he could make out was a silhouette of longish hair fluttering in a cool breeze.

 “Where am I?” he croaked. His mouth was dry. Drier than leaves in autumn. Drier than burnt wood. He tried to turn his head to survey his surroundings but all he received was another fiery reminder to remain still for a while.

 “You're on the ground,” she said in a voice as sunny as the day.

 Jurel barked a laugh that sounded like a rasp scraping on wood. He fell silent, trying to remember what had brought him here. Slivers of memory skittered like broken glass. A battle. Blood. A gash in his side. An explosion in his head. Nothing definite. Just ragged, jagged bits of flotsam. Every time he managed to piece a few of the shards together, the sun seemed to renew its assault on his skull, driving recall away.

 A face emerged from the flotsam. Old man. Wrinkled. His dream? No, this was not the man from his dream, though this visage looked somewhat similar in the way that the sun and a roaring campfire look similar. It took him an eternity to put a name to this new image. And when he did...

 “Kurin?” Another bit of flotsam. “Mikal?”

 “He has yet to wake up. He took quite a beating back there. Almost as bad as you. As for the swordmaster—Mikal, you say?—I imagine he is where we left him. Not much chance he'll be going anywhere.” The shape rose and stood over him like a judge pronouncing sentence. “You killed a lot of my men,” she said and iron slipped into her words. “I don't think that was very wise.”

 Fear began to sneak its way into Jurel, grabbing hold with tiny poisonous thorns, battling with the shock and grief that Mikal was lost. He had begun to think of Mikal as an older brother. Or perhaps a favorite uncle. The reticent man had taken him under his wing and, even though Jurel knew none of his story besides the obvious, he had somehow managed to work his way into Jurel's trust. No mean feat these days.

 A few nights ago, they had been sitting around their fire, eating the last of the rabbit that Jurel had bagged earlier in the day. When Mikal tossed the last of his bones into the fire, he had leaned back with a contented huff of air and nodded appreciatively at Jurel.

 “Damn me, boy,” he had said, loosening his belt. “If you put half as much time into cooking as I've made you waste with your sword, you'd be the greatest cook in the entire land before the end of spring. A few more meals like that and you're going to make me fat.”

 It was possibly the longest string of words Jurel had ever heard at one time from the quiet man and Jurel had beamed with pleasure at the unexpected compliment. He trusted Mikal. Mikal would never say anything unless he absolutely meant it. And when he had thanked him for the compliment, Mikal had shot him the widest grin he had ever seen gracing that grizzled mug and replied, “No. Thank you,” and patted his gut. 

 Where Kurin was his teacher, Mikal had become his ground. He was the person that berated Jurel when his sword slipped through a sloppy guard, or when Jurel honed his sword at the wrong angle and almost ruined the edge. He was the one that praised Jurel when he made an especially fine shot that assured their dinner that evening, or kicked his feet out from under him. No, not a brother. Not an uncle. A mentor. 

 Dead. Run through. 

 A shiver ran along his spine even as he felt himself go hopelessly limp. He wanted to cry, he wanted to scream and wail. He wanted to eviscerate this damned woman with his bare hands. She had killed Mikal. Perhaps not with her own sword but definitely with her orders. He could not show his weakness. His instincts demanded that he put on a strong face. Mustering all the courage he managed to scrape together under the circumstances, Jurel did the only thing he could think of.

 “I'm sorry, ma'am,” he creaked politely. “But I'm afraid I haven't had the pleasure of an introduction.”

 Even if she were no more than a silhouette, he saw that she gaped at him, shocked that he would ask such a thing. Her hand moved reflexively to the hilt of her long, slender sword and motionless, she watched him, gauged him. 

 Jurel waited.

 With a shake, she came back to herself and nodded slightly. “My apologies, young man. Where are my manners?” With a flourish, she bowed to him, extending one leg out with all the grace of a courtier. “I am Captain Salma Baccus of the Soldiers of God. I am charged with escorting you back to Threimes.”

 “Thank you, ma'am,” Jurel responded gravely. Then he smiled as best he could through swollen and cracked lips. “I am Jurel Histane, and I am charged with finding any way I can to escape with my friend after I gut you like a pig.”

 Again, she stood motionless and Jurel almost laughed. Would have, in fact, were it not for the pain in his chest and throat.

 The captain was, unfortunately, not amused. 

 “I think you will find that exceedingly difficult,” she growled, dropping all pretense of civility. “Quite difficult, indeed. And probably very, very painful.”

 She spun on one heel gracefully, moving in a practiced way that suggested years of drilling with her men, and she stalked off, calling orders.

 “You think you're quite the funny one, eh? Talking to the captain that way?” A new voice grated and a new shadow entered his periphery.

 Jurel squinted, trying to bring his sticky eyes into focus. This fellow did not sound quite so pleasant as his captain and Jurel decided he needed to see the face of this new threat. Jurel was not heartened, when the soldier's haughty expression, tight with anger, came into focus.

 “The name's Lieutenant Higgens and you will address me as 'sir'. Clear?” He paused, glaring at Jurel, his meaning clear in his eyes. “Try any funny business with me and you'll taste my boots.”

 Higgens lurched upright and as if to prove his point, he delivered a fierce kick to Jurel's mid-section before he stalked off in a fashion so like his captain's own departure: quick, efficient, angry as a bear with a thorn in its paw. Not as graceful, but the point was made. 

 Higgens called, singling out two of the men who were at that moment sitting down by a fire. He said words that Jurel could not quite catch and the two soldiers glared at him, rose slowly to their feet and took up positions a couple of paces away. As they sat with their swords across their laps, the shorter of the two turned and shot Jurel a glare so filled with malice that Jurel winced as if struck. His guards, then, and none to happy about it. Wonderful.

 Quietly, Jurel tried to move. A difficult thing to do when one is shackled hand and foot, and covered with liquid fire. He tested the limits of his shackles; he was not reassured when his arms spread no more than a few inches before they were halted by the cold, pitted iron. His legs were in no better shape. Left with no real choice, he did the only thing he could. He took stock of his situation.

 The easy answer was that his situation was not good. His head felt like a mummer's drum. His arms and legs balked at his every command, lighting up like a raging thunder storm every time he made a move. His chest was heavy and each breath was a chore. The short time he had spent as Kurin's assistant in Merris did nothing to inspire his confidence. He could hear the old man's voice as if he lectured: “Respiratory distress is most often swelling caused by anaphilaxia, or by fluid filling the lungs. The first thing you must do is find out what is causing the patient's distress and then...” Jurel coughed and spit. Blood. At least he was not dying of an allergic reaction. But there was a tear in his lungs, and that would explain the deep, searing pain in his side above the gash that had undoubtedly ripped open again. At least one broken rib, probably three or four, and at least one had punctured his lung. On top of that, his throat was dry. Dryer than the sands of Moden far to the south if he remembered his geography lessons correctly. Dryer than the stones of Jerak. Daved had once described Jerak to him. A godless hell where only a few hours of exposure saw the hardiest men reduced to dried husks. His tongue felt thick and gritty, like sandpaper in his mouth. He cleared his throat, and coughed. More blood. It did nothing to abate the desert between his lips. 

 Turning his head ever so slightly toward his guards, he croaked, “Water?”

 They ignored him.

 A little louder then. “Water? Please?”

 The shorter one, the one with the painful glare, cast one disdainful eye at him and sighed as if Jurel had asked for a hundred gold pieces and a fast horse to leave on. But he rose anyway, and carried a skin to Jurel. “Water, is it? Is there anything else my lord would like? Shiny new clothes? A steak dinner, perhaps?” His voice was surprisingly smooth, liquid. He sounded like a back-alley swindler. “How about I give you back your sword, let you free of those shackles and close my eyes for five minutes. Would you like that?” He gave Jurel an oily smile that did nothing to alter the iron in his eyes. His compatriot chuckled appreciatively.

 “That would be nice,” Jurel said before he could think better of it.

 The oily smile dropped away and left icy-hot fury. “You little turd. You want water? Here.”

 With that, the guard upended the skin over Jurel's head. 

 If Jurel had not been so desperate, he might have yelped with indignation. He might have squirmed away from the deluge of icy water. He might have glared at the petty man. He might have done something. But he was desperate. Cold water washed over his head and his chest, trickled along hurts that he had not even realized were there until the water touched them, biting at first, then blessedly soothing. He opened his mouth, felt lips crack and felt water pour in and mingle with the metallic taste. He drank until the water stopped and he sighed, wishing there was more.

 “Thank you,” he said, his voice a little less creaky.

 His guard did not bother to answer. He simply sat back beside his chortling friend and ignored Jurel.

 Soon, the water, so welcome a moment ago, began to freeze. It was only a mild discomfort at first, easily outweighed by the soothing effects. Within a few minutes, it began to bite. Then it burned. He began to shiver so hard it was more like convulsions while crystalline adders slithered their way down his limbs, injecting their blue venom into his veins. Fingers and toes stopped sending their signals, and it seemed they were no longer there at all. He dragged his feet up to his chest, ignoring the protests of damaged tissues and broken bones, to keep as warm as possible. It was no use. He was freezing to death. He knew it.

 Soon, he grew tired. So tired. His limbs grew heavy, felt weighted down, like he wore full armor made of ice. The color seemed to wash out of everything, leaving his world a vista of muted grays that darkened until he stopped shivering. His thoughts scattered like a jar of molasses dropped on a stone floor. Maybe a little nap would help. Maybe a little sleep would make him feel better. Maybe...

 His eyes closed. His breathing slowed. His heartbeat slowed.




Chapter 46

 The sun shone bright white on white. The air bit with the needlelike teeth of a wolf pup with bad breath. Smoke, horse dung, sweat, steel: it all mingled to turn his fragile belly. He rolled over and gasped. Gods, he was sore! He grunted with bitter amusement. Never fall off a galloping horse, he advised himself. Got to keep that useful little tidbit in mind for the next time.

 Carefully, he prodded his thigh, noting the bright red sting of the fresh arrow wound, the ruddy throb of the early stages of infection, and the angry tension of punctured muscle. With a surreptitious glance about to ensure he was not watched, he placed his hand over the hasty field wrap and let his mind focus. Tingling warmth began to spread, radiating from his splayed fingers, deep into the tissues of his leg. A glow, barely noticeable in the brightness of the day, colored his hand a pale pink. The pain in his leg receded and he could almost see the infection retreating. When he was certain that the danger of permanent or disfiguring injury was passed, he let the glow die away. Feeling better, he sighed. Although aimed at his leg, he felt the effects of his spell run through his body, easing the aches and pains of bruises and abrasions. When the glow petered out, exhaustion washed through him and threatened to topple him. Arcanum, especially healing arcanum, was very difficult to perform on oneself but in this instance the benefits definitely outweighed the costs.

 “Well done, Master Kurin,” a voice called from behind him. “I was beginning to worry that we would arrive with nothing but a corpse.”

 Startled, he leaped up, coming to his feet with a jolt. A jolt that was amplified by the sudden stop when his shackles snapped taut, biting painfully into his ankles and wrists, and he fell back to the ground. With a groan, he rolled onto his back and waited for the wave of pain in his wrists and ankles to subside. Shackles? How had he not noticed those? Had the fall from Mikal's horse addled his wits?

 “Please, no need to stand. We won't stand on ceremony in these circumstances,” the voice, quite amused, said.

 Opening his eyes, Kurin looked up and saw a rather fetching young lady. Blond hair was tied behind her head in a utilitarian tail and reached to her shoulders. Eyes the color of chocolate sparkled down at him above lovely, aquiline cheekbones. The only blemish was a tiny scar that ran from the outer point of her left eye downward for no more than an inch, and had all the appearance of a thin flesh-colored tear drop. Her perfect complexion and lips, full and ripe, quirked with the tiniest hint of a smile. If she were not covered head to toe in steel plates, he imagined he would see a shapely figure, finely sculpted from hours upon hours of training.

 “My name is Salma. Captain Salma Baccus,” she said as she crouched beside him, leather creaking, steel clinking, and rested her bare hands—oddly feminine, with long slender fingers and finely manicured nails, despite the callouses that hinted at her proficiency with the sword that hung at her hip—on her knees. “And you, I presume, are Kurin.”

 Irritated, Kurin clicked his tongue. “And who else would you have expected, captain?”

 “Your reputation precedes you, sir.” Her voice was cultured, her words crisp and clean like a mountain spring. “I would have expected no more than I have seen: a powerful man, able to perform feats that most would say are impossible,” she gestured to his thigh at that. “And, of course, everyone has heard of your sly sense of humor.” Her smile spread.

 Kurin felt his breath catch and revised his previous opinion: fetching? No, this woman was beautiful. Too bad she was a Soldier of God.

 “Yes, well, my sense of humor does tend to get me into more trouble than it's worth more often than not.”

 She chuckled and gazed at him fondly, like an old friend, and sadly. “It is almost a shame that I must return you to Threimes to stand trial for your crimes. I imagine you would make quite the conversationalist.”

 “I imagine you would match me, word for word.” He struggled to keep himself composed. “Might I ask after my young friend?”

 A slight tightening of her eyes, the merest twitch of her smile. 

 “Of course. He is over there.” She gestured over her shoulder and when Kurin spied the lump of dirty fabric on the ground, it took him a moment to make out the lines of a man curled up in a ball. He could not make out any more than that but it was enough. His heart quailed.

 “Is he all right?” Kurin asked and he hated himself for the hint of pleading that entered his voice.

 “He is alive,” the Soldier told him firmly. “For how long, I don't know.”

 She gave him a pointed look. He understood. He had been wrong. He had thought they were after Jurel and capturing him was a bonus. He'd had it backwards. They did not care so much what happened to Jurel. Their orders were to bring him in. Jurel was the bonus.

 “He looks hurt. Might I tend to him?”

 “No.”

 “But, my lady-”

 “I'm no stuck up noble,” her face reddened with anger and her eyes flashed. “You call me captain or sir. As for your friend,” her tone changed, lowered, and she nearly hissed, “he killed a lot of my men. I find myself disinclined to help him. Do you understand? Stay away from him.”

 Kurin swallowed his response with an audible click. He nodded, hoping he looked properly cowed by the foolish, if beautiful, young officer. He was not sure he needed to bother. He was not sure she caught it. She was already storming away, calling two lollygagging soldiers to guard duty.




Chapter 47

 When Jurel opened his eyes, the world spun in lazy, crazy circles, immediately causing his stomach to flop about like a grounded fish. With a groan, he rolled over and heard the clink of iron, felt the shackles bite his wrists. His body was a symphony of agony, from the sharp piping pains of lacerations to the baritone of deep bruises, to the bass booming of broken bones and a headache that seemed to reverberate across the worlds.

 Suppressing a shiver, he gingerly worked himself to a sitting position, resting on his arms with his head hanging down when it threatened to erupt from his shoulders. 


Mamma had a baby and its head popped off.


 The words and the memory came unbidden to his mind. Erin and Frieza had enjoyed that silly little game where they would pick dandelions and, after chanting their childish line, they would flick their thumbs and pop the head of the flower off into the air. “Mamma had a baby and its head popped off,” flick. Then they would laugh. He had no idea where that silly game came from but they used to love it. They would play endlessly at it. “Mamma had a baby and its head popped off,” flick. Thinking back, it was a pretty morbid thing to do. Somehow, they would keep score: “Mamma had a baby...” Erin 4, Frieza 3. Like the rest of it, their scoring system was a mystery.


Mamma had a baby and its head popped off. Flick.

 He groaned as the pain thrummed from one end of his skull to the other. He put a hand to the side of his head, perhaps to support his aching skull, or perhaps to see if Mamma had succeeded in popping baby's head off, and he sat very still, waiting for the nauseating pain to dampen even a little.


Mamma had a baby...

 Crossing his legs under him, he was free to use both hands to hold his head in place. A noise, strange. He heard a noise. What was it? A voice? Yes. Focus.

 “A little water should help with that,” a soothing voice said, and Jurel cringed—Mamma had a baby...

 When he managed to slit one eye open, he caught sight of a set of highly polished steel greaves standing in the mud no more than a foot from him.

 “What?” he croaked.

 “Water. A bit of water would help with the ache.”

 Water? No, no. The last time he had asked for water, a spiteful guard had doused him and left him to freeze. Spring was coming. It was only a few short weeks away, but the world was still fully in winter's terrible grasp. No, no water thank you. He had no urge to be soaked in concentrated liquid winter again. He waved the intruder away. Or he thought he did. He was not entirely sure.

 At his side, a creak of leather and a clink of steel told him the guard crouched beside him.

 “Come on, now,” the voice said gently, soothingly, as though Jurel was a wild horse who would buck and flee if startled, “Water will do you some good. Here.”

 Something nudged him in the shoulder and he cringed. Something nudged him in the mind and he cringed again.

 “Take the water, Jurel.”

 With a cry, Jurel snapped his eyes open, ignoring the blinding stab of light—...baby and its head popped off—and he frantically searched the camp. It looked different somehow. There were still tents and fires. There were still men, half-armored, sitting and eating or performing duties and tasks of all sorts, from honing swords and polishing bits of armor, to cooking and cleaning. Sentries paced the borders of the camp while grooms tended to horses, filling makeshift troughs with oats, and checking hooves for damage, brushing coats and chatting idly amongst each other. But the horses were picketed in a different location. The tents were in the wrong spots. Dimly, he understood that he had been unconscious while the camp had moved. The surroundings outside the camp looked the same. The same anonymous stretch of river, the same regiment of trees. The same road.

 None of that was important. Where had that voice come from? He scanned the camp and there, at the far end, Kurin was eying him intently. When Jurel started in surprise, the old man smiled and winked.

 “Take the water.”

 Dumbfounded, Jurel reached up to the waterskin that still pressed against his shoulder, and drank deeply until his gut felt it must erupt from the pressure of an ocean.

 When he lowered the skin, he looked his benefactor in the face. A young man stared back at him with sad eyes. No more than twenty-two or twenty-three years old, the smooth-cheeked young man was obviously a new addition to the platoon. The veterans were grizzled, scarred and scratched from countless battles, and had leathery skin that spoke of countless hours spent under the sun. Anything their eyes touched seemed to wither under the fevered glare of men and women who had killed in the name of their god, in the name of holy righteousness. The soldier gazed at him with sad eyes that still harbored a ray of hope as if his armor and his black-crossed scarlet tabard had yet to crush him under the weight of the deeds they would heap on him.

 He tried to smile but it felt stiff, as though he wore a wooden mask. “Thank you,” was all he could manage to mumble as he looked down to his feet.

 The young man cleared his throat and kicked a stone at his feet. “Well,” he began and broke off when his voice squeaked. Just a little. “Well,” he said, more gruffly, forcing his voice into a false basso, “I have been ordered to see you to Threimes. If I am to be your nursemaid, I will not see you drop dead of thirst.” He looked as if he would say more. Then he looked embarrassed as if he had said too much. Then he cleared his throat again. “If you need anything, my name is Corporal Gaven.” 

 The young soldier had taken three steps when Jurel asked for food. 

 Gaven turned back. “What?”

 “Might I have a bit of food?” Jurel repeated, trying to ignore the throb in his head.

 Gaven nodded and gestured to a burly soldier. “Bring him food. Now.”

 “Yes sir,” the soldier grunted and hurried off to the fires.

 “Anything else?” Gaven asked with one raised eyebrow, shifting his weight from foot to foot, obviously impatient to see to his other duties.

 “No.” Jurel hesitated. Then he extended his hand, wincing when the clink of iron dragged his other hand forward too. “My name is Jurel.”

 Gaven stared at the outstretched hand as if it might bite him. Slowly, he reached his own hand out and gripped Jurel's. For all his lack of age or experience, for all his lack of imposing size that soldiering would undoubtedly provide him with in the next few years, his grip was viselike. 

 “Charmed. Do me a favor. Don't try anything foolish. Lieutenant Higgens was quite clear with his orders: he prefers that you arrive in Threimes alive. But if you pull any funny shit...”

 He did not need to finish. Jurel got the message. No funny shit.

 Once the young soldier was gone, Jurel lay back down and stared at the sky. Injured, captured, and being taken to some city he had only ever heard of in stories to be tried for some crime that he did not even know had existed until a few weeks ago. Heresy? Kurin had explained that, ideally, it was a crime against God. But in this case, it seemed to be a crime against the priesthood. He was to be burned on a pyre because he traveled with an old man that, in reality, he barely even knew. That did not seem particularly fair.

 “Stop moping. Here comes your food.”

 Just as Kurin's voice came into his head, a shadow came into his view.

 “Here.”

 Brusquely, the soldier handed Jurel a bowl, plain and wooden, that smelled of wet socks. Wrinkling his nose, Jurel prodded the gray goo with a spoon. With a snort, the soldier kicked Jurel.

 “Be thankful for it, boy,” he grated. “Up to me, you could starve to death.” Then he stomped off.

 “Thank you,” Jurel called sweetly after him.

 “Don't antagonize them, Jurel.”

 “How are you-”

 “SSSSHHH! Don't say anything out loud. Think it and I'll hear you. I can't do this very much. It's very difficult with an untrained mind but at least we can communicate a little. Any thoughts on how to get out of this mess?”

 Deflated, Jurel shook his head, belatedly realizing that Kurin probably could not see the gesture. “No,” he tried. Jurel had been wondering what Kurin was cooking up, certain that the resourceful old man would have some ideas on how to escape. “You have no thoughts?”

 “Plenty of thoughts. Nothing certain. As lax as they seem, they're watching us like hawks. It's as though they expect us to try to escape.”

 “Aren't we?”

 “Of course.” Kurin's amusement tinkled clearly in Jurel's head. It sounded almost like the fool was having fun. Irritated, Jurel took a hesitant bite of the slop he had been given while Kurin continued. “The shackles won't be a problem. A bit of arcanum and poof. Gone. The horses and gear on the other hand...they will be a problem.”

 Jurel understood. Although they could see their horses picketed with the others—heavily guarded, they had no idea where their things were. If they were to survive an escape attempt, they would need at least enough food to reach town. As nice as Gaven seemed, asking him for enough food to last a week might not be a shining moment in the annals of bright ideas. Perhaps if they could get a hold of a bow and some arrows. Then Jurel could hunt for their food. But then he did not want to leave without his sword. He still hated the thing, but it was the only item he had left that reminded him of Daved. Of home. Then again, burning on a pyre because he was too attached to a sword was not too intelligent either, now was it? That settled that.

 “A distraction.”

 “Yes. That would do. But until we have a better idea on how things stand, we wouldn't get very far. Besides, you're in no shape to go anywhere.”

 He was right. Jurel ached everywhere. Moving was a masochistic endeavor. Moving quickly enough to escape would probably kill him.

 “No matter, Jurel. We have weeks before we reach Threimes. With the way you heal, we should be able to play our hand soon—whatever that may be.”

 “But what about-?”

 “Enough for now. I begin to tire. Besides, you have company. We will speak later.”

 There was a void in his mind, quickly filled as though Kurin's presence had been physical like a rock suddenly scooped from a pool. When Jurel looked up, he saw the same grizzled soldier who had brought him his bowl of goo approaching. He extended the now empty bowl to the soldier who sniffed in disdain.

 “What, am I your waiter now?” His scornful expression changed to one of mock servility. Wide-eyed with false earnestness, he asked, “Shall I get you anything else, young master?”

 “Someone promised me a steak.” 

 A part of him cringed. One of these days he would learn to watch his mouth. One of these days, he would think before he spoke. Unfortunately, for this day, it was too late.

 “Why you little-” The soldier delivered a wicked kick to Jurel's leg sending a lance of pain up Jurel's thigh He lunged forward, reached down quick as a viper, hauled Jurel to his feet. “You think you're funny, eh?” he growled, and Jurel gagged on the man's fetid breath. “You think you're just a laugh, don't you?” He shook Jurel like a doll. 

 Out of no where, Jurel was blinded by a searing white light and arcs of sparks streaked across his vision. “You think I'm just going to stand here and-” The rest of what he said was lost as he struck Jurel a second time. Dizzy, head-exploding, Jurel's legs buckled but the soldier held him upright and struck him again. “You shit-stained little-” And again.

 “Here now! What's going on?” 

 Jurel thought he heard Gaven call out angrily. He could not be sure. The irate soldier drew back his arm and Jurel watched in horror, unable to make himself move, unable to do more than tense, as the great beefy battle-hardened fist plowed forward and connected with his abdomen. It could not have been worse if the soldier had used a hammer.

 He vomited. The goo that he had just finished choking down came out and splashed on the soldiers chest, soiling the scarlet tabard with brown-gray sludge. Roaring, the soldier released him and stepped back. With nothing holding him up, Jurel collapsed and curled into a ball, rocking himself back and forth, and groaned pitifully.

 “My uniform! You dirty little-” 

 More agony. This time in his back.

 “Stand down, soldier!” Apparently, it was not enough to stop the raging man. Another ball of pain lodged itself in Jurel's side and Jurel vomited again. “I said stand down. Now.”

 Above him, he distantly heard scuffling noises but he did not care. He lay in a heap, curled up fetally, soiled by his own filth and blood, and mewled. 

 “Private, I am putting you on report for this,” Gaven roared.

 “But sir, look at what the murderin' little shit did to my uniform.”

 “What did you expect? You beat an injured man who had just eaten a bowlful of what our esteemed cook dares to call food. Be thankful he didn't decide he needed to piss too. And now, you've disobeyed a direct order. I will see you peeling potatoes for the next month for this. Now get out of my sight.”

 He heard all of this but he could not quite make sense of it. Cooling wetness between his legs told him that he had, in fact, decided he needed to piss, but it did not matter. What mattered was laying there, as still as possible. Maybe that would lessen the pain.

 A hand rested on his shoulder and he yelped, tried to escape, to cringe further away.

 “It's all right,” that same soothing voice from earlier said. “He's gone.”

 Who cared? The damage was done.

 “Jurel? Can you sit up?”

 Not wanting another beating, Jurel moved, stiff as a wooden doll, and managed to get himself into a semblance of a seated position with Gaven's help. He panted from the effort and stars whirled around in his sight, emitting jagged little bolts that seemed bent on pushing away his consciousness. Dizzily, he supported himself with hands pressed to the cold, wet earth. He tried to spit the taste from his mouth, sour and metallic. Hazily, he wondered at the blood that spattered and pooled on the ground.

 “Why did he-?” Jurel croaked but broke off to cough weakly. 

 “I told you not to try anything,” Gaven said softly with an unmistakable tone of rebuke. “These men are right pissed off with you. You killed a lot of their friends and they would like nothing more than to make you pay for that. You need to behave yourself.”

 “Yes mother.” He had heard Darren say that countless times when he had been caught at one of his pranks. His mother had used the same tone that Gaven was using on him now.

 A snort followed his words. “Don't get sarcastic with me.”

 “Why are you helping me?” When Gaven was silent, Jurel pushed his head up to look the young soldier in the eyes. “Why are you protecting me?”

 Gaven's expression was stony. “I have my orders. I'm following them.” Then he stood and walked a few paces before asking Jurel, “Do you need anything else?”

 “More water?” He was not thirsty. He just wanted to get the horrible taste out of his mouth.

 “Fine.” And without another word, Gaven faded back between the tents.

 “Are you all right?”

 “I'll live. I think.”

 “Gods damn it, boy! You gave me a scare. Don't go riling them up. You need to behave yourself.”

 “Yes mother.”



 He could not help himself; in spite of the pain, he chuckled at the absurdity of it all.




Chapter 48

 Things were not going well. Four of his men were dead courtesy of an ambush, two of his scouts were barely fit to travel after he had made an example of them for not finding the ambushers that had waited for them in a stand of trees, and his master was definitely getting impatient with him. To top it off, Kufix, his lieutenant and most trusted advisor, had begun eying him askance, as if it was his fault that events had started to slip from his grasp.

 Xandru stood atop a rise, lost in thought. He barely noticed the steel gray of the clouds, the nip in the air, or the smell of approaching snow. What he did notice was the silence. His men had been as excited as boys when they set out on this expedition and it was often all he could do just to keep them quiet. Now they spoke barely a word, only enough to pass on vital information or instructions for the daily running of their camp. Where before the camp had been alive with tales of bravery—most ridiculously far-fetched, eliciting laughter and derision—and jokes, now all he heard were infrequently grunted requests, “More food,” or “Give me the whetstone.”

 Certainly, he himself had something to do with the morale of his men dropping so low. He was pushing them hard. These men were strong, battle-hardened, some of the best in all the lands, but even when the strongest of them flagged from the grueling pace, he still drove them relentlessly. He did not have much of a choice though, did he? His master had made the price of failure abundantly clear.

 So he drove them, and they began to grumble amongst themselves, where they thought he would not hear, that he would kill them all, and his closest friend looked at him when he thought he could not see like he was some sort of monster.

 The worst of it all, and maybe a blessing in disguise, was that since his master had shown him the whereabouts of their target that day nearly three weeks ago, he had received no new information. He had no idea where the young man was, but at least he had not had to face the master's ire. That last was small comfort. The day of reckoning would come soon, one way or another. Of that he was certain. His only hope was that he would get lucky and happen upon his target.

 Xandru roused himself from his reveries and returned to the camp shouting orders, angry with himself for indulging in such foolish thoughts. Time to get moving.

 * * *

 “And so Gaorla looked down upon the cold masses and said, 'Yea, I shall provide you with shelter from the winter that I have created,' and the people rejoiced.”

 “Amen!”

 “And He gazed with all his eternal love at the starving, and He said, 'I shall provide sustenance so that you may live,' and the people rejoiced.”

 “Amen!”

 “He then turned to a young man whose name was Shoka and He said, 'I shall place you above all, my son, so that you may guide my people into prosperity and health,' and the people cried and bowed to their new Grand Prelate.”

 “Amen!”

 No matter what his mood was, no matter how bitter he was, Thalor was always able to conduct a sermon with the best of them. He was proud of that fact. It was a skill that had taken a long time to master. It was not easy, after all, to gaze serenely at the massed congregation when all he wanted to do was kick things, choke people, and drink.


Damn that Calen! Damn him to the deepest pits of the underworld! His soldiers were bringing Kurin within the next few days. His soldiers! Thalor's men had been tracking them from a discreet distance for the past three weeks as they made their way north. He himself had been keeping an eye on the remainder of the platoon from his new scrying bowl.

 That still irked too. It had taken him hours of painstaking work to consecrate his new bowl and still it did not work as well as the last one. It would take months to get it just right. With one careless act, committed while in a high dudgeon, he had destroyed the best scrying bowl he had ever created.

 No matter. The new one served his purposes well enough and in time, it would be just as good as the last. His real concern was Calen's upcoming victory, tainted with blood though it was.

 “And do you know what Shoka said?”

 He paused for effect, letting his eyes roam across the congregation of peasants to catch the eye of a few lucky souls who would go home later that day and brag about how high priest Thalor had looked at them directly with his kindly, wise eyes, how Thalor had graced them with his personal attention. He hated them. They all wore filthy rags. They all stank of a midden. They soiled this grand chamber, Gaorla's own audience hall, with their very presence. They reminded him of his own parents, those festering fools that had made him live in filth until he left for better things.

 The hall itself was a beautiful homage to his god. The walls were really no more than squared pillars sheathed in gleaming marble. On each side of each pillar, a magnificent stained glass window, depicting the various saints rose to meet the base of the domed ceiling whose peak soared nearly two hundred feet above the floor. Rounded pillars, twelve in all, rose from the floor in two symmetrical rows and arched delicately, high overhead to meet in the center where the ceiling peaked and between the pillars, in the wedges they created, bright, gem encrusted frescoes covered the ceiling that depicted Gaorla's creation of the world. The pillars themselves were works of art, carved with the icons of his religion. Torches hung from each one, spilling light onto the polished marble floor, the gleaming pews, the rapt masses, which was washed away by the soft rainbows shining through the stained glass.

 He stood, as was appropriate, in front of the altar at the end of the hall. The altar, a table carved of more marble, this of the purest white, was covered in the standard linen cloth, snow white with a red cross dyed expertly into the center, and on top of that stood two golden candelabra each holding twelve candles. High overhead, a golden chandelier, seemingly too delicate to hold up its own weight cast a warm golden glow that bathed Thalor in a light that, from the audience, looked like Gaorla himself was shining His holy light down upon His chosen one.

 The ragged masses, dressed in brown and dirty purple rags, looked like bruises on the splendor of the hall. They stared wide-eyed at him, expectantly awaiting his next words. They all knew the story; it was a testament to Thalor's ability as an orator that they were completely enthralled.

 Satisfied with their attention, he continued, “He said, 'O, my God, you have saved your people. You have brought hope and peace. You have shone your blessings down upon us, your humble servants. But I am not worthy of the gift you have bestowed upon me. Please, I beg you. Choose another, more worthy than I.' He dropped to his knees with these words, and prostrated himself at Gaorla's feet.”

 A quiet moan rose from the congregation and Thalor stifled a disdainful sniff. They knew this story. Everyone knew this story. Why did they act as if they were in suspense? Boors.

 He lowered his voice, coloring it with sadness and pride. “Gaorla knelt in front of his most humble servant and laid a hand upon his shoulder...”

 Yes, everyone knew this story. No one better than Thalor. As he recounted the story, he let his thoughts go elsewhere to more pressing matters. Calen would have his victory, balls and ashes! There seemed no way to avoid it. He had planned and hoped and dreamed for weeks that some way may appear before him to turn the tables.

 “...and he said...”

 Nothing appeared. Nothing obvious. Nothing that was not too risky. In a moment of desperation, he had toyed briefly with the idea of sending out his own platoon to annihilate Calen's force but that would have left far too many threads unaccounted for, far too many ways for his own involvement to become known.

 “...'My son, you have proven yourself worthy. Your humility only serves to strengthen that proof.' He smiled down upon his most favored servant and bade him to stand.”

 No. His only option—and it was not much of an option, really—was to let Calen have this victory. It was tainted. Maten was not happy with the losses to his men. Calen, though not fallen from grace, was only a small step away from complete unrecoverable humiliation. Perhaps when the remainder of the platoon arrived with their prisoners, an opportunity would present itself.

 “'From this day forth, you will be my voice among the people. You will tend to them and care for them. You will lead them to great things.' And Shoka wept. He wept tears of joy. He wept tears of love for his God. And he turned, weeping, to his people and he said...”


That was all there was to it. Thalor had lost this round, but he would take home the prize. He would be wary. He would be observant. As soon as his opportunity arrived, he would take it in both hands and he would destroy Calen once and for all. And he would get his prelacy. He was not an ambitious man, not by any means, but he was not aiming too high, after all. He was simply striving for that which was rightfully his in the first place.

 “...My friends, Gaorla has spoken. I will lead you into a world of peace. I will tend to your needs and see to your prosperity. I will do this and I will pray to Gaorla, the one true God, and he will guide my steps. Follow me, for I will see it done as our God has commanded!”

 Once he had his prelacy, it would be a small step to Grand Prelate. No, he was not ambitious. But he would dutifully take that which was rightfully his.

 “Amen!”




Chapter 49

 Thankfully, they had given him use of a small tent. The late season storm that raged outside would have made laying in the snow unbearable. There was not much of anything in his tent, which was little more than a piece of leaky canvas staked to the ground and supported in the center by a rotting pole, but the furnishings were irrelevant. He was out of the wind. Besides his cot—and the pathetic moth-eaten blanket on the rickety wooden frame could barely be called that—there was a brazier that provided just enough warmth to keep him from shivering.

 Jurel sat on his cot and stared at his hands. Nearly four weeks had passed since he and Kurin had been captured. Since Mikal had been run through and left for the vultures. Only four weeks and he was in remarkably good health. His ribs were only sore when he moved the wrong way, the gash on his arm was little more than a scar, and his head, well that was like night and day. Barring the occasional bout of abuse that he endured at the hands of one vengeful Soldier or another, he was almost completely back up to snuff. He could probably start training again—if he were not still shackled of course. And if he had his sword.

 The tent flap opened, letting in a gust of snow-laden wind that swirled around the cramped confines like a dervish, and Gaven, hunched over to clear the low hanging tent, smiled at Jurel.

 “Good afternoon, Jurel,” he said, stretching his hands out to the brazier. “Miserable day out there.” Fully armored as though he was waiting to ride into battle, and covered from head to toe in snow white trousers and cloak, he looked like one of the legendary snow beasts that reportedly roamed the eastern mountains. Rubbing his hands vigorously over the glowing embers, he sighed. “Much better.”

 “Hello Gaven,” Jurel said. “What brings you to my neck of paradise today?”

 Though he was his captor, Gaven had proven to be conscientious and kind. He was more like a host than a jailer and over the past few weeks, Jurel had found himself involuntarily liking the young Soldier. He had an easy going attitude that Jurel found quite disarming despite the less than ideal circumstances, and he was certain that if they had met under different conditions they would have been fast friends.

 “Oh, not much,” Gaven replied airily. “I just thought I'd pop by for some tea and biscuits.” He searched the tiny tent with disappointed eyes. “I see you weren't prepared for company. Well, I suppose if there's no tea or biscuits, a little chatter will have to suffice.” 

 His face took on a dolorous expression and Jurel could not help but laugh at his friend's morbid humor. Gaven joined in, laughing quietly, then they settled into a comfortable silence. 

 The third son of a minor earl in the south, Gaven had joined the Soldiers of God because there really was not a whole lot for him at home. His eldest brother, Morgan, hated him, slighted by the fact that Gaven had won the heart of a young lady that Morgan had wanted to marry, and he had been turned out almost as soon as their father had died of heart failure, some two years gone. Being a pious, idealistic young man with nowhere else to go, he had joined the Soldiers of God in the hope of being able to help bring peace.

 It was an unfortunate choice. He had been disillusioned within weeks of joining. The corps was not at all what he had envisioned. There was no saving innocents from barbaric invaders, no repairing flood washed homes, no providing aid to the less fortunate. There was only the hunting down of men and women that some priest or other heard had broken one tenet or another. But, having signed a five year contract of service, he was bound for another three years. He had made it abundantly clear to Jurel that the moment his service was up, he would bow out gracefully and without hesitation. He had his inheritance to live on and he was certain he could find something more palatable than hunting and burning folk who were guilty of no more than being overly gifted healers who mentioned off-handedly that Valsa must have guided their ministrations, or of having the wrong book in their collection.

 If he chose to apply himself, Gaven's natural charisma and intelligence would have gotten him far in the Soldiers of God. Perhaps all the way to major or colonel. He was thankful then, that Gaven had no intention of staying on. Once Jurel and Kurin put their plan into effect, once they escaped, Gaven would probably be in for a tough time. He was sorry for it.

 “So how's Higgens working out?” Jurel asked more to fill the silence than to hear about the ill-tempered lieutenant.

 Gaven snorted and shook his head before responding. “Tight-ass? He's just as pleasant and engaging as ever. Any more engaging and he would have to shit through his teeth.”

 “Tight-ass. I like that,” Jurel laughed. It was a nice play on the man's first name: Titius. With a clink, his shackles shifted and his laughter stopped. “Damn it, but I hate these things.”

 Gaven fell silent as well and he picked at the black iron chain. “I wish we could just take them off.”

 Hope flared in Jurel, a hot dizzying flash, and it was all he could do to avoid pleading that Gaven do just that. Instead, schooling his voice, he said as jovially as he could manage, “You and me both.”

 Gaven's eyes remained glued to the shackles as he pondered. Finally, he nodded and Jurel felt his heart thudding in his chest. Would he? Would he?

 “Why not? You're my charge anyway, and you haven't tried to run away since we caught you. It seems unfair that you can't even stretch in the morning. And your wrists. By god, but they're chafed.”

 Producing a crude key, barely more than a twisted piece of iron, from one of the sundry pockets in his cloak, he inserted the end into the tiny hole and twisted. With a snick, the cuff fell open and dropped onto Jurel's lap. Another twist, another quiet snick and both his hands were free.

 When the leg irons had been removed, Jurel stood and stretched his arms wide, luxuriating in the feel of long unused muscles moving again for the first time. “Oh, that's good,” Jurel moaned.

 “Yeah, yeah. Try not to get too excited,” Gaven replied with a wry grin. “It may not be for long, depending on what the captain says.”

 Jurel sat, nodding and smiled. “Still, any chance to move as a human should is welcome in my books.”

 “I know. But you have to promise me something. You have to promise not to try anything foolish,” his tone had turned from warm to somber so quickly that Jurel had to look twice to make sure it was still Gaven that spoke to him.

 “Would I do that?” He was the epitome of innocence.

 “I heard about what you said to the captain the first day we got you, how you had to do anything you could to get out of here. I'm placing a great deal of trust in you, Jurel. Please don't let me down.”

 Jurel nodded, trying to look contrite and honest all at the same time.

 “I'm going to regret this.” With a sigh, Gaven rubbed the back of his head.

 Of course he would. Kurin and he had worked out a plan. It was not much of a plan but it was what it was. In the end, the hardest part had been figuring out how to get Jurel out of his shackles. He liked Gaven. He did not want his friend to get in trouble but he had to get away. They were going to burn him alive. He smiled at Gaven and patted his arm reassuringly and Gaven returned his smile. It almost broke his heart.




Chapter 50

 “God's what a shithole,” he thought to himself as he limped along one side of the narrow muddy street. “I can't believe he lived here for so blasted long.”

 Keeping his dark, tattered cloak wrapped tightly and the hood pulled up, he moved stiffly and with a slight hunch; the walk of an injured man. The people who dared look at him, gasped and quickly averted their eyes, and moved away from him. Some were so repulsed by the apparent vagabond, they crossed the street, muddying shoes and hems and trousers alike. Even those that did not look at him, still moved away as though he posed some sort of physical threat to them. The end result was that, as he limped, favoring his injured ankle, the crowds separated around him like a wave breaks over a boulder. At least he did not have to fight his way through the throngs that milled in the streets.

 Shivers wracked him as he walked; he needed a healer. He was sweating and he was cold in turns, in nasty little cycles that left him all the more spent as the fever played its insidious games with him. He had seen strange things the last few days. He had seen his mother smiling at him, lovingly calling to him that dinner was ready. She was dead these past fifteen years but he had seen her. He had seen Lofren, his old teacher, berating him for getting another stance wrong. Another living dead. There had been a creature, a snake with eight legs or perhaps it was a spider with a snake's sinuous body, that had reared up and glared malevolently down at him from unimaginable heights. He had nearly wet himself with that one.

 This time, he saw colors. A strange rainbow that intermingled, weaved in and out, dancing with the grace of a water nymph. The colors glinted and gleamed and sparkled in the weak, steely light and he stopped, stared, mesmerized by the sight. This hallucination was different from the others. The others had all come when he was so exhausted he collapsed. The others had happened directly in front of him and then disappeared within moments—the only reason he had been able to hold his water when the snakespiderthing appeared was that it was gone before he completely lost control. He was tired, certainly, but he was still moving. The shimmering lights were not far at maybe a hundred paces, but they approached with their graceful dance. Eighty paces. Seventy.

 As they approached, the colors bled away, until all he saw was a dull gray gleam. Instead of dancing, the hazy gleam bobbed up and down rhythmically, and continued to approach.

 “Aw damn,” he muttered. 

 This fever would get him killed. It dulled his senses. Hid the obvious. Those weren't fey rainbow lights conjured by his imagination. Well, they were, but the pretty colors hid the truth as pretty colors often do. That was armor.

 He spun on his heel and stumbled, hissing in pain. Wrong foot. Pushing open the closest door to him, hoping it was a shop and not a home, he walked as normally as he could manage and took in his new surroundings. More colors. What in bloody blazes? He squeezed his eyes shut and wiped away the icy sweat and when he reopened his eyes, the world resolved itself.

 The colors remained but this time, they were the mundane colors of cloth. Racks stood in neat rows, draped with shirts and trousers. The walls were lined with shelves that held rolls of linen and cotton. Here and there, a bolt of brightly colored silk or satin shimmered like errant diamonds scattered amidst coal, in the faint light of the torches that hung on the walls. A seamstress's shop? Maybe a tailor's.

 “What do you want?” a surly, prissy voice asked from somewhere off to his right.

 Turning in that direction, he searched the dimness for the owner. For a moment, he saw nothing until movement caught his attention. He was about to dismiss it as another vision when a man, presumably the tailor, stepped out from behind his counter and stopped a few paces from where he stood.

 He was a thin stick of a man. Even through clothes, bony elbows and knobby knees were visible. He guessed the tailor was about fifty years or so: a band of graying hair wrapped around the back of his head like a basket handle while the top was so bald it shone more brightly than the silk, tiny wire-frame glasses perched on the end of the beak he was certain the tailor called a nose, and eyes squinted disapprovingly from a face that was worn and lined but had not yet graduated to wrinkled and decrepit.

 “Well?” the tailor asked. “What do you want?”

 “I-” He paused, not quite sure what to say. I'm hiding from the guards. I'm sick as a dog, feverish, and I'm seeing my dead mother and snakespiderthings. I'm looking for a man that I've never met or even seen so that we can...what? So that we can... “I need a healer.”

 The tailor snorted. Gesturing to his ragged, tattered, and altogether filthy cloak, he smirked scornfully. “I think you need more than that.”

 “You're right,” he replied. Lifting an edge, if it could even be called an edge anymore, he smiled weakly. “I need a cloak too.”

 The smirk dropped away and the tailor glared at him. “No charity. Get out,” he said and turned away.

 “I can pay of course.” Desperate, he lifted his purse and shook it, filling the air with the tinkling of coins.

 The tailor froze in his steps. With a broad smile, he approached. “Well then, that's different,” he beamed. “Why didn't you say so in the first place? Let's take a look and see what we have, shall we?”

 The magic of silver never failed. The tailor, his demeanor completely reversed, started puttering around his shop, fingering one fabric then another, all the while keeping up a litany of friendly chatter: the weather, “cold isn't it?” And why not? It was still winter after all; the lack of custom, “Something's afoot. Causing my trade to dry up.” If he only knew the half of it. 

 “As I take a better look, I can see that your cloak was of a fine cut, hmmm? How about this one?” He lifted a bright yellow thing off of a rack.

 “No. Something a little more...conservative I think.”

 “Of course. I should have guessed. My apologies sir.” The flood of words continued (inane gossip, “Javon was mighty put out with Niklas for letting them out of his sight. I heard Niklas is scrubbing pots at the barracks now.” Better men than this Niklas had lost that particular quarry) and he searched the racks for what he thought would be appropriate. “I take it from milord's condition that the roads are dangerous to travel, hmmm?”

 “Something like that.”

 The tailor lifted another cloak, this one so red it made his eyes hurt. “This one? No. More conservative, you said.” He laughed and shook his head. “This one doesn't exactly scream conservative, now does it?” He continued, from one rack to the next, expertly flipping clothes out of the way to expose others to his scrutiny. “I hear that strange things are happening in the east—did you come from that way?—soldiers are roaming the caravan routes. They say—this one? No. Too blue. I can see that you are a man of distinguished tastes—they say that strange lights appear in the skies at night and that an entire platoon of God's Soldiers were found slaughtered.”

 “You don't say.”

 “Hmmm? Well, no matter. Here! I think this should do.” He pulled a length of dark fabric. It was hard to tell if it was blue or green, but it looked well made, about the right size, and warm.

 “Fine. How much?”

 “For this? It's a fine piece. Beautiful craftsmanship. I made it myself, you know. Look at the thickness of the wool-”

 “How much?”

 The tailor's oily smile faltered and he stared wordlessly at him for a moment before remembering himself. The smile returned, though it was a little more sickly.

 “Five silvers.”

 He guffawed, certain he had misheard. “Five? Five silvers? Are you insane? That would buy half your inventory. No. Do better than that.”

 “I'm sorry, milord, but times are hard. The roads are dangerous and I don't know when I'll get my next shipment in. A man's got to feed his family, after all.”

 “His family and half the neighborhood apparently,” he growled. The bloody swindler!

 “I can see that you have encountered difficult times so I will be generous. Say four, and ten.”

 “Two.”

 Sweat popped out on the tailor's brow and he began to tremble. “The quality is unmatched anywhere between here and Threimes itself. Four,” he countered.

 “I will make one final offer. Two and five and even that's easily more than double the value. I'll throw in my cloak also. Perhaps you can salvage some of the material. For a handkerchief or something. Take it or leave it.”

 The tailor slumped his shoulders and held out the cloak. It was green. When he counted out the appropriate coins—and saw his purse heavily diminished for it—he shrugged off his old cloak and donned the new one, tying the lace at his neck.

 “Now, as to my other request?” he asked.

 Since the transaction was complete, the tailor resumed his surly expression and gestured beyond the door. “There is one down the street.”

 He was not a tall man, but he had never needed height to be intimidating. He let his glare pin the tailor to the spot and in the most grating voice he could muster, he asked, “Where?”

 The color drained from the tailor's face and wide-eyed, he began to tremble again. “Four doors down. A woman by name of Magan.” 

 “Thank you.” With a toothy grin, he turned away and stepped out the front door. Certainly, enough time had passed by now that the guards should be a long way down the road.

 He looked left, then right and when he saw no steel and no rainbows, he sighed with relief. Four doors down, the tailor said. All right then. Four doors. He limped on, reading the signs that hung over the doors until, just as the tailor promised, he saw the one he needed. Putting his hand on the latch, he paused when a strange sight caught his attention. There, across the street, was a small shop with boards nailed across the door and a sign painted red that warned 'NO ENTRY'.

 Was that...? No, it could not be. He could not be so lucky.

 Curious, he crossed the muddy tract, barely noticing the horse that almost trampled him, barely hearing the irate stevedore that roared at him to watch where he was going, and stopped in front of the boarded door. It was the only shop in his field of view that was closed and he was pretty sure he knew why.

 Casually, he strolled to the mouth of the narrow alley that ran along the side of the shop and with a quick glance to make sure he was not noticed, he slipped down the dark path. Making his way to the back of the shop, very narrow from the front but remarkably long, he stepped over the stinking debris that was so common in alleys such as this. When he reached the back, he jumped the fence, making sure that he landed on his good foot.

 A shed with windows running from end to end, a small garden with a strange overhang that seemed to serve no other purpose than to keep light from whatever grew there, and a well. That was it. Nothing of interest. The shop and the attached residence would be empty. That would have to do. He needed rest. His guts were screaming at him and his ankle felt as though it had been wrung out by the world's strongest laundress.

 The back door was locked but that was no problem. Injured or not, he was immensely strong—decades of weapons training had seen to that. A solid grip, a quick twist of his wrist, and he heard a small snap. The latch gave easily and he entered into a kitchen. A haze of dust sparked in the squares of sunlight that patched the floor but except for that, the place had that indistinct colorlessness of disuse as though with the tenant gone, it had lost its soul and faded. He thought he could still smell lingering traces of cooking in the air, though only a hint remained under the mustiness. Skirting the wooden table that stood in the center of the room, he approached the door that should lead out into the front portion of the structure. The shop. If he was right, if this was the place he thought it was, then he may be in luck. Gods, he hoped he was right. He needed to rest. He needed proper care. Through the door then. He steeled himself and pulled.

 And he was right. A wave of relief threatened to unman him, to buckle his knees and leave him sobbing on the plank floor, as he stared at the cot and the counter lined with vials and jars. It was all dust covered, untouched for weeks or months. In the gloom at the other end of the room, the faint trace outline of a ragged overstuffed chair stood in front of a cold fireplace. 

 He needed to see. He needed the light and the warmth a fire would provide. He would have to risk someone noticing smoke coming from the chimney of a shop that was barred. Against the side of the fireplace, a neat pile of dry wood was stacked and again, he found himself thanking his luck and the previous occupant. The fire was a quick affair to get going and with that complete, he turned back to the counter.

 Sifting through the jars, he read the labels, creating two piles. “No, no, no,” he muttered to himself, and one pile started to grow. “Yes,” that went in the other pile. “No, yes, no, no, no, yes...”

 Satisfied he had all he would need, he rifled through the drawers under the counter, pulling out bandaging and swabs, a needle and some gut that he hoped was not too dry and brittle for his purposes. Piling his booty on the cot, he sat and gingerly removed his cloak, then his tunic. Removing the dirty, makeshift bandage was the worst of it; it stuck to the damaged flesh and pulled his wound open again when he tore it off. He hissed at what he saw. 

 Angry red lines, hot to the touch, radiated from the gash low on his abdomen like crooked spokes on a wheel. The gash was a ragged thing; it had endured much abuse over the last weeks. Every time it had started to close, some new movement on his part had caused it to rip open again. Now it oozed dark blood and nauseatingly fetid pus. He could not be sure exactly how long it had been since he had sustained this injury. Time had flowed together into one seamless haze as he trekked from the battle to this muddy little village.

 Sorting through the jars, he found one and, after pulling the stopper free, he downed the bitter concoction within. Probably too much, he thought, but he would need it. Working as quickly as his shaking fingers would allow, he cleaned the wound as much as he could stand, and poured half the contents of a second jar onto the wound. On contact, the liquid bubbled and hissed, turned to white foam and he grunted as pain flared almost as bad as the original wound.

 It took him three tries before he managed to thread the needle and that almost made him laugh. Sewing himself shut would be a real chore if his hands kept it up. His bald tailor friend would have cringed to see it.

 As expected, it was not a pretty job, though not too painful thanks to the jar of painkiller he had drunk. The stitches were an irregular criss-cross that any healer's apprentice would have scoffed at but at least they held. They would do.

 The painkillers were starting to make him drowsy. The room began a lazy spin and he had to blink several times in rapid succession to clear his vision enough to finish what he had started. Knowing he was too far gone to try anything as complicated as making a poultice and wrapping bandages, he settled on carefully putting his supplies back on the counter that seemed to continually dodge him. 

 That completed, he lay on the cot and let the drugs take their natural course. He inhaled deeply, smelled the musty air, the sickly-sweet acridity of the lingering pus, and the bitterness of drugs. By the time he exhaled, he was unconscious.

 * * *

 He woke slowly, clawing his way up from the depths like a man buried alive. When his eyes opened, it was dark. Terror gripped him. Was he blind? Was he having a nightmare? Then he remembered. The shop. His fire must have gone out. That was all. No need to panic. Disgusted with himself, he raised his sore body and winced as the stitches in his abdomen stretched.

 The pain was less. It was there, but it was duller. Pressing his fingers against the taut flesh of his gut, he was relieved when there was not so much heat. He...

 The painkillers were still addling his mind. He was getting ahead of himself. First things first. He needed to rekindle the fire. Groaning, he rolled off the cot, staggered over to the fireplace. It was still warm, but the last of the embers had died out. That meant he had slept the night and probably most of a day through. Wonderful.

 He did not need much fire this time. Just enough to inspect and wrap his wounds. He needed to be off. He needed to find a certain man. A man he had never seen. At least he had a name. A few discreet inquiries around town had pointed him to a woodworks and a tavern. Due to his injuries, he had not yet been able to follow up on those leads but he planned on rectifying that today.

 In the light of the fire, he inspected his wound. He had been right. The angry red lines were beginning to dissipate. They were still there, but they were definitely less distinct. There was still some off color ooze too, but the smell was less. He felt his hopes rise. Perhaps he was not too late.

 More burning, bubbling liquid, more sizzling pain. Small price to pay, really. While the fluid still bubbled white in the wound, hissing audibly, he soaked a small cloth in stuff from several jars and applied them to his abdomen. Next came bandaging. It took him three tries to manage to wrap the long swath of linen around himself so that it did not bunch or slip off. When he did, he tied it and stood up. It was not perfect but it was a damn sight better.

 Immediately, he noticed that he was able to stand straighter. Not completely straight, to be sure. But it felt good to have that little bit of extra mobility. It was an assurance that he was healing. Another assurance was his hunger. He was nauseous from it. He had lived with his nausea for weeks but that was illness caused by injury and infection. This was the good, clean protest of a gut that cried out for nourishment.

 And that answered the question he had been asking himself for the past ten minutes. Where would he start his search for this man? Why, the tavern of course.

 With a smile, he gathered up the remaining jars and stuffed them into a small sack he found. Slinging that over his shoulder, he hitched his sword more comfortably on his hip and strode into the kitchen and out into the early evening air.

 Finding the tavern was easy. The rambling structure was like almost every other tavern he had seen in his time. The main room looked the same too. A bar, benches, fire pits; it was as if someone had designed the blueprint for the perfect tavern and every would-be tavern keeper from that point on was given a copy.

 There were only a few patrons in the tavern. Meal time would be starting up soon and then things would get a little rowdier. For now, things were still quiet, and that gave him relatively few targets. Two men sat on rickety stools at the bar and the barkeep, another of those fat balding men wearing a stained apron—he wondered momentarily if there was a blueprint for that too—was wiping tankards with a dirty rag.

 Food first. He approached the bar but the well built man with a bandage on his right stopped him up short.

 “A short, injured man is asking about me. Thanks. I'll keep it in mind.” 

 He was drunk. With a disgusted sigh, he quietly approached and listened to more of the conversation.

 “You should. Don't know what he wants but...” The smaller man on the right trailed off meaningfully.

 “Thanks.”

 Luck smiled on Mikal for the second time in two days. This was him. With a smile, he sat on the stool beside him and called out to the barkeep, “An ale and a trencher!”

 The barkeep nodded and gestured that he would be over shortly. He turned his attention to the man sitting beside him. Short cut black hair with stripes of gray, dark eyes that would have been at home on a falcon or a hawk. He was a solid man. Not too tall, but well muscled. Even drunk, he moved with a certain fluid grace. This man had been a soldier at some point, and unless the painkillers were still screwing with his thoughts, he would guess cavalry. Not so skilled as he himself was, but still a solid opponent and not one to take lightly.

 “You Daved?” 

 Instantly, the other man tensed, training and instincts taking over, preparing him to fight in a heartbeat. His weight shifted slightly, putting his balance a little more on center, a little lower. His arm pulled in, almost insignificantly, but enough to maximize his defenses. All this, the man did in the blink of an eye, and surreptitiously enough that if the eye was untrained, it would not have noticed. All this the man did, and probably barely registered it himself for they were the motions of long-ingrained instinct.

 Mikal was impressed.

 “What's it to you?” the man asked warily.

 “I'm looking for Daved. I have news of his son.”

 That had the desired effect. The man's face fell open and Mikal could almost see the fumes of alcohol pouring out of his system.

 “I'm Daved,” he said.

 He smiled. “Perhaps we should find a more private place to speak. My name is Mikal.”




Chapter 51

 Perched precariously on his stool, he stared blackly at the worn counter top that stretched from one end of the tavern to the other. His thoughts were muddled, flighty and oozing all at once. “Probably the five ales I've had,” he thought wryly. “Probably why I can't seem to keep my balance on this bloody sliver of wood he calls a stool.” 


 It did not matter. His mood was not a good one and a little drink would not kill him. Besides, it helped to dull the pain in his hand.

 “'Nother round?” asked the flabby barkeep, eying his empty tankard meaningfully.

 “Sure. Why not?” Daved said and fished out a copper piece. The barkeep, Karn, knew his customers. He knew when they wanted idle chatter and when they wanted to be left alone. With a sympathetic glance, he thunked down the fresh ale, and returned to the other end of the bar and wiping tankards with his filthy rag.

 He was not one for heavy drinking. When he came in here, generally with a few of the other laborers from town, he would stop himself at two tankards. Maybe three if the day had been particularly strenuous. Today was different. Today, thoughts of his son were especially strong. He thought often of Jurel of course. Adopted or no, he was Daved's son. 

 On a normal day, he did his work, cutting lumber at the woodworks for old Gaffrey, stacking the hewn planks neatly in piles sorted by type and length, and when he was done, he would go and have a drink or two and think about his son. But today was different. Thoughts of Jurel were so strong, he imagined that if he closed his eyes and reached out, his son would be standing there, indignant that his father was pawing at him. 

 Hewing the wood was dangerous work. The teeth of the massive circular saw were sharpened so that one mistake, one slip, could find a man short a few fingers, or a hand. Out of sheer, unmitigated luck, he had escaped with no more than a deep gash in the meat of his palm. When old Gaff had come running at the sound of Daved's exclamation, he had been visibly—and rightly—upset. 

 “What the damn?” he had bellowed. Daved had shown him the injured hand and Gaff had shaken his head. “You know better than that, Dave,” he had shouted. “How the blasted blazes did you manage to pull such a bone-headed blunder?”

 Daved would have been furious with the man if he had not been so furious with himself. “By being an idiot,” Daved had responded.

 Gaffrey's voice had dropped to more moderate tones and his look turned sympathetic. “Thoughts o' your boy?”

 With nothing to do but be honest, Daved had nodded.

 “Tell you what. You're no use to me today. Get that bound up and go drink yourself into a stupor. It'll help.” Then he had cackled and the sound was strange coming from such a large man. “For today. Be back tomorrow if you're up to it.”

 Daved had grunted his thanks and after getting his hand stitched at Magan's, he had taken his employer's advice.

 It was early evening and he was five tankards into a rip-roaring drunk, the kind of drunk that often ended with one waking up with a blazing headache, a mouth filled with dirty straw, surrounded by iron bars and completely oblivious as to how that had happened, and about to start on his sixth when Janks, dusty as ever from his work over at the mill, took the stool beside him.

 “Hey Karn! Round over here!” he called, waving his hand over his head.

 “Hang on, you lout,” came the good-natured holler.

 The tavern was quiet. Only a few patrons sat huddled over trenchers, stuffing steaming venison into their mouths between conversation. They did not need to shout but it was a nightly ritual with those two. When Karn thumped a tankard in front of him, Janks took a long swallow and sighed contentedly, with a foamy mustache dripping into the corners of his mouth. Karn did not move.

 “Put it on me tab, Karn.”

 “Like hell. You owe me damn near what this bar is worth already.”

 “Wha-?” Indignant, Janks stared at his friend with wide-eyed innocence. “I paid that last week!”

 “Yeah, sure you did. Maybe the guards will believe you,” Karn smirked at him.

 “I'll pay you tomorrow. Is that good enough?”

 With a laugh, Karn walked away. “You're gonna break me, Janks.” This was all part of the ritual too. Karn knew Janks would pay up at some point. He always did.

 “Bloody thief,” Janks muttered angrily. It was spoiled by the sparkle in his eyes. Turning serious, Janks glanced at Daved. “How you doin Dave? I hear you had a accident today.”

 “Just a scratch.”

 “Oh? Magan was sure that you were a hair's breadth from losin your hand.” He gestured to the white bandages wrapping Daved's hand from fingertip to wrist. “Looks to me, she was right.”

 “You know Magan. She would tell you a splinter was a tree.”

 “Mayhap,” Janks conceded and took another long pull of ale. “But it ain't like you to mess up like that. You okay?”

 “Aye Janks. I was stupid. Lost in my own thoughts and it cost me. That's all.”

 “Your kid?” 

 He had not been in town long. Only a few weeks, but the townsfolk were a nice bunch. And chatty. He had told Gaffrey that his son had gone off to join the army after their farm's new owner had made it clear that he did not want him around. He himself had tendered his resignation shortly afterwards. The story was true enough that it was easy to remember and had very few inconsistencies to raise suspicions. The day after he told Gaff the story, everyone knew. Everyone sympathized with him; many had seen their grown children go off to make their own way, after all. Within a week, his reputation as a fastidious worker spread and he had cemented his status in town. Finding friends had been easy.

 Finding out that Kurin had already been gone more than a week, presumably with Jurel in tow, well, that had been more difficult.

 “Aye. My kid. Stupid of me.”

 “Well, no matter. I'm sure he's doin fine. If he's anything like you, he'll be an officer before the week is out. Then it's all easy sailin for im. I'm sure of it.” Finishing his tankard, he gestured to Karn who rolled his eyes and drew another. “I heard somethin else though,” Janks said in a low conspiratorial voice, scootching his stool forward until he was only a handspan from Daved.

 “Aye? You're wife was found in another man's bed again?”

 Janks guffawed. “No. Not tonight. That I know of anyway,” his eyes sparkled for an instant then dimmed and he was serious again. “Listen Dave. Tanner up t'other end told me someun's been askin fer you. Some short feller but wide like a bull. Walks with a hunch and a limp like he's hurt or somethin.”

 “A short, injured man is asking about me,” he said in a monotone. Daved was not too certain that he cared. His work on the sixth tankard was progressing apace and his head was full of cotton for it. “Thanks. I'll keep it in mind.”

 “You should. Don't know what he wants but...” He left the thought unfinished and stared meaningfully at Daved as though he thought Daved's own imagination could fill in the blanks. Daved's sodden wreck of an imagination. The same imagination that would soon start to forget what his name was. Nice fellow, Janks, but none too bright sometimes.

 “Thanks.”

 He did not notice the man that took the stool on his other side until a gravely voice called out to Karn for a round and a meal. The man was stocky, short. He wore a green cloak that looked new and his attention rested on Daved, all too intent. 

 Fine then. Maybe Janks had something between his ears after all. A little.

 “You Daved?” he asked.

 Daved tensed, warily eying the stranger. Being an ex-soldier, he knew the bearing. This man was trained. From the way he sat to the way nothing seemed to escape his attention, Daved knew this man was a professional. From the aura of danger that he emitted (the same aura that Daved's friends noticed around him though they never mentioned it), he knew that this man was dangerous. Even hurt, this man would be a formidable, maybe insurmountable, opponent in battle. 

 “What's it to you?”

 “I'm looking for Daved. I have news of his son.”

 All thoughts of danger fled. This man knew Jurel. His mind cleared, the fog of intoxication parting like a curtain when adrenaline seeped into his system. An injured soldier had traveled who knew how far to give him news of his son. Was Jurel hurt too? Or worse. Was he...? No. Not that. 

 “I'm Daved,” he said, his voice tight.

 The man smiled and that too Daved recognized. It was the hard smile one soldier gives another when there's trouble afoot. “Captain's dead and we're surrounded by pissed off cavalry that outnumber us twenty-five to one,” that smile said. “See you on the other side.” 


 “Perhaps we should find a more private place to speak. My name is Mikal.”




Chapter 52

 When asked, Gaven had reckoned that they were only two days from the great city of Threimes. That would not give them much head start. They needed to act. They needed to move. Their escape plans had been put on hold for too long. They had not had much choice; Jurel had taken much longer to heal from his wounds than expected. Probably due to the near constant beatings he received when one soldier or another snuck into his tent, bent on exacting revenge for comrades slain by his hand.

 The sun began its reluctant descent in the west, though it was hard to tell with the iron gray clouds that covered the land from horizon to horizon. Only the barely perceptible darkening of the sky warned that nightfall was just a couple of hours away. It was a warm day, a little above freezing, and Jurel could smell spring in the air like the promise of a thousand flowers kissed by a thousand bees. The snow was melting, leaving muddy patches so the land looked like an oversized pinto, and the road itself was more mire than anything.

 As usual, the day's march was uneventful. Jurel kept himself occupied by trying to communicate with Kurin with that mental link Kurin had said was a 'Sending'. It was not an easy thing to do while walking. Indeed, Kurin told him several times that even he, with decades of experience, found anything more than a few words difficult unless he was lying down and undisturbed. Jurel persisted and by the time they made camp, he was becoming fairly proficient but not before he had scraped hands and knees several times when his feet found rocks or ruts that his distracted eyes did not. Making matters worse were Gaven's constant interruptions. Jurel liked the man despite their situation, but he had an unfortunate propensity to talk. Usually, just as Jurel was reaching that most delicate point in the process where even the tiniest break in concentration meant failure. All in all though, Kurin was very pleased with his progress. 

 The first time Jurel had succeeded in reaching Kurin he had heard the old man yelp from where he walked at the other end of the line. Apparently, Jurel had had all the subtlety of a rampaging rhinoceros. With a thorn in each of its feet. In heat. Kurin had scathingly rebuked him for his clumsiness, told him to calm down. There was no need to yell. Properly contrite, Jurel had tried over and over, sometimes successful, sometimes not, until finally, Kurin begged him off. “Enough for now,” the thought echoed in his mind. “Too much more and we'll be too tired to do anything later but sleep.”

 Jurel relented in his efforts. The old man was right. He was getting tired. Besides, he was confident that when the need arose, he would be able to make contact. If he did not, then certainly Kurin would.

 Some time later, after the sky had darkened from iron gray to slate and torches had been lit along the line, Lieutenant Higgens's voice drifted back to where Jurel walked, and he heaved a sigh of relief. Another day's march was at an end.

 One of his earliest memories was of the time his father, his real father, had taken him to a festival one night. Jurel could not recall which festival but he recalled people, hundreds of them, thousands, milling about in a large square at the center of a city whose name he could not bring to mind. An eerie silence had settled on the crowd and Gram had pointed to the sky. “Look there, Jurel.” Sitting on his father's shoulders, he followed the finger until high overhead, a burst of light erupted. Bright yellow lines of fire, bright as day, had spread from a central point so that there appeared to be a cartwheel made of light high in the sky. Gram had called them 'fireworks'. There had been many more after that, all different colors and sizes, shaped like wheels, mushrooms, flowers, and he seemed to remember one that looked like a dog, but it was that one, that first one that Jurel remembered most clearly. 

 With their torches, the soldiers reminded Jurel of that one burst. As soon as Higgens's voice reached them, they spread, their torches leaving blazing trails shimmering in the night air, in a wide circle; there was a sudden frenzy of activity to set their camp and dig in for the night. Every evening they performed the same ritual and every night, Jurel felt his throat tighten with ancient sorrow. Only Gaven was left to stand guard over Jurel and up ahead, Kurin stood beside Captain Salma's horse.

 The tents went up, growing from the earth under the steady, disciplined hands of Soldiers and fires appeared at three different points. Jurel watched very carefully. He needed to know the entire layout of the camp tonight. The horses were picketed a few yards from the farthest tents, their reins tethered to the one wagon the platoon had brought to store their supplies—they did not need more; a stop at any village, and a few words from Salma always saw the cart overflowing with stuff. He imagined his sword was in that cart. He wondered if he could somehow manage to retrieve it.

 As if sensing his unease, Gaven looked askance at Jurel from his saddle. “Are you well?” he asked.

 “Uh? Oh-oh yes. Yes, I'm fine,” Jurel mumbled with a weak smile. “Just tired is all.” He lay his hand across his ribs and grimaced. “Tired and sore.”

 With a sympathetic smile, Gaven climbed down from his saddle and stood in front of his friend. “You need a healer?”

 “No thanks. I just need to rest.”

 He walked to the supply wagon, ostensibly to pull out his own tent. No one set it up for him. He had to do that himself ever since Captain Salma had grudgingly agreed to let Jurel remain unshackled. His ratty piece of canvas was not hard to find. Gathering it up, more carefully than was needed, he scanned the cart, and felt his heart leap into his throat. There, right there in front of him, the pommel of his sword glowed dully in the firelight. Beside it, he recognized the packs that he had spent weeks sleeping beside. Or on. Or under.

 Satisfied, he wandered back, tent rolled up and stuffed under his arm, found a spot not far from where Gaven was setting up his tent and he erected his own as quickly as he could. He wanted to get inside. He wanted to tell Kurin what he had seen. It would be tonight. Stifling his excitement, he set up his bedroll, foregoing the rickety wooden frame that kept him up with its creaking. 

 His brazier kicked up its first flame when Gaven entered, followed by a lean woman with gentle eyes.

 “I know you said not to bother, but you looked sore so I brought the medic.”

 “I'm fine, Gaven. Really. I feel much better,” Jurel said. He hoped Gaven did not hear the begging tone of his voice. He did not have time for this. 

 “Nonsense, young man,” the medic said with a gentle smile. “Gaven tells me you favor your side. Take your shirt off and let me see.” 

 With no alternative, Jurel complied. Perhaps he could get this over with quickly. Crouching beside him, the medic, wearing corporal's bars deftly ran her fingers along Jurel's ribs, mumbling to herself the whole while. “Hmmm. Nothing too serious.” She poked and Jurel jolted. It tickled. “A few bumps, some bruising...hmmm.” She was a very pretty woman. She reminded Jurel of Erin with her gold spun hair and blue eyes. She wore no armor and although her uniform left her looking shapeless and generic as uniforms are wont to do, there were hints of curve and valley where her outfit pressed tight against her skin. Her figure was spectacular, the kind that men dream about from the age of adolescence. Her eyes pored over his flesh far too thoroughly for his liking as she ran fingers and palms down various parts of his torso, and he felt his face flush with embarrassment. Gaven noticed and chuckled.

 “You dirty knave you. She's a healer. You're her patient. No more,” he said which made Jurel heat up even more.

 Amused, the medic glanced up. “Don't worry,” she smiled knowingly. “It happens all the time.”

 He prayed fervently, silently entreating all the gods of all the known worlds, that she would not look farther down.

 “You don't look too bad,” she said, leaning back from him to rest comfortably on the balls of her feet. “Surprising really, considering the injuries you sustained.” She considered him for a moment before nodding to herself. “Tell you what. I think all you need is a good night's sleep so I'll give you a drink that will let you sleep comfortably.”

 “No,” Jurel cried far too loudly.

 Both Soldiers eyed him, their expressions suddenly stony. “I-I mean, thank you but those potions leave me groggy and sick the next day. We're not far now, right? You said two days, Gaven? That's not far. I'll be fine.” 

 They continued to stare. He began to grow exceedingly uncomfortable. He thought he could already hear the shackles reclosing around his wrists and ankles, feel the cold bite of the iron. He had ruined it. They knew. He kept a smile plastered on, hoping it would encourage them to leave him alone. It was the medic that saved him.

 “Those elixirs do tend to have unfortunate side effects. Some have complained of feeling hung over the next day.” She nodded. “It is up to you, of course.”

 “I don't want to walk all day feeling like I'm going to sick up,” Jurel said. “I can handle a little soreness.” His eyes stayed on Gaven who was looking at him with a hint of suspicion. “Really, I'm fine, and after an entire day of marching I'm sure I'll have no trouble sleeping.”

 That seemed to do the trick. Gaven's eyes softened and he nodded. A smile broke across his features and he asked, “So then, are you up for a game of Bones while we wait for mess?”

 Careful not to show his disappointment, Jurel nodded. “Sure,” he said. 

 He desperately wanted to contact Kurin but considering how close he had come to ruining everything, well, that would have to wait.

 * * *

 “Bones!” Gaven cried out triumphantly as he displayed his hand of four Skeletons, three Royals, two Knights and a Jester. Jurel sighed and threw his own hand face down on top of the pile between them on his bedroll.

 “You've got all the luck,” he grumbled and Gaven laughed.

 Their platters were on the ground near the door, wiped clean of the less than stellar slop Gaven had brought them. They had played a dozen hands of this frightfully complicated yet enjoyable game since finishing their food and Gaven seemed ready to play a dozen more. He would; he had only lost two hands. 

 “What time is it?” Jurel asked. 

 He had to admit he was enjoying himself. Time spent with Gaven was always enjoyable. The young Soldier was quick-witted and engaging. He had a black sense of humor that always made Jurel laugh. They grew ever closer during Jurel's confinement, but it was well past time to shoo Gaven out. It would soon be time for him and Kurin to play their own cards. Kurin had tried to contact Jurel twice already but of course with Gaven sitting beside him, it was impossible to answer.

 “Oh, I would imagine it's somewhere near midnight,” Gaven replied. “One more hand?”

 Damn it. “Okay. One more. Then you have to bugger off. I need my beauty sleep.”

 “Beauty sleep? You'll need to sleep a whole year through for that,” Gaven retorted and they laughed.

 Jurel shuffled and handed out the cards, but only half of his mind concentrated on the game. The other half played out scenario after scenario in anticipation of everything that might happen that night. Best case was that they would slip out with no one the wiser and be hours away before anyone noticed their absence. Worst case was that they would both be killed in the attempt but that did not matter. They would be dead in a few days anyway. Best at least to try.

 Actually, he decided uncomfortably, worst case was for Gaven to happen upon them. Jurel or Kurin would have to silence him, maybe kill him, and Jurel did not relish the thought.

 They would wait for an hour to make sure no one stirred in the camp and they would slip out. A quick stop at the wagon, maybe see if they could get a horse or two and they would be off. That was the hope. In theory, it was a simple plan. In reality, he knew that executing the plan would require stealth and a vast amount of stamina. The former should pose little difficulty. The latter...well that was different. After weeks of beatings and barely sufficient nourishment, Jurel could only hope for the best.

 He lay a card down on the small pile of face up cards and drew one from the larger, face down pile. One Royal, one knight and a bunch of off cards. It was not much of a hand and he sighed. He would have liked to win at least once more. Immediately, Gaven picked up the card Jurel had played with a faint chuckle.

 The horses were all unsaddled. That would be a problem. He had ridden bare-back enough to know that riding horses without saddles would put them at a disadvantage. They would have to travel a little slower in order to avoid falling off. Perhaps they could saddle up first. That would be a huge time expenditure. Time during which any soldier would be able to see them. That would be all they needed: some soldier stumbling upon them while they saddled horses because he could not wait until bloody morning to take a bloody piss. A morbid idea came to him: he wondered if the Soldiers would leave their corpses out here to rot. He shivered as he imagined carrion eaters picking away his flesh until nothing but off-color bones were left to molder under the sky.

 One of his off cards joined the pile and he drew another. A Knight. Helpful, but still not much of a hand. Before Gaven's own card reached his hand, he crowed in delight and slammed his cards onto the bed, unsettling the two piles.

 “Bones!” Gaven cried out triumphantly.

 * * *

 It took two more hands before Jurel could finally convince Gaven that he was too tired to continue. Disappointed, Gaven had gathered up his cards and asked Jurel if he was sure they could not play one more hand.

 “Come on, Gav,” Jurel whined. “I'm exhausted. Besides, the cards are not liking me tonight. Maybe tomorrow night, I'll have better luck.” 

 He never did, of course. Whenever they played, Gaven always managed to win the great majority of the time. He won so often that if Jurel did not know Gaven to be an honest man, he would suspect cheating. Perked by the prospect of playing the next night, Gaven asked him if he needed anything else.


Yes. A few hours with no interruptions if you don't mind. “No, I think I'm good.”

 With that, Jurel waved good night and Gaven left, platters in hand, promising to drub Jurel but good again when next they played. 

 Jurel laughed, feeling guilty and strangely sad that there would be no more nights of playing cards.

 When the tent flap fell behind Gaven, he sighed and whispered, “Bye Gav. Hope you won't think too badly of me.”

 Giving himself a shake, he lay on his cot and closed his eyes. Composing himself, he let his mind go still. The world seemed to recede from him as he pushed out his thoughts, and he saw a field of ethereal stars twinkling in the night all around him. This part of the process had stunned him. It was like he had managed to reach the heavens on the clearest night. In near utter blackness, the stars twinkled, some hot, bright pin-pricks, others fuzzy and dim. The first time he had seen it, he had stumbled and cut his hand open on a rock. He did not take too much time pondering it that night. Instead, he let himself be drawn to one star that he knew very well.

 “Kurin?” he whispered silently. “Kurin, are you there?”

 “Well, it's about time you decided to show up.” He was crabby. Joy.

 “Sorry. Gaven didn't want to leave and I didn't want him to be suspicious.”



 “Fine, fine. Is everything clear now?”

 “I think so. I figured we would wait a bit so that Gaven can fall asleep.”

 “I'll fetch you in an hour.”

 “'Fetch' me?” His indignant retort was lost. Kurin had already broken contact.

 He doused his brazier and waited, counting out the minutes by the thudding of his heart. He felt his shirt grow sticky with sweat and he had to fight to keep his breathing steady. His shoulders began to ache and it took him some time to realize that he was as taut as a drawn bow. It was another small battle to loosen muscles that screamed with pent energy. It seemed an eternity when suddenly, silently, his tent flap rose and Kurin entered. Jurel instantly felt the energizing flow of adrenaline in his veins. His eyesight sharpened and he thought he could hear the faint crackling of embers, all that remained of the fires set by the Soldiers, but that was impossible. The nearest fire was twenty paces away, beyond a row of tents. It was far enough that it did not even leave a glow on his tent, let alone bring a sound to his ears.

 Kurin gestured for Jurel to follow and they made their way between the tents, skirting wide of the embers lest some vagrant lick of flame cast them in light. The cool air smelled crisp, and except for a light scent, a mingling of sweat, ashes, and manure, it smelled clean with a promise of more late season snow later on. Cloud cover was sparse yet; a half-moon sailed lazily behind a thin curtain and stars sparkled where the clouds were shredded open. Except for a Soldier who snored like a hacksaw, the camp was quiet. They passed neat rows of tents, stepping carefully to avoid tripping on the tension lines, or on any vagrant piece of equipment—a cookpot, or spear, or any other sundry item that littered the ground of a military encampment—and on to the wagon.

 Silently, Jurel withdrew his sword and clutched it in one hand while Kurin sifted through the sacks for their supplies, adding food from the stores. Provisions in hand, they approached the horses. One nickered a quiet greeting and Jurel rubbed its glossy nose. Taking a closer look, he recognized the coloring. This was Lieutenant Higgens's horse. He smiled.

 “There, there boy,” he whispered. “It's all good. Be a good lad now.”

 The horse bowed his head and nudged at the pack that Jurel had slung over his shoulder.

 “Oh, you want what's in here, do you? Well, if you're good and quiet, I might be able to find you something.”

 Rubbing the horse's sleek neck and whispering in its ear, Jurel turned and found Kurin rubbing a piebald mare three tethers down. Anyone watching might have wondered why these two escapees would spend so much time playing with the horses before making good their escape. Especially when they were surrounded by a band of some thirty Soldiers of God. But they knew horses. A horse was like a person. A horse could hold a grudge for a good long time. One does not just hop onto a strange horse's back and expect it to do what was desired. Not if one wanted to avoid bruises. The animal might play along for a while but sooner or later—and often at the most inopportune moment—an impatient or disrespectful rider might suddenly find himself on his backside in the mud. It was always best to take the time to get to know the horse and to let the horse get accustomed to the new voice, the new scent. They wasted precious minutes but those minutes could mean the difference between escape and capture, between life and death.

 Satisfied that his new mount had taken a liking to him—it only took two carrots—Jurel gave one final pat and went to Kurin's side.

 “Saddles?”

 Kurin hesitated, searching the darkness and pointed. There was a tent, larger than the others at this end of the camp. Presumably, this was the tent where the tack was kept so it would remain dry. Nothing, but nothing, was as nasty as riding in a wet saddle all day, for rider or horse.

 Keeping to the deeper pools of shadows, they reached the tent where they were relieved to see that Kurin's deduction had been correct. A light flickered to life and Jurel started, barely keeping an exclamation of shock locked in his throat. Kurin smiled apologetically over the candle flame worth of fire that hovered a hand's breadth above his palm then rummaged along the row of saddles until he found one he liked. Doing likewise, Jurel almost laughed when he saw Higgens's saddle and picked it up.

 “Sentries,” Jurel whispered urgently. “Did you take care of the sentries?”

 Kurin responded with a wolfish grin and a wave of his hand. Jurel understood: Kurin had ensured that they would not be bothered.

 Leading the horses out of the camp, they picked their way carefully through the treacherous field, the darkness hiding all manner of pitfalls and potholes, until a few hundred paces on, they veered slightly and stepped onto the road. The mud that made up the road bed had frozen over again as the temperature dropped for the night. It was their ardent hope that it would be enough to throw off their trackers for a while.

 When they were a stone's throw from the camp, they mounted, soothing their new mounts for these were trained war horses and did not take easily to new riders, and kicked them to a canter. Another hundred yards and they kicked to a trot, letting the night air pinch their faces and caress their cloaks. It was cold; they both knew they should gather their cloaks close for the warmth but they had been confined for too long, and they did not want to feel caged, even by their own clothes.

 They rode for a time, savoring the air that riffled their hair, savoring freedom. When the cloud cover thickened and obscured what little light they had, Kurin waved his hand and raised his palm. A spark, a sputter, and then a ball of fire woke to burn cheerily and cast its yellow light for maybe ten feet ahead of them. Jurel eyed the ball of light in admiration. Useful trick, that.

 After what had to be one or maybe two hours, Kurin glanced up to the depthless void of the sky and nodded to himself.

 “I think,” he said, “that the snow will start soon. Now that the horses are warmed up, perhaps we should give them a little run.”

 Jurel spurred his horse and with a powerful kick of its legs, it lurched forward and stretched out into a gallop. Kurin kept pace, his own mount flowing smoothly over the ground. He had brightened the ball of flame and sent it out ahead so that it seemed to hang twenty feet ahead of them and the pool of light was plenty for them to see by. They pounded on, the air turning to a wind that billowed their cloaks behind them like flags. They flew ahead, exhilarated; though they could not see the world slip by, still they felt it, felt the river struggling to keep up, felt the blur of long, rolling hills slide past, felt their prison recede into the distance. 

 When the snow started, their tracks would be visible. The farther they were from the camp when that happened, the longer it would take for their trail to be found. So they ran.




Chapter 53

 There it was again. That light that flickered on and off. Xandru could not see much in the darkness of the stand of trees, but he saw that light. It seemed to be moving at about the speed of a horse's gallop, he guessed, and it was perhaps a half mile or so off and heading south toward him and his men. It beckoned him, that light, flickering through the trees, teasingly calling out to him like a whore that begged for him to come see what could be revealed to him for the right price.

 Rarely in his lifetime had he ever been torn by indecision. This was one of them. Should they investigate the light or should they continue on. They were not far from the big stone cesspool that the southlanders called Threimes and that meant his time was running out. Could he afford the price demanded of him? Could he afford the time? But what if whoever controlled that flame knew something about his target? He hesitated. Then just as the first flakes began to sift through the dense weave of limbs he decided.

 * * *

 He could not help it. He laughed gleefully as his mount thundered under him and his cloak whipped and snapped behind him like a banner. Kurin, hunched over his mount's neck, glanced over and shot Jurel a tight smile. They flew down the road at breakneck speed though not once, not for an instant did Jurel believe that either of their two splendid mounts would trip. And they did not. They flew as only trained cavalry mounts can, with a fluid grace that could leave hardened men breathless and a deafening power that could break walls of steel and flesh without slowing, and even if it was broad daylight, even if they could have seen the undulating hills spotted with dense copses of pines, maples and birches to their right, they would not have been able to discern one tree from the next, for they were as the wind.

 A cold prick touched Jurel's cheek then, and another alit upon his forehead. The snow was starting and he laughed all the harder.

 * * *

 “Come on, you lazy bastard. If Tight-ass caught you sleeping on the job, he'd have your hide,” Gershan rumbled and nudged, none too gently, the sleeping Dax with his boot. It was enough that he had pulled lots for the last shift, had to climb out of his warm blankets so that he could sit here and freeze to death while he watched blackness, now he had to cover for Dax not being able to keep his bloody eyes open? He hated waking up so early. Damned bloody pits of darkness, but he hated waking up so early.

 “Dax. Dax! Wake up.” He kicked again, harder this time, and Dax slipped from the tree trunk he leaned against and toppled to the ground. “Dax?”

 Confusion began to replace anger as he crouched and shook Dax by the shoulder hard enough to wake a dead man. Hard enough to jar Dax's helm loose and expose his face. He was pale, almost the color of the snow and his eyes were half open and glazed. 

 “Oh shit,” muttered Gershan as a slow horror started to creep up his spine on icicle feathers. “Dax!” he called, louder this time. 

 Leaning closer, he noticed a faint puff of steam emanate from his friend's parted lips. He was alive. That was a relief. But...

 “Dax!” he barked. “Wake up!”

 Dax did not budge. With a terrible suspicion worming its way into Gershan's thoughts, he ran to the closest prisoner's tent where that young bastard murderer should have been. Of course, the cot was bare. They should never have let him free of those damned shackles. They should have kept a closer eye on the two outlaws. Oh boy, Corporal Gaven would be in a heap of trouble.

 He ran from the tent yelling at the top of his lungs.

 “Alarm! The prisoners have escaped!”

 * * *

 Kurin rode them hard for perhaps a half hour before he reined in and slowed his horse to a trot. Jurel did likewise a few steps and thirty paces later. His mount steamed, filling the chill air with tangy darts of musky horse sweat, and panted great bellows of air. They needed to rest their horses. For all their need for haste, they did not want to ride their mounts to death. That would be a most unfortunate circumstance.

 When he pulled abreast of Jurel, he panted and laughed. “That was fun, wasn't it?”

 Jurel wore a grin that threatened to cut his head in half, his eyes bright with the fever of exhilaration. Out of breath himself, he simply nodded.

 The snow was falling more heavily as they trotted their horses and Kurin clicked his teeth in mild dismay. The road was covered in a fine layer of white powder and he could clearly see the black circles of their horses's prints like a trail of bread crumbs. Perhaps with a bit of luck, the snow would continue and cover their trail. He could only hope.

 They were hours ahead of pursuit. They needed to be at least a day ahead. Two would be better. They would keep riding until they were incapable of sitting in a saddle, then they would rest only long enough to remount and go. They had to. Salma was a bright young lady. She would quickly deduce that they traveled south. They had decided that Threimes would be too dangerous; their only hope was to reach a large town farther south—Merris for example—and lose themselves in the crowd.


He did not look forward to the grueling days and weeks ahead. But it was better than the alternative. He hoped Jurel was strong enough to handle the pressure. That thought almost caused him to laugh bitterly. Jurel? Jurel was as strong as an ox. No, he hoped he was strong enough to handle the pressure.

 He had to. It was their only hope.

 * * *

 Captain Salma and Lieutenant Higgens were bent over a map of the land, intently studying it as if somehow, if they looked hard enough and long enough, it would tell them the location of the fugitives. Gaven stood at attention near the captain's tent flap and tried not to draw any more attention to himself. He struggled to ignore the tickling line of sweat that rolled down his back. Did she have to keep her brazier so hot? He barely dared to breathe.

 Things had not gone well for him. When news came that the prisoners had escaped, the captain had immediately ordered that the camp be struck and stowed, that they would be leaving as soon as possible. Then without skipping a beat, she had turned furious eyes on Gaven and ordered him to follow her. Ordering a private to strike his tent and stow it, Gaven had obeyed (what choice did he have?) while his guts roiled acidly.

 What had followed was a dressing down the likes of which he had never seen, let alone experienced in all his admittedly short tenure in the corps. When Salma had run out of breath, she had turned to Higgens and casually invited him to take his turn. With no more care than offering her place in the mess line. “Your turn,” she had said mildly. It might have gone better for Gaven if the two fugitives had chosen different horses. But no, they had taken the captain's and the lieutenant's mounts and that was like poking a sharp stick at a hungry bear. With a thorn in its paw. And a tooth ache.

 “I say they went north, sir,” Higgens stated and poked a thick finger onto the map. “They know that if they make it to Threimes, they can hide in the crowds. We'd never find them.”

 “Valid point. But they also know that we can trap them in the city and scour the streets until we do,” the captain's tone was rough, tinged red with residual anger.

 “Yes sir. But it's only two days away and surely they know that we'll be hot on their heels. They need a place to go to ground. And fast. They can worry about getting back out later.”


Gaven too was angry. Angry at Jurel for breaking his word. Angry at himself for trusting too easily. Angry because it was easier to be that than to admit Jurel had hurt him. He had trusted Jurel. He thought they were friends, that they had bonded at least a little. Certainly, Jurel was a captive and he was the captor, but they had gotten along so famously. And Jurel had used Gaven's naivety to his benefit. He had simply connived and bided his time until he could walk out of here and leave Gaven to the wolves. He was betrayed.


He knew which way they had gone. He knew Jurel. Well, he thought he knew Jurel. He needed to speak up. He was scared witless of drawing their attention back to him. But he had taken an oath. Only three more years. Ah damn.

 “They went south, sirs,” he said in a quavering voice.

 Two sets of eyes like embers snapped up and burned holes through him.

 Quietly, so quietly, like silk sliding over steel, so Gaven had to strain to hear, Salma spoke, “Did anyone give you leave to speak, soldier?”

 “I-I'm sorry, sir. I take full responsibility.” His voice quavered all the more and he had to clear his throat twice before he could continue. “But I know they went south.”

 “Really,” Higgens said with a falsely encouraging smile. “And how, pray tell, do you know that, corporal?”

 Standing stalk still, he faced ahead, not looking at either of them, but instead looking fixedly over their shoulders as a good Soldier should, and he wished he could rip off his chain mail and wipe that bloody sweat off his spine before the itch drove him mad. 

 “Because I have gotten to know Jurel, sir,” he responded, shoe-horning a note of confidence into his voice.

 “And if you knew him so well, how is it that you did not know he would escape? Or did you know?” Higgens's face went red and spittle flew in tiny droplets as he erupted.

 Fighting to keep himself steady, Gaven spoke quietly. “You are right of course, sir. He-they tricked us all. But I am certain that they went south. I would stake my military career on it.” Then before he could think better of it, he bitterly added, “If I have one left after this.”

 Higgens snorted, turned back to his captain, and drew breath to speak. Without taking her eyes off Gaven, she raised a hand to her lieutenant, a silent command for silence.

 “Corporal, I'm going to ask you a question and I want you to think very hard before you answer,” she said and her stony expression would brook no argument. Her glare was like hot knives, like molten lead, like twin spears. “Are you absolutely certain?”

 Was he certain? Could he be certain? If he was wrong, he would be lucky to get out of this with no more than a dishonorable discharge. He blinked several times to clear sweat that clouded his vision, resisted the urge to shift his weight from one foot to the other. Jurel had lied to him. All those pleasant evenings, all the time spent together, all those games of Bones had been nothing more than a ruse to lull a stupid, gullible fool into helping him escape. How could he be certain? But he was. He was sure of it.

 “Yes sir. I am certain.”

 “Captain, his judgment has proven less than spectacular,” Higgens scoffed but the captain raised her hand again, stilling his tongue.

 “I hope for your sake corporal, that you are right. Higgens, we ride south.”

 And she strode from her tent without another look at either of them. Higgens was two paces behind, but he stopped when he reached Gaven.

 “You better be right,” he growled. “Else I'll make sure you hang for this. You hear me?”

 Then he too left the tent so Gaven was left alone to tremble and breathe deeply, to try to slow his hammering heart. He fought the urge to cry, wanted to curl up right there on the floor and rock himself to sleep. But that would be unseemly. He was a corporal in the 2nd platoon, 5th battalion, Grayson Regiment. Crying was not what corporals did. He hoped he was right—was sure of it—but not because he worried about discharges, or hangings, or whatever other punishment might be allotted for his gullibility.

 He had questions that he wanted answered and, if need be, he would bleed those answers out of Jurel.




Chapter 54

 Far to the east, a faint bar of light extended from horizon to horizon, announcing the arrival of dawn. The land had already begun to warm and if he listened closely, he could hear the faint drip, drip of icicles giving up their lives in the trees. The musky scent of wet decay rose from the exposed undergrowth, puffing up and tickling his nose at every step.

 The light was still there though much smaller, maybe the size of his head. Even better, the pace had slowed considerably to no more than a trot. The owner of that light obviously did not want to wear his horse down. Smart. Well, it would have been smart if there was not an ambush waiting for him.

 Xandru still did not know who he was following. That mystical orb had given him only enough to let him know that there were two horsemen riding, and that one was a large man, muscular. The other seemed leaner but it was hard to tell with his cloak draped around him. Still, it was promising. His master had told him there were two: one tall, young and heavy; one tall, old and lean. Perhaps his luck had changed.

 He whispered orders to his men and they slowly crept forward to the very edges of the trees. The unmistakable croak of bows being drawn sent a shiver of delight up his spine and he grinned. They were close now. Eighty paces and closing. Limbering his sword arm, he passed one more whispered command down the line: a reminder that the two were to be taken alive.

 Fifty paces. Wait for it. Wait. Thirty. Well within range but he wanted to be absolutely sure. The old man was one of the southlander priests. Xandru felt it might be wise to not give him time to send that ball of fire his way. Just a little more. Twenty. Ten.

 “Fire!”

 * * *

 The war horse's breathing was slow and steady though it still steamed, thin phantom tendrils that rose into the growing light. Jurel was glad to see the dawn. It meant that they had survived their first night of freedom. His mount—he had decided to call him Hurricane, for that was how he ran—was trotting at a comfortable, ground-eating pace and Jurel was thinking about asking Kurin for another gallop. The snow had stopped an hour or so before and he was certain their tracks would be easily picked up. He wanted more distance between them and the Soldiers, between him and Gaven.

 A shriek like a hundred knives scraping on rock erupted from Kurin's mount and Jurel turned, dumbfounded when the old man's horse stumbled. Then Hurricane shrieked just as Kurin's mount had and lurched sideways, and it was all Jurel could do to keep in his saddle.

 A roar exploded from his right. Men dressed in rough leathers, with long, greasy hair tied in the back flowed from the edge of the trees. His mount whinnied in pain and stumbled again, and this time he could not keep his place. Leaping from Hurricane's back, he felt his cloak snag on something. An arrow. There was an arrow protruding from Hurricane's neck. How had that happened? A quick glance confirmed that Kurin's horse, like his was mortally wounded.

 The savage men stormed toward them with the intensity of a tidal wave, brandishing serrated swords held high overhead. No time left to think. Jurel's sword rang like a whispered wind as he pulled it from its sheath and he raised it just in time to deflect the first blow.

 Even as he fought, even as the first man fell with his life pouring red hot on the mud, Jurel recognized them. How could he not? These were the men that had left his mother splayed in a corner. These were the men that had laughed as they ran his father through.

 It was almost a relief when, from far away, he heard that ringing in his ears. It was like a long lost relative suddenly showing up at his door. Adrenaline coursed through his veins, power infused his muscles, and he fought. Two more men fell, one missing an arm and the other, his head held on by the merest of sinews, and Jurel quickly scanned the killing field. Where was Kurin?

 Another attacker approached, looking like an enraged demon and swung far too hard. Easily, Jurel stepped back and let his attacker's momentum carry him past and into the slicing edge of Jurel's sword. Nearly cut in half at the guts, the man flopped like a grounded fish.

 The ringing intensified, playing its discordant music in his ears, sending thrills of rage through every fiber of his being and energizing his sword arm which lashed out, thrust, and swung faster than the eye could follow. These people had killed his family. These people would pay. Pirouetting like a dancer around a clumsy thrust he ran someone through and, with a wet crunch, a tremor ran up his arm as he struck spine.

 The metallic tang of blood filled his nostrils, mingling with loosed bowel and the odor of men too long unwashed, and he reveled in it. It seemed to intensify the music he alone heard. Men died and Jurel was the instrument of that death, a whirlwind of steel that no one could stand against. 

 The music stumbled, hesitated. The discordant notes of that symphony of blood turned sour and quieted. Confused he continued his attack. He struck and he slashed. Then pain erupted in his shoulder and the ringing stopped completely. Somehow he had gone blind but he could not understand it. He tasted something. Blood? No. Mud. Why did he taste mud? Did someone throw the road at him?

 When his eyes started to work again, he understood. Someone had not thrown the road at him. Someone had thrown him at the road. An angry thunder rolled in his head and his shoulder felt it should explode. Perhaps it already had. It was difficult to breath too.

 Silence descended and he saw feet approach. From his vantage, it was like those feet and their owner walked along a wall of mud and somehow that made everything clear. He understood. Someone had struck him in the head. Once, twice, who knew? Stunned, he had fallen and when he hit the ground, someone jumped on his back and wrenched his sword arm. Well, that explained that. Of course.

 Gasping as much air into his lungs as he could he spat out curses to the feet that stood before him. Panting, he thrashed and yanked and pulled but his hands were already bound. White light burst behind his eyes, the world tilted, and then he was on his feet. In front of him stood the most hateful man he had ever seen. A short-trimmed though scraggly black beard covered the bottom of his face. Dark eyes glittered cruel triumph. He was dressed much like the rest of his men but by the way the others looked expectantly to him, Jurel knew this was the leader. He roared the most vicious curses he could think of and the man smiled, barely more than a quiver of his beard.

 He saw the fist coming but it was too late to do anything. His head snapped sideways when the fist connected squarely with his jaw and the world turned upside down in a flash of blue-white agony.

 Groggily, he raised his head. The man was talking. What did he say?

 “-is Xandru, yes?” he said in guttural, broken english so thickly accented that it sounded like the man spoke through a mouthful of rocks. “And you are my elkh-eth? My...prisoner, yes?”

 Jurel struggled against the soldiers holding him and another stream of profanity spewed from his mouth, along with a thick cord of blood, until Xandru stepped forward and drove the wind from his lungs with a cudgel-like fist to his midsection.

 “Jurel, stop struggling,” Kurin called weakly from his right. “Keep your temper before the bastard decides to kill—oof!”

 From the corner of his eye, he saw Kurin double over and another grimy soldier withdrew his fist.

 “We will go north, yes?” Xandru said. “My master has—brokhinch, how say—interest to meet you.”

 His tone was mild, almost pleasant, but the glitter in his eyes spoke of pent violence, like a drawn arrow. Jurel nodded. At least they were alive. That was something. 

 Despite that small bit of optimism, despair gnawed at the edges of his rage. They had been so close. They had escaped Salma and Tight-ass. And Gaven. They had gotten away without hurting anyone—though Kurin said a few might sport headaches for a day or two. Dawn had broken and they had been free. 

 Now, with the edge of the sun peeking over the mountains far to the east, a bubble of fire on the horizon, mere hours since they had left the Soldiers of God behind, they were, once again, prisoners. The day seemed to close in around Jurel, to darken even as the light brightened. It became heavy and his shoulders slumped under the weight of it. So close.

 Xandru shouted some orders in his native tongue and Jurel felt a savage tug at his bindings. His keeper dragged him, stumbling and swearing into a semblance of a walk and back into the forest where the shadows added to the oppression. The dead were left in a gully, stripped of all valuables. The wounded were left to keep up as best they could.

 Kurin did not seem to be faring much better. Bound as he was, he looked very old, ancient, and tired. When he caught the old man's eyes, he tried to smile though he knew it was weak. Kurin stared bleakly at him. He did not even try to return the smile.




Chapter 55

 Gaven sighed and it was a mixture of relief and frustration tinged with just a hint of fear. The ground had been churned, frothed by an intense struggle. Blood stained the mud and fouled the air, and Gaven prayed to god that none of it was Jurel's.

 It had not been very difficult to find their tracks in the end. They had ridden hard until the sun was well up and the clouds had begun to dissipate. When the clouds had become patches dotting the azure sky and the sun had neared its zenith, they had found two sets of hoof prints; Gaven knew they were close.

 They found the trail leading into the forest with ease. Whoever had been there had not tried to be secretive about it. They had also found drag marks, gashes in the mud then in the snow with red streaks, like the ground had been cut and bled, and those streaks told the story. Finding the bodies in the gully had sent a chill up Gaven's spine like icy spider's feet. Jurel and Kurin had not been among the dead, though the dead were enough to frighten Gaven badly. Dakariin. Here.

 They followed the trail deeper into the forest and north. There were at least twenty to thirty men, by Gaven's reckoning. Salma pushed her men hard and Gaven had eaten his midday meal in the saddle of one of the spare horses, a bitter nag that seemed intent on doing everything that Gaven did not want. He missed his own horse and he gazed fondly across the lines at him. He glared at the man in his saddle. Higgens, in customary Tight-ass fashion, had requisitioned it. In Higgens's opinion, since it was Gaven's fault their prisoners had gotten away, he could be the one to ride the surly old nag. It was Gaven's unspoken opinion that Higgens was simply afraid of the mare.

 A scout appeared through the trees and Gaven's heart sank further at the expression on his face. The scout reined in beside Captain Salma, and bent forward to whisper in her ear. The captain nodded curtly once, then twice, and her eyes searched until she found Gaven and gestured him forward. He had to saw at his reins to get the unruly beast to comply, but in short order, he approached and saluted.

 “Yes sir?”

 “It seems this is your lucky day. Sergeant Falster here reports that there is a group of Dakariin warriors, twenty strong, approximately two miles out. They have with them our two prisoners.”

 “Are they alive?” Gaven blurted and the captain's expression darkened. “Sir,” he added belatedly.

 Higgens snorted. “You ever know Dakariin to bring along dead, corporal?”

 “No sir.”

 “Here is what we'll do,” Salma continued. “Our troop will charge the Dakariin. You, corporal, will be responsible for safely recovering the prisoners. Do what you must. But make sure they live. Can you do that, corporal?”

 Hope flared in Gaven's heart. She was giving him a chance to redeem himself, to prove that he was not a completely inept fool prone to letting prisoners escape. Higgens's scowl was sure evidence that he would not have done the same. Not willing to pass up the opportunity, Gaven nodded. 

 “Yes sir!” he barked and saluted again.

 Higgens tossed something black and when it hit the ground, it clanked with a metallic chime. Shackles. His eyes found his lieutenant's and then his captain's.

 “Understood,” he said. 

 He was glad to hear that Jurel was still alive. He liked the young man, he did. But his friend had a lot of explaining to do. He would not make the same mistake twice.

 * * *

 The day had begun to dim and shards of cold penetrated his cloak, leaving him numb, almost breathless. The trees crowded around him, jeering him, taunting, and he kept his eyes on the ground to avoid their disapproval. The air smelled of sweat and a rancid tang like rotting meat. 

 They did not go slowly and several times, Jurel found himself dragged along the ground by the horse his leash was tethered to until he could get his feet back under him. He tried to find Kurin but all he could see was an impenetrable circle of poorly tended horses and laughing men that looked like demons with their long scraggly hair, their ragged leather armor, lined with filthy fur to protect against the cold, and angry expressions.

 Stupidly, he found himself wishing that they had not escaped the Soldiers of God. It occurred to him that if they had stayed with the Soldiers none of this would be happening. Right on the heels of that thought, of course, was the more pragmatic idea that hind sight was always perfect sight. And staying with the Soldiers would ultimately have proven...uncomfortable.

 That was when he could think. Most of the time, his entire being concentrated on keeping himself standing, placing one foot ahead of the other. He had stumbled twice, had been dragged through the mud and over exposed roots and brambles and he was scraped and bruised from head to toe for it. He was exhausted, as much from dejection and hopelessness as from the necessity to keep up a horse's pace on foot.

 So it was that when the Dakariin to his right stiffened, grunted, and toppled from his saddle, thudding to the ground to lay in a crumpled, unmoving heap, he barely noticed. Then the Dakariin to his left did the same, and he was confused. Three more Dakariin fell soundlessly before a cry was taken up by the savage men that surrounded him.

 There was a thudding sound, like a hundred large rocks falling onto soft earth and a cry from a hundred voices pierced his shell of exhaustion.

 Turning proved to be a mistake. His eyes had just an instant to spy out several glimmers of steel before the leash that held his wrists tightened and yanked him off his feet. Pain in his shoulder; he landed on a rock. Ignoring the clamor around him, he worked his legs, trying to get them under him. He tasted mud and spit out musty bitter clumps of rotting leaves, scrabbling furiously for purchase. His wrists felt they must shatter. His shoulders burned, strained, protested. His hands were numb as he bumped along the ground, dragged like a child's doll.

 More noise rose into the forest air, a cacophony of men roaring in rage, an off-key symphony of steel battering steel, and high pitched shrieks as flesh was violated by sword.

 Without warning, he suddenly stopped, his face plunging in the mud. Rolling over he gasped and brought his bound hands to his chest. He moaned as the world lurched sickeningly. Slowly, the sounds in the forest abated and when Jurel turned his head, he saw leather-clad mounds that had not been there a few minutes before. Among those mounds were steel clad feet, walking back and forth. 

 Then a face entered his view. A young face. A face that had not so long ago been friendly but was now as cold as he felt. As from a distance, he heard a voice that he knew well.

 “You promised you wouldn't try to escape, Jurel,” Gaven said, and the hurt, reproachful expression nearly broke Jurel's heart. “You promised.”

 “I'm sorry, Gav,” he croaked. “But I had to try. You know I had to try.”

 Then Gaven disappeared and another face loomed overhead.

 “You owe me a new horse, you bastard,” Higgens growled and landed a vicious kick to Jurel's ribs. A roaring flare of agony and a sickening crack bespoke ribs giving under pressure.

 Just before he blacked out, he thought he heard another voice far, far away and from the north. It sounded like the frustrated screech of a hundred demons denied.




Chapter 56

 “You promised you wouldn't try to escape. You owe me a new horse.”

 The shadowy face taunted Jurel. He could not make out the features and he could not think of a name though he thought he should. The voice was strange, oddly comforting yet at the same time, terrible with the promise of pain and blood. Terror gripped him, closed his throat and he tried to run but his legs refused to function.

 “You bastard. You promised you wouldn't try to escape.”

 He gasped weakly and thrashed as shadows filled his vision, obscuring the too bright lamp of the sun. He moaned.

 “You bastard. You promised.”

 “But I had to!” he cried out. “You know I had to!”

 A gigantic hand reached down and wrapped around his body. It shook him. It shook him until his teeth rattled and his bones creaked. It shook him.

 Then, “Jurel. Jurel wake up.”

 His eyes snapped open and he screamed.

 “It's all right, Jurel. You're safe.”

 Panting, cold and sweating, Jurel glanced wildly about. His heart thundered in his chest and his side was on fire.

 “Jurel. Calm down. It's me. It's Gaven.”

 And then Jurel saw him. There, sitting on the edge of his cot, was the young Soldier who was paradoxically his friend. A thought skittered bitterly across the stormy sea of his mind that perhaps 'friend' was too strong a word at this point.

 He took in his surroundings. There was not much to see. The brazier cast its golden glow on the dirty gray walls of his tent. It was the only light, as though the entire extent of his world was right there.

 “Gaven?” Jurel breathed.”Gaven, what's happening?”

 He raised a hand to wipe sweat from his eyes and noticed that his other hand rose unbidden. Shackled. Of course. He sat up, slowly, nursing his wounded side.

 “You're back with us,” Gaven said quietly. The usual warmth was gone. Yes indeed, perhaps 'friend' was too strong a word. “Though you cost us eight more lives.”

 Unaccountably, a pang of guilt, hot and sharp, settled in Jurel's belly, and he looked down in shame.

 “I'm sorry, Gav,” he muttered. “You know I had to try.”

 “I know nothing of the sort,” Gaven hissed. There was anger for certain, but Jurel thought he detected a tricky undercurrent of pain. “I trusted you. I thought you were my friend, and you...”

 Gaven turned away but not in time. Jurel saw the tears in the young man's eyes.

 “Gaven, please,” Jurel began and had to clear his own throat of the lump that formed. “You know what's going to happen to us. We'll be burned as heretics.”

 “And perhaps you should!” Gaven growled before he could get a hold of himself. “Kurin is well known to be a heretic. If you're his friend then maybe you are too. I thought you didn't know what you had gotten into. I thought that maybe you were innocent of the charges, duped into following the old bastard. I thought a trial would have been conducted and you would have been found innocent.”

 He glared Jurel in the eye, a hard stare, like stone, a stare that caused Jurel to quake. A glare from a Soldier of God to a heretic. “I thought wrong.”

 “I'm sorry, Gav. I never meant to-”

 “Enough! I'll hear no more of your lies!”

 Lurching upright, Gaven stormed from the tent and left Jurel to his misery.

 “But I'm not lying,” Jurel called after him.

 * * *

 The next two days were a blur of steel and horse manure to Jurel. He was forced to walk along side Gaven's horse, trying to keep from stumbling, though mercifully their pace was slow enough that it was relatively easy to keep his feet under him. He searched the crowd, hoping for a glimpse of Kurin, hoping that the old man was all right. Most of the faces he saw were those of soldiers, and they returned grim, cold-eyed stares that he quickly looked away from. Every once in a while, he thought he saw a shock of gray hair, walking stolidly beside Captain Salma's horse and he tried very hard to convince himself that Kurin was all right.

 He tried to contact Kurin, tried sending out his thoughts so that he could talk to the old man, but to no avail. Either the man was ignoring him, or his own injuries had left him without the necessary concentration to accomplish the admittedly difficult feat. So he resigned himself to walking. One foot in front, then the other, until a call from Lieutenant Higgens caused Gaven to haul back on the tether as if Jurel was a misbehaving dog that had to be forcibly heeled.

 His tent and cot were unceremoniously thrown to the ground in front him and shackled as he was, it took him until long after the sun was just a memory to get it set up. Foregoing the rickety cot frame, he pulled the thin palette into the corner and curled up for sleep. Someone brought him food, well a gray slop that might at least provide sustenance, but he could not even look at it.

 That was how he spent his last days on the road: weary, bleary and aching from injuries that he could barely remember sustaining mingling with the fresher ones brought on by savage beatings—beatings that Gaven was not in too much of a hurry to put a stop to. On the morning of the third day, they crested a rise, and there before him, sprawling from the river to the forest far north and west, lay the greatest city in the world: Threimes.

 It took his breath away. It left him stunned, and even wrapped in all his aches and exhaustion like a thick, sodden, woolen cloak, he could not help but gawk in wonder. Never in his wildest imaginings could he believe that something so vast existed. It was no wonder that Threimes City was so widely storied. It was no wonder that this city was acclaimed throughout the kingdom as the greatest city in existence.

 In the center of the city and against the river, dozens of gleaming white towers rose capped in gold or bronze or slate, some fat and some so slender they seemed they must wilt under their own weight. Fanned around those spires were great palaces glittering in the pale light and even from this distance, Jurel could see valleys of green between the palaces: the play areas of the rich and powerful, tended to perfection by hordes of gardeners even at that time of year. Beyond those lay the lesser palaces of the merchant princes. Alone, any one of those would have seemed impossibly grand. Beside the houses of the nobility, they seemed small. Then came a mile's worth of stone and wood, brick and plaster. Buildings of all colors, most identifiable, some alien, were situated along streets that looked haphazard, a worm's maze of alleys and cobbles designed to confound would-be invaders. There was only one route that bucked that trend. From the southern gate, that they approached, right through the towering center of what had to be the royal compound and all the way to the north gate, there was a boulevard that ran straight as an arrow, that could have accommodated fifty mounted men abreast, lined with oak trees and cobbled with a silver stone that shone in the light. Around all this immense grandeur, a wall—Jurel estimated it at thirty or forty feet in height and perhaps half as thick—surrounded the entire city, maybe ten miles in length. Unimaginable! Every hundred paces or so, a turret rose from that wall, giving archers a nearly unassailable vantage from which to decimate anyone stupid enough to approach under arms.

 They passed first through the outer city, a grubby conglomeration of huts and mud, that smelled of rotting wood and rotting food, churned mud and unwashed bodies that surrounded the wall like a country girl's skirt: the homes and hovels of the peasants. Muddy streets crowded by farmers and millers and laborers slowed their progress, though the peasantry was quick enough to move aside when they spotted the glint of armor and the tabards of black on crimson.

 Twice, Jurel was jostled by street urchins who begged for alms even as they tried to pick his pockets and Gaven had to threaten them away with a rough voice and gauntleted fists.

 He was almost too stunned to watch where he was going. Nothing, but nothing, could have prepared him for this. Even this shanty town, this outskirt, was huge, larger than any human habitation he had ever seen. Merris Town itself was no more than a sliver of wood to this forest of hovels and shacks and shops.

 He heard merchants pawning their wares (the best in the world, of course) and he heard whores promising the best night of anyone's life for two coppers or three. He had never seen a whore as far as he could remember and it seemed to him that these were trying to rectify that grim injustice. A few tattered bits of lace less and he would see all of these women. Blushing he kept his eyes averted and he heard bawdy cackles and lewd suggestions when he did so. Underlying it all was a deep thrum, a hum like a bee hive that proclaimed that this city was alive and teeming with souls.

 They barely paused when they reached the south gate that led into the city proper. Some ambitious soldier called out a less than heart-felt, “Who goes there?” but when Captain Salma tersely announced her name, soldiers wearing the golden lion on purple that was the king's standard leapt out of her way with hasty bows and hastier apologies.

 Underneath the wall, Jurel revised his previous estimates. Not twenty feet thick. Thirty, maybe forty. And make that sixty feet high. He felt like he was in a cave. He could see light at the far end, an arched portal that led into the city proper but here, under the wall, everything was dark and every sound echoed eerily, hard and hollow. It gave him chills.

 As soon as he stepped out from that man made cavern, he fell to his knees. He could not help it. It was all so...unreal. The broad avenue, paved in what he could now see was in fact silver, bore straight ahead through the heart of the city, wide enough that he could have played a game of kickball with his friends from the farm using each curb as an end of their field. Down the center, an aisle of greenest grass—even though it was still too early in the year for grass—and gargantuan oaks broke the road in half. On either side of the broad way, buildings rose, four, five and six stories, so it was as though they walked down the center of a wide ravine. 

 This road was sparsely populated. If he looked left or right, beyond the edges of the road, he could see people milling like ants, filling the side streets, but on this road, only the occasional troop of guardsmen walked and only the occasional highly adorned carriage bearing the crest of one noble family or another made their way. Even though he could hear the sounds of the city, a thunderous rumble that permeated the air and vibrated his bones, somehow on this road, all was quiet, calm.

 Gaven, seeing Jurel's bewilderment, spoke to him for the first time in hours, spoke civilly to him for the first time in days.

 “Very few people are allowed on the Kingsway,” he explained. “Only those who hold a writ from the king or the Grand Prelate are allowed to use this road.”

 Understanding did not bring sense.

 “But why? This is the main road through the city, right?”

 “You see the buildings that line both sides?” Gaven gestured left and right. “They're the king's warehouses. Armories, foodstuffs, even pleasure palaces reserved for special guests. If you wish, think of all this as an extension of the king's own palace.”

 They continued along the majestic road and up ahead, near the center of the city, Jurel began to make out another wall that cut across the road. Above the wall stood the highest spire he had ever seen, so high its golden cap seemed to graze the bottoms of the clouds.

 “That's the king's palace,” Gaven grunted.

 And then the walls of the ravine fell away. Directly ahead, across a huge square populated with marble fountains and ivory statues, Jurel could see the king's palace more clearly. Or at least, he could see the wall of the king's palace more clearly. A thousand paces it ran from end to end on the other side of the square and thirty paces high or more and all Jurel could see still was that slender finger of alabaster reaching to the heavens. 

 “This is where the nobility have their homes,” Gaven murmured as though anything louder would be an affront. 

 Along the edges of the square, more walls rose, though none so magnificent as the king's. Behind the walls, he could make out trees and behind the wrought gates of iron or silver or gold depending on the wealth and power of the owners, he could see outlines of palaces, glass glinting like jewels, and more spires.

 “There's an ongoing competition by the noble houses,” Gaven informed him. “They all try to build the highest tower. The only condition is that no tower may be taller than the king's. Some have tried to disobey that condition. They found that the king was most efficient in reminding them.”

 “How?” Jurel had to know.

 “It wasn't just the towers that lost their heads,” Gaven replied with a grim smile.

 “Oh.” 

 Sickened, Jurel turned away and avoided looking at any more towers.

 Halfway through the square, the remainder of the platoon angled right and their destination became apparent. A temple, easily the largest single building Jurel had ever seen (for he had not glimpsed the king's palace behind its walls and behind acres of woodland, gardens, and outbuildings) loomed high overhead. There was no wall around the temple; each flanking wing with its hundreds of windows and carvings rambling outward from behind the main temple were visible through stands of trees. He supposed that without walls, it was supposed to appear inviting to one and all, noble or peasant. Yet, it had a forbidding quality to it as if it looked down its nose at the population. A dozen snow white steps rose to the covered portico in which the main double doors stood closed, wide enough for ten men to cross without touching. The granite walls were as smooth as glass except for a row of gargoyles carved halfway up. Above the doors, the temple soared. A tall stain-glass window that depicted Gaorla, surrounded by His holy light, blessing the people dominated the front over the polished doors, and above that, the roof peaked with a slender spire rising even further on either side. Flying buttresses ran from the eaves to swoop elegantly to the ground far below.

 Captain Salma led her platoon through a great courtyard and around the far side of the left wing where a smaller, far more humble door stood. The soldiers dismounted and grooms came scurrying out of nowhere to whisk the mounts away for food, water, and a good brushing. Salma motioned to Gaven and to another guard, this one with Kurin's leash, and she rapped at the pitted wooden door that blocked their further progress. 

 A small slide at eye level, flush with the door and almost hidden, shot open with a chock! and a pair of surly eyes stared out.

 “Who is it, then?” a muffled voice came through the door, as surly as the disembodied eyes indicated.

 “Captain Salma, Commander of the Second Grayson platoon arriving with prisoners,” she barked.

 The slot snapped shut. A hesitation, a mere beating of his heart, and there came the sound of iron grating, chains dangling, a spring bolt sliding. The door opened into a gloomy hallway of stone and Jurel was shoved forward.

 This was obviously an entrance for servants. The stone floor was pitted and uneven, the walls were bare and caked with ages old soot spewed up from the torches that lined the walls, spaced far apart, flickering, but not enough so that the hallway was well lit. Instead, it was as though they proceeded from island to island as they wended their way along countless hallways, around countless corners and down countless stairs.

 A worm of fear began to inch its way into Jurel's mind, replacing the exhausted wonder as they progressed farther and farther in, farther and farther down. They had taken so many twists and turns that Jurel felt he could surely wander here for the rest of his days without ever seeing the outside world again. The worm of fear wriggled, turned into a snake.

 They passed door after door, some gray and pitted with age, falling from their rusted iron hinges, others new and lacquered and solidly bolted to black straps of iron. They reached a door after who knew how long, and again Salma knocked.

 Jurel glanced over at Kurin and the old man tried to reassure him with a smile. The smile was weak, barely more than a tremor of pursed white lips, and definitely did not convey much in the way of reassurance.

 When this latest door was opened and Jurel was ushered through what appeared to be a small office, to descend yet another flight of stairs, the mood changed drastically. Where before the walls had been bare, rough but utilitarian, now the walls were ancient, and lines of mold, like black lichen draped them. The forlorn dripping of water echoed hollowly in the distance. The faint hiss of a single torch did nothing to alleviate the darkness.

 Panic began to replace fear as they continued ever downward splashing through fetid puddles, seemingly toward the deepest pit in the underworld. Jurel began to get the feeling that was exactly where they were being led.

 They came to a cross in the hallways and the group split into two, one leading Jurel and the other, leading Kurin. As they continued, Jurel thought he heard Kurin's voice, “Be strong my boy!” but he did not know if it was out loud or if the old man had flung the thought. Or perhaps it was no more than the imagination, spurred to a frantic gallop, of a petrified man grasping at straws.

 They stopped in front of a low yet still imposing wooden door. A key rattled, and the door swung ponderously open with a resounding creak. In the light of a single torch carried by Salma, he saw a bare closet—he had no other word for it—that might allow him to stretch out flat, but only just. In one corner, a cracked clay pot sat in a puddle of some dark liquid. Jurel did not want to think about it. There was a pile of brown stuff that Jurel assumed had at one time been straw, and a tattered gray rag lay in a heap on top—his bed? Jurel cringed when the smell of piss and decay hit him like a wall of corpses.

 Faint black trails marred the walls, like claw marks, and it took a moment for Jurel to realize that was exactly what he was looking at. Made by the previous tenant. Or the one before, perhaps. Someone had tried to dig their way through the stone walls. Someone had likely torn their nails off and worn their fingers to the bone.

 A gruff voice behind him spoke out jovially, “Welcome home. I hope you enjoy our many comforts.” 

 With rough laughter ringing in his ears, a heavy boot caught him low in the back and propelled him forward. He crashed against the wall at the same time he heard the door shut. Spinning, he reached for the door just in time to hear the heavy iron bolt slide home with a clank that seemed to resonate with a frightening finality that rang like the bells of doom. 

 All was darkness.

 He slumped down to the cold stone floor of his cell. He wept.




Chapter 57

 Even though it was a cool autumn day, the chamber was hot and stuffy. Wood paneling, stained a deep, rich brown, like chocolate, surrounded the room. Where that ended, halfway up the wall, polished gray stone rose to the ceiling. When Gaven entered through the double doors, he walked down the center of the room on a dark red carpet the color of wine, reminiscent of congealing blood, between a dozen rows of benches, all of them filled with the cold, disapproving eyes of Soldiers of God. Some, he recognized from his own platoon, like Lieutenant Higgens and Captain Salma. Private Gershan was there, as surly as ever, and Private Dax snoozed with his head resting against his chest. Most of the rest, he did not recognize. Probably just sight-seers out to watch a Soldier drummed out of the corps, he thought bitterly. Or hung.

 He passed through a narrow gate set in a low wall that separated the spectators from the participants and he approached the box on his left. Ahead of him, a tribunal of five senior officers sat behind a long table and watched his approach without expression. Over their heads hung portraits of some of the greatest leaders the Soldiers of God had ever had. There was General Malden, and General Griffen. He saw Colonel Hartness and General Tanthes. They all seemed to glare at him, convinced of his guilt. In the center, one more portrait hung, bigger than the rest by a long shot, of Grand Prelate Maten. His eyes were sad, as though whoever stood in Gaven's spot had to bear their master's disappointment in them.

 He was dressed in his best uniform. His spotless, snow-white cape flowed like an icefall from his shoulders and his tabard was so diligently ironed that its black cross on red almost gleamed like armor. He wore no armor and for that he was excruciatingly grateful. He stood ramrod straight in the box reserved for those who had been charged with some crime or other and he felt like he was one of those malformed unfortunates that were so popular in the traveling circuses and carnivals sprinkled across the land. Like the one his father had taken him to when he was a child. The one where he had watched the beast-man, for that was the most imaginative name his young mind had been able to conjure up, growling and prowling in his cage. All matted fur and hunched shoulders, the beast-man had terrified onlookers when he leapt at the bars in vain attempts to break free. He had shrieked in mock terror himself when the creature had reared up and roared his displeasure at the young man who threw a rotting apple core at him. The only difference between that box and this one, really, was the absence of bars on his.

 He kept his eyes locked on the wall behind the row of seated officers and waited. He blinked the sweat from his eyes as discreetly as he could manage. He fought with fingers that seemed to no longer belong to him to keep them still at his sides. They would not move far anyway. Not with the heavy shackles that bound them.

 This was the second time he stood in the box since they had arrived a week ago. The first was two days ago when the charges of gross negligence causing death were read to him. Evidence had been presented, and testimony had been heard. All of it quite damning. He would be lucky to escape with no more than a dishonorable discharge; he would be lucky to escape with his head.

 Today was his day to present his defense and though he had spent his days in his cell—thankfully not a cell deep in the dungeon, but one reserved for those awaiting trial, a cell that had a window and regular meals—thinking long and hard on what he would say, he only had one option. He was guilty. He knew that. He could only hope that these men and women would see the depths of his remorse and would show clemency.

 He began to feel faint. Why did they have to keep this room so hot? The answer seemed obvious: to keep those standing at attention in the box as uncomfortable as possible. And why not? Everything else in the stuffy chamber seemed designed with that specific aim in mind, from the accusing eyes of the onlookers that glared holes into his back, to the sad, angry eyes of the paintings and of the panel that faced him judging him at the front, to the fact that he had no place to sit even when he was not called on to speak. Sweat flowed freely down his back and stained the armpits of his tabard. If the proceedings did not start soon, perhaps he would beg the court to let him go change into a less sodden uniform. Suddenly, the thought of wearing armor appealed to him. At least there would have been a steel buffer between his sweat and the uniform he had so carefully cleaned.

 There was no more time for thought. In the center of the table, grizzled old General Thason, commander of the garrison at Threimes, commander of all Soldiers of God north of Merris Town, looked up with cold eyes and riveted Gaven to the spot.

 “Corporal Gaven Slaynish,” he rasped quietly. None of the other members of the tribunal even bothered to look up.

 He threw a precise salute. “Sir!”

 “We have heard the charges against you. We have heard the evidence. Do you have anything to say in your defense?” He spoke his words precisely, clipping them just so in the way that the highly educated and the nobility did. He laced his fingers in front of him on the table and kept his gaze firmly fixed on the young soldier.

 Gaven hesitated, thought for a moment, drew together everything he wanted to say. Then, with burgeoning horror, he realized he did not remember his speech. Dumbstruck, he worked his lips, tried to get some moisture into his mouth and he stared at the wall behind General Thason as if his speech would appear written on the gray stones.

 “Well?” Thason barked. “Speak up, soldier.”

 “Sir, I-” He searched frantically for the words, clawed desperately for something, anything, to say. He searched too long.

 “Very well. On the charge of-”

 It was his last chance. He had to speak. If he remained silent, he would hang before the week was out. His mind flitted like a butterfly. 

 And then, “Sir! I wish to speak!” he blurted.

 Thason, annoyed by the foolish young corporal in front of him, impatiently waved a hand. “Then proceed, soldier. Make it quick.”

 “Sir, I...if it please the court, I only wish to say that I'm sorry,” he said. Shamefully, he looked down to his toes. He could not meet the eyes of his superior officer. He could not face the coldness of Thason's face or the sad disappointment of his Grand Prelate. “I did not mean for any of this to happen.”

 He was interrupted by a quiet snort from somewhere behind him. He imagined Higgens was having a grand time of it all.

 “I-he...that is, Jurel—one of the prisoners seemed trustworthy. He proved that over the weeks we traveled. He didn't seem the base criminal we had thought. I began to think him innocent of the crimes leveled at him and I felt it was unjust to keep him chained.”

 “And do you think that you, corporal, were ever in a position to judge a man's innocence or guilt?” Commander Galya, he thought her name was, spoke from her seat at the right end of the table. “Was it your duty to try this man for his crimes?”

 “Enough commander,” Thason said. “It is the corporal's turn to speak. We will weigh what he says along with the rest of it after.”

 “It was not my place. And because of my presumption, Soldiers died.” 

 He had to pause to swallow the lump of guilt that rose in his throat. This was the moment of truth. This was the moment that would seal his fate. He thought he might vomit, and that would just be perfect.

 “I am guilty,” he whispered and gasps rose behind him, like a gust of autumn wind (as though it was somehow a surprise). “I am guilty of the crimes leveled at me and I have lived in torment since that day for my idiocy.”

 He lifted his eyes and met General Thason's squarely.

 “I am guilty and nothing you can do to me will be worse than what I feel in my heart already. Therefore, I throw myself on the court's mercy. Do with me what you will.”

 And he realized he meant it. Jurel had gotten a lot of good men and women killed. But he, Gaven Slaynish, had facilitated it. At that moment, he did not care if he was sentenced to hang. At that moment, he just did not care.

 For a moment, for the briefest of instants, he thought he saw a glimmer of respect in Thason's eyes. But it passed too quickly; his expression settled back to cold disapproval, and Gaven could not be sure that he saw anything after all. But he held those eyes. He would not look away. Not now.

 Silence. The entire court was still as a tomb, and electrified with a palpable sense of anticipation. The moment stretched, pulled to the limits until Gaven thought even the merest breath would cause it to shatter like delicate crystal. It was General Thason who provided that breath and sure enough, the room seemed to crack, to splinter in Gaven's eyes as the old general broke the tension.

 “Is that all?”

 “Yes sir,” Gaven said and nodded, calmly, resolutely.

 Returning the nod, Thason continued, “So be it. We have heard your defense. I invite any in this room to speak in Corporal Gaven's defense.”

 Another gasp rose. This was not part of standard court proceedings. From the looks the other members of the tribunal shot their general, they were as shocked as Gaven. Either Gaven had managed to impress him with his forthright admission or he was bored and had nothing else to do that afternoon. He fought the urge to laugh.

 “Sir,” a colonel whose name Gaven did not know, seated to Thason's right said, “why are we-?”

 “Colonel Caf, this is my court. I will do as I see fit. Clear?” 

 “Yes sir,” the colonel said and turned a glare that was both hot and cold on Gaven. Well, certainly he would not vote in Gaven's favor. Moot point, he supposed, since he had already declared his guilt for all the world to hear.

 No one spoke. That tore at Gaven, hurt in a way that he thought he had steeled himself against. He knew he was not the very best of the Soldiers but he thought he had made some friends. Bitterly, he realized he thought wrong.

 “Very well. Guard, take the prisoner back to his cell. We will announce judgment by midday tomorrow.” Thason said as he rose from his seat.

 As if a spell had been broken, quiet conversation welled up, and chairs and benches scraped as soldiers stood to filter out of the overheated and stuffy courtroom.


The guard waited until the room was empty before he prodded Gaven with the point of his pike. With a brisk command, his guard told him to get moving and he clinked his way back down the bloody carpet, angry that he was forced to endure the added humiliation of shackles, and suddenly glad that he had allowed Jurel the dignity of being without them.

 * * *

 Unlike the courtroom, his cell was quite cold. He huddled on his cot with a woolen blanket wrapped around his shoulders. He had not managed to eat breakfast for his belly was too unsettled. It roiled like boiling grease. Sunlight filtered in through the bars of the small window casting an alternating pattern of light and shadow on the floor that was a reminder of the freedom he could never attain.

 His back ached from sleeping in a bad position on the lumpy cot and he worried that when the guard took him back to the box, he would be hunched like that sideshow freak of so many years ago. He desperately had to relieve himself but no one had come to empty his chamber pot. His cell reeked of damp stone and urine. Perhaps he should just piss in a corner? It certainly could not deteriorate the condition of his current living quarters. Tempting.

 A door creaked and footsteps, steady and slow, echoed off the stone walls, growing louder as they approached. Here it comes, he thought. They would hang him. They would take him out to the parade grounds, where a priest would read out his crimes for the gathered crowd who would jeer and cheer and pelt him with rotting tomatoes and stones. The priest would pronounce his guilt. Then a black-masked executioner would wrap a loop of hempen rope around his neck and kick open the trap door. 

 He almost felt the air cut off from his lungs as he imagined it. He almost felt the rough rope bite into his throat, and the sharp pain of muscles and tendons compressed far beyond their normal state, felt the sharper pain of those same sinews snapping like overtaut lute strings. He gasped, and his cell dimmed around him. His heart galloped in his chest and he had to fight to hold back the tears.


A key rasped into the lock of his cell and the door swung open. The bars of shadow and light spilled onto the figure in the door and Gaven thought that somehow they played a trick on his eye. It could not be her.

 “On your feet soldier,” Captain Salma said. “Judgment is in.”

 “You?” Gaven asked dumbly. “But why you?”

 Salma chuckled grimly. “Didn't expect to see me, eh? Well, truth be told, I was actually impressed with you yesterday.” Her tone was calm, almost friendly and a smile threatened at the corners of her lips. Gaven had always thought her quite beautiful. He had always thought it odd that she wasted her beauty on soldiering.

 “What do you mean?” Gaven breathed.

 “Obvious, isn't it?” Salma looked askance at him as though it was indeed obvious. Gaven did not think so. “You stood up like a man, like a proper Soldier of God should, and you were honest. I've been to a few of these trials in the past. Most times, the accused tries to spin some tale that points the blame away from them. Or they try to beg the court to spare them. You didn't though. You just stated the truth and you showed you were ready to face the consequences. That took some balls of steel, all things considered.”

 “But sir,” Gaven protested, “I got men killed.”

 “Yes you did and a damned shame too. There are too few Soldiers who show the promise you do. Higgens does—believe it or not—which is why I sponsored him for his commission. I thought certain that by the end of the year, you would make sergeant.”

 He could not speak. He turned his gaze down and managed a bitter grunt. If he had only remembered his place. If he had only kept to his duties. If...

 “I spoke on your behalf, you know,” she spoke and Gaven caught the sorrow in her voice. “Higgens too, believe it or not. He's not a complete asshole. A few others stepped forward after court was out.”

 “Too late, though, isn't it?” It was acidly said but he felt a burgeoning of hope in his chest. He felt a welling of gladness that his captain had tried to stand up for him. And Higgens too? He was not sure he believed that.

 “Perhaps. We'll see,” she said and gave Gaven a mysterious smile. “Time to go, corporal. I'll escort you.”

 A short time later, he found himself back in the box. His uniform was unkempt from a night of sleeping in it and he knew he stank but he did not really believe that mattered right then. What did matter was that he still had to piss. Captain Salma had not let him stop and he was close to bursting. Belatedly, he thought he should have made the corner of his cell wet. Inanely, he thought to himself that if the court sentences him to death, he might let loose right then and there. That would show them.

 The benches in the courtroom were full again though the tribunal table in front of him was vacant. Muted conversation filled the room like bees around a hive and the rustling of uniforms indicated soldiers shifting to make themselves more comfortable in their seats. He, of course, had no seat. He stood in the box as was proper for a prisoner about to be condemned. 

 The door swung open and the room fell to sudden silence. Numbly, Gaven watched the members of the tribunal make their way to their seats, led by General Thason. High backed wooden chairs scraped softly as the members positioned themselves and without further ado, General Thason's eyes met Gaven's. In the steely depths Gaven thought he saw a hint of pity. His heart sank. He was doomed.

 “This court is now in session,” Thason pronounced and somehow the room went even quieter. “We have reached a verdict in the case of Corporal Gaven Slaynish. We find that, on the charge of gross negligence causing death, Corporal Slaynish is guilty.”

 A hum of voices rose at that pronouncement—as if there had been any doubt—but Gaven ignored it. He was still. He was stone. He waited for the inevitable sentence. The general's eyes flashed to the crowded benches and a loaded hush immediately descended. The air was heavy, sagging like wet wool as Thason opened his mouth. Gaven closed his eyes.

 “Corporal Slaynish, it is the sentence of this court that you be demoted in rank to private. You are to be stationed here in Threimes where you will be given the duty of prison guard. This posting will last until such time that we deem you have learned the necessity of keeping your place in the ranks. Also, a letter of reprimand will be placed in your permanent file. Finally, we demand that the private's five year contract of service be extended to no less than twenty.”

 Gaven almost choked, he was so shocked. It was bad, very bad, but his neck would not stretch. He did not realize that he stared slack-jawed at the general, certain that there had been some mistake. The general allowed a grim smile to crease his features.

 “Do not feel too fortunate, private,” he warned. “This is not an easy sentence. Everywhere you go, it will be known that you have caused the deaths of several good men. Your fellows will very likely ostracize you and it will be a good long time before you earn anyone's trust again. Colonel Caf, the private is hereby assigned to your ranks.”

 General Thason rose to his feet, followed by the other four officers with him. As they strode by, Colonel Caf stared at Private Gaven with a malicious grin that promised hard, hard times ahead. The same Colonel Caf that had been upbraided by the general yesterday for speaking out of turn. 

 Gaven did not know what to think. He would live but he had been handed a life sentence of hard labor serving under a colonel that already held a grudge against him. Perhaps a good neck-stretching would have been preferable.

 Oh god, but did he have to piss.




Chapter 58

 Time meant nothing in his hole. He had no idea how long he had been in there. Days? Weeks? Months, maybe. It all blurred together in the seamless, stinking darkness. At first, he had tried to keep track of time by the meals—a slimy, tasteless slop that he probably would not have eaten if he could have seen it—shoved through the little square at the bottom of his door, but it seemed to him that they came at irregular intervals. After what he suspected was about three days (but was in fact closer to five), he had given up.

 The gravity of his situation had weighed him down from the first moment he was shoved into this pit of the underworld and as time wore on, for he knew that time still passed, it pressed further and further, worming its way into the cracks, pushing out bits of himself, until sometimes he could not remember his name. It suffocated him along with the stench of decay and offal. 

 The skitter-pitter-patter of tiny claws clicking and the vulgar squeaks that had so repulsed him for a while when he was first brought here, began to seem almost seductive and it awoke in him a savage, animal hunger. As yet, disgusted with himself, he had managed to ignore that urge. He kicked the furry little blobs that scratched over his feet and his chest.


Sometimes, something caressed his thoughts like a warm breeze, and a familiar voice whispered from the deepest recesses of his mind, but he could not seem to remember who that voice belonged to. It was a friendly voice, a calming voice, but it was alien, apart, and as is often the case with things unknown, it was frightening. He had known that voice at one time, he had known the name attached to that voice but the knowledge eluded him and that frightened him more. 


 So he drew in on himself and when that voice called, light as a tulip's petal, he shied away, retreating deeper into himself, and ignored it.


When he slept, he dreamed and those dreams were broken things that caused him to toss about fitfully on the pile of wet straw that someone, somewhere, dared call a bed. They were slivers of the life he thought he must have led before the here and the now and they made him ache, the half-remembered bits and pieces pulsing like a fresh bruise. Bright light—the sun, some part of him supplied—dazzled the green grass, tall structures of wood and brick stretching as far as the eye could see. 



The worst was when there appeared images of a face. It was a hawkish face with piercing eyes. When that face smiled in his fractured memory, he felt a small part of him die. The name—Dade? Dasit? What the hell was the name?—was important to him and he wanted nothing more than to remember it. Even more than he wanted to remember his own name. Names were powerful. Names brought memory. He knew the name yesterday, he was sure of it. Or perhaps it was last week? What the blazes was that man's name?

 Invariably, he could not remember and he wept bitter tears that burned streaks into his face. When that happened, he jumped up and down, roaring out his frustration, pounding soundlessly at the heavy door, and scratching at the stone walls certain that if he pushed just a little harder, he could break through, could see the sun. He did not remember his first view of the cell. He did not remember seeing the bloody scratch marks left by a previous occupant, or maybe it was the one before, identical to the ones he was surely leaving. His hands were hot as torches at the ends of his arms and when he touched something, he left behind a wetness that would have chilled him to the bone if he could have seen the color of it.

 How long had he been trapped in that pit? Who cared? He could not even remember his name. 

 Pulling his filthy clothes, tattered to rags, and damp with excrescence and mold, around his rapidly diminishing frame, he curled up and prayed into the blackness to a god whose name he could not remember for a sleep that he hoped would be blessedly dreamless.













Part 5:




Knowledge

















 “He will rise to life from the darkness.


He will bring darkness to life.”


-Chronicles of Gaorla




Chapter 59

 Well, this was just dandy. Six days ago, he was sentenced to live. Six days, and already he wished the sentence had been more severe. Or less severe, depending on how one wanted to look at it. Colonel Caf had ridden him relentlessly, picking at the tiniest nits and assigning extra duties at every imagined slight until his schedule was so full of duty shifts that he was sure he would not get more than an hour of sleep on any given night for a month. He had so many shifts that he brought his mess with him to his post so that any time off he did have would not be wasted eating. 

 The other members of his regiment shunned him, completely ignored him much to their colonel's delight. Until his back was turned. Then they snickered amongst themselves at the corporal who would be a private. At the gullible fool who had believed a heretic's promises. To them, he was already no more than a heretic himself. Six days and he had already found himself the target of more practical jokes than a hundred green recruits could expect in a month. But then he was lower than a raw recruit, was he not? A raw recruit at least had sheer lack of experience to explain away any stupid gaffes, any boneheaded mistakes, they made. He was no new recruit. He had two years. He was nearly a veteran. An experienced soldier who, with one foolish act, had condemned good men to death. As if his own nearly overwhelming guilt was not enough punishment, there was no one to turn to. There was not a single friendly face to be found anywhere in Threimes. 


Four days ago, on one of the few occasions when he'd had no assigned duties, he had gone into the city to find a bit of peace away from scornful eyes and spiteful comments, and bought a cold beer from a surly innkeeper. A comely wench had smiled at him seductively, eyed him suggestively, and he had thought he might avail himself of some company, even if that company had to be paid for. Then two sergeants had walked in, drunker than drunk and even though he had ducked his head, they had seen him. They had roared out their scorn, deriding him. Heretic, and half-wit were about the nicest things he heard from their mouths. By the time they were done, everyone in the tavern knew his story. The innkeeper had coldly informed him that he was not welcome there, and even the pretty whore had turned away in disdain. Baser than a whore: that was rich. The sergeants had allowed him to leave unmolested but somehow, the story had raced on ahead so the entire way back to his bunk, he saw cold, accusing eyes glaring at him from the streets, from windows and from shops suddenly closed.

 And more duty shifts assigned by Colonel Caf with the reasoning that any private who had enough time to go dallying off in town, had enough time to do a little work. 

 No, not a friendly face anywhere.

 Private Gaven sat in his rickety chair at his tiny desk, in his musty office, an office he shared with the other guards when it was their duty shift—guards who loved reminding Gaven often that they rarely saw that office anymore since Gaven's arrival. He was certain that the first person to call this little stone box an office had likely snickered as he said it. Except for the fact that there were two doors, one leading to the outside world and fresh air, the other leading to the rank intestines of the dungeons he guarded, he would have sworn this was no more than a converted cell.

 He was nearly halfway finished his fourth double-duty shift, supposed it was somewhere around the mid of night, and he shuffled through pointless paperwork. Meaningless names blurred in his exhausted vision, names of prisoners and their cell numbers imprinted themselves in his dulled mind. Not because he had to memorize them and not because he grieved for them, but because there was nothing else to do but stare at those neatly written lines until the black ink stuck in his mind, until they began to lose all meaning. Almost all the names.


Near the bottom of the last page, he saw two names that he recognized. One of those two names brought a dull ache whenever he saw it. Jurel Histane. Kurin was down there too and from the cell numbers, it really was down there. As far as Gaven could tell, they were both on the very bottom level of the dungeons, at opposite ends from each other. They were so far down that no one else, not one, occupied the same level. He was a little surprised they were still here. He did not understand why they had not had their fair trials yet. But then, it had been made very clear to him that it was not his place to judge. They were still down there because his superiors deemed it necessary. That was all that mattered.

 Gaven had been given a tour of the dungeon by a corporal who probably wanted to lock him up in one of those cells and throw away the key. He saw the animals that were once men and women, covered in filth and blood, their faces pale and thin as phantoms, and their eyes as dull and blank as the stone that surrounded them. Broken voices had called for mama or papa, a favored brother or loving wife. One had called out his little daughter's name in such an anguished voice that Gaven had covered his ears and fled with eyes watering and the corporal's laughter nipping at his heels.

 This then was his real sentence. Not the demotion, or the extended service contract, not the letter of reprimand that would forever be on his file. Not even the torments of, and isolation from, his comrades. This. The knowledge that he must endure the suffering, must harden his heart against it, that he must know his friend was down there in the pits. It seemed designed to change him, to break him so that he well and truly became one of them.


One of who? The Soldiers of God or the prisoners?

 Seeing Jurel's name, knowing that his friend must be suffering unimaginably down there, freezing, starving, quite possibly insane, caused a sort of drowning sorrow in Gaven's heart. It should not be so. Jurel's name should invoke anger in him, should make him go all red in the face and quiver with pent up rage. Jurel had betrayed him, lied to him. Jurel was the reason he was here at all.


I'm sorry Gav. You know I had to try.



 Those words played over and over in his head. In hindsight, it all made sense and he almost laughed for it. Jurel had not actually promised anything had he? He had demanded Jurel's promise, and Jurel had expertly avoided saying the words. 


Would I do that?




Gaven did not laugh but he did chuckle low in his throat. Of course you would, Gaven responded, far too late to make any real difference. You didn't promise anything. After all, you had to try. With that admission, he felt relief like a cool breeze at midsummer. Jurel's betrayal was not so bad, now was it? Not nearly so bad as he had imagined.


He had played the good little Soldier when they captured their quarry. He had done his duty. He had done what he thought a Soldier of God was sworn to do. He had shown pity. He had shown good will as Gaorla would have wanted, even if the recipients of that good will were suspected heretics. He had done God's work, and he had been punished for it. 


 This whole Soldiers of God thing had been a mistake. He knew that now, more than he had ever realized it before. His inheritance was enough that he could have lived in decent comfort, if not all out luxury, for the rest of his life. He was an intelligent man, he knew. He could have perhaps started as a merchant. He could have doubled, maybe trebled his inheritance in a matter of a few years with a few shrewd choices.

 But instead, after being ousted from his family home by his fool of a brother, a stupid notion of piety had taken him. Or perhaps it was a desire for adventure, some misplaced remnant of his childhood fantasies. He could have joined the priesthood. He had the money to get into the seminary, but no, he had done the one thing his father would have scorned him for. He had gotten drunk one night and he had joined the bloody Soldiers of God. He had joined on a whim and he had not even bothered to buy his commission. Five years. He had signed up for five years, thinking he would have his fill of adventuring and he could retire and buy a small estate.

 Two years later, he found himself regretting that whim to his very core. His five years had turned into a life sentence.

 He huffed a sigh and threw the sheaf of papers down where they splayed out like molted feathers. He leaned back, lacing his fingers behind his head and his heart skipped a beat when his chair creaked so alarmingly that he thought the legs were going to snap out from under him. At least there would have been some excitement.

 Something nagged at him. Something just at the edges of his senses. Something that was not supposed to be. He stopped, held his breath. A tiny alarm was ringing in his head and he tried to find the source. Instinct told him to draw his weapon. So he stood, and his crude shortsword rasped as it slid from his scabbard.

 There. A noise, a faint rapping noise. A footstep perhaps, but if it was a footstep, then the stepper was trying to be stealthy. And it came from the outer hall. Certainly no Soldier would be trying for stealth. Unless they were playing another practical joke. 

 Gaven hesitated for a moment, unsure of what to expect. Thinking that he would be better safe than sorry, he stepped around the desk and faced the door, crouching with his sword pointed low and waited, fully aware of the irony: he was supposed to be keeping anyone from getting out, not in. He drew deep steady breaths as he had been taught during his weeks of training and he waited, all thoughts of foolish decisions swept from his mind by a surge of adrenaline.

 The single torch on the wall sputtered and smoked, making his shadow dance eerily, making the room seem to jitter, and his eyes had difficulty resting on one thing. Then the latch moved ever so slightly. Sweat beaded on his forehead. This was not right. He tensed, watching the latch, seeing it pull ever so slowly of its own accord with but the merest of hissing that was nearly completely covered by the sound of the torch and his own suddenly heavy breathing.

 Without any more warning than that, the door flew open, creaking, protesting, and a black phantom swept into the room. A glitter, a whoosh of air, and Gaven brought up his sword with a cry. Steel rang, echoing in the small room like an out of tune gong, and Gaven spun away, trying to get around his attacker but his office was too small and he found himself pressed against cold stone.

 Dismayed, he lifted his sword and steel sang again, and for the first time, Gaven saw that this was no phantom come to take his soul, but a man in a black cloak. The man's intense eyes were savage, his expression twisted in a grimace filled with hate. He moved like a viper and Gaven found himself hard pressed to keep his opponent's blade from opening his belly.

 He managed to catch the next strike, and the next, only a hair's breadth from his boiled leather cuirass—no steel for the disgraced. He kicked out, and heard a grunt, the first sound he had heard from this mysterious attacker, when his foot connected. His opponent stumbled backward but before Gaven could press his advantage, he had to dive away from a wild slash that would have left him without his head.

 Coming to his feet again, fear began to work its insidious magic. This man was good. He handled his sword almost as well as any veteran though a little more clumsily. From the way he moved, from the way his tactics kept changing, and Gaven guessing, he ascribed that clumsiness to disuse; this man had once been a formidable opponent, more than likely a soldier, but he had not wielded his sword in a long time. It did not seem to matter. Gaven was not sure he would last beyond the next few gasped breaths.

 Fear made him desperate. With an insane stroke that left him wide open to counter attack, he was able to bull into the man, and slam him up against a wall. He thought he might have a chance then, but white hot pain poured from his back across his shoulders and he fell to his knees, with a groan. He looked up in time to see another flash of gray light. Somehow his sword managed to leap up seemingly of its own accord and once again, he narrowly avoided a bloody death.

 A flicker of light distracted him and he glanced at the door. A figure entered, short and barrel-chested, wearing an identical black cloak. The whistle of air saved him; he ducked, rolling backward, more of a tumble really, until his back hit the wall and his breath whooshed from his lungs.

 Black despair gripped him, as black as the cloaks of his two enemies. He was dead. He could not face two. He was dead.

 “I yield,” he croaked and forced his cramped, numb fingers to release his sword. It dinged lightly as it hit the ground and he forced his eyes up to meet his adversary's.

 A wild rage filled the man's eyes like a fever and Gaven felt the tip of the sword when it pricked his throat. The other man appeared from behind a shoulder and he stayed the killing blow with a hand.

 “We need him,” the second man growled in a voice that sounded like stones grating together.

 Gaven gasped and felt his face drain of all blood.

 “You!” he breathed, numbness driving away all sense. For perhaps these men were phantoms after all.




Chapter 60

 He smelled wild roses and tulips, honeysuckle and jasmine. Bees droned distantly and birds twittered their airy conversations. He strolled across a wild field, virgin territory as yet untouched, unknown. Knee-high grass, damp with morning dew kissed his knees with moisture that glittered like diamonds among the swirls and whorls of gilded black armor, that wrapped him, confined him in a prison of sorts. An old man, ancient, careworn, with eyes that were timeless and bright all at once, strolled beside him but neither spoke. Instead, they enjoyed a comfortable silence as a father and son would.

 A look right and then left revealed two armies. The men of these armies were faceless, anonymous. They stared across the innocent field at each other but their eyes were no more than sullen, thoughtful. There were no threatening glares, no bloodthirsty snarls. Their weapons were visible but lowered. Pikes and sword tips touched the ground, maces and axes rested casually, comfortably in lax fingers. Armor glowed dully in the light, a light that seemed sourceless, coming from nowhere yet was everywhere.

 “I don't understand,” Jurel said and his voice was hollow as if it came through a cave.

 The old man chuckled.

 “I know,” he said. “But you will.”

 “I don't think it matters anymore,” Jurel said and he gazed at the ground. Sorrow settled deep in his belly, made him weak, made him care a little less. “I'm dying, you know.”

 The old man turned and those bright, timeless eyes gazed at him with a love so profound and a sadness so complete, that Jurel's chest squeezed, choking his breath. Hot spots burned in his eyes, blotting the armies from existence.

 “You will not die this day, son,” the old man spoke gently and his voice seemed to bear all the weight of eternity. “There are hardships ahead, trials that you may not survive, but this day, you will not die.”

 And Jurel believed him. How could he not? This man—his father? He had called him son, after all, and it felt right and proper, but he looked nothing like either man Jurel had called father. This man spoke with foresight. With knowledge that Jurel could not imagine. With the power of prophecy. His heart soared and the tears turned to joy.

 “Truly? I will not die?”

 “Not today, no.” 

 There was laughter in the old man's voice, under the sadness and the gentleness. Then the laughter faded and the sorrow, so all encompassing a moment before, became even more so. Jurel was certain his shoulders must slump, his back must shatter under the weight of the old man's gaze. But it did not matter for he would not die this day.

 “I am glad.”

 “Son, I must show you something,” he spoke and for the first time Jurel heard, or thought he heard, a hesitation, an uncertainty. His brow furrowed as he regarded the timeless figure beside him.

 “Show me what, father?” he asked. It did seem right and proper.

 “It will be difficult to see. You are strong, as you should be, as you must be. Yet I fear you might break.”

 Fear pricked at Jurel, a pointy thing, like a pin in his thumb. “Must I see it then?”

 “Yes, my son. You must.”

 Fear pricked, but he trusted this man, his father. “Then I will see it.”

 They strolled through the knee-high grasses that kissed Jurel's armor and left behind diamonds. Once again they were silent. He smelled wild roses and honeysuckle and tulips and jasmine. He smelled blood and smoke and excrescence. He heard bees droning and birds twittering. He heard men screaming and metal clashing.

 * * *

 “Hide Jurel, you must hide,” his father whispered urgently.

 Father's face was bloodless and he moved with the odd, jerky motions of a man consumed by panic.

 “There. Get under the table and don't you move, you hear? No matter what happens. Don't. You. Move.”

 “Gram, they're coming. Hurry!”

 Jurel turned and saw mama standing at the front door of their inn. She peered out from the tiny crack left by the slightly open door and she shook. She turned and her eyes lit on Jurel. They were filled with a fear he had never before seen. A fear so terrible, his young mind could not begin to comprehend it. A fear so horrible that he was not even sure what it was that he beheld, at first.

 Father shoved him with one meaty hand and Jurel stumbled, cried out. Tears stung his eyes. Father was never rough with him. Well unless they were wrestling in their den. But that was different. They laughed while they wrestled. Father was not laughing now.

 “Please Jurel. For the love of all that is holy, please, get under the table and be quiet,” Father whispered and Jurel, confused, feeling very much alone, complied.

 Mother closed the door and bolted it. Strange that, since it was still early. Soon, the regular patrons would arrive and there would be laughter and noise and maybe a mummer would come tonight. He always liked it when a mummer came. They were so strange with their bright, patchy cloaks, and their sly smiles. The men always laughed at the jokes and the women gasped, red faced as though embarrassed, but Jurel never got those jokes. Father told him he would when he was older.

 Maybe that nice soldier would come tonight. That fellow with the mean eyes, like the pictures he had seen in a book filled with the prettiest pictures of hunting birds, and the sour face. He looked mean but really he was not. He always made Jurel laugh with his jokes. He always had a sweet candy or a toy for Jurel. Why, just the other day, he brought this little bit of pointy wood he called a 'top' and when he made it stand up on that little point with a twist of his hand, Jurel had laughed and clapped his hands, delighted and amazed that such a thing could be. 

 His mother scurried up and knelt down in front of the table where Jurel hid. Tears were pouring down her face. Her voice hitched. She laid a hand on Jurel's cheek and spoke.

 “I love you, Jurel. I love you so much,” she said and the tears redoubled their assault. 

 Then she rose and father's face appeared. Just like mama, wet streaks traced their way to his chin and Jurel was afraid. But why? This was home. Home was safe. Nothing would hurt them in their home. Would it? It was quiet in their home but Jurel thought he could hear a lot of men yelling at each other outside and he found that strange. The city was always noisy but this was different. This was sharp and hard and scary. Something else was strange too: he smelled smoke. Not the nice, friendly, warm smoke of their big fireplace. No, this smoke smelled bitter and angry. It made his throat itch and his nose want to sneeze. Where was that coming from?

 “I love you son. Never forget that, you hear?” his voice was gruff but Jurel heard the pain, the sorrow.

 A thunder came from the door. Mama jumped and squeaked like a mouse. Then another. Then there was the sound of wood snapping, cracking, and it was so loud Jurel had to cover his ears. Mama squeaked again and father hugged her close. Jurel could see his lips moving. He was saying something into mama's ear but Jurel could not hear what.

 The door fell in little pieces so suddenly that Jurel jumped almost bashing his head on the table above him. Men ran in, dirty men with long, oily hair and grimy faces. Men with nasty looking swords that had ugly little teeth all the way up the edge. He had seen swords before. Soldiers came in all the time with them. Like that nice soldier that brought him toys and candy, Sergeant Daved. Sergeant Daved had shown him his sword once and it did not have all those mean little teeth on it.

 Two of the dirty men rushed up to mama and father and pulled them apart. Mama was thrown really hard into a corner near the fireplace and Jurel saw her head bounce like a ball. After that, she did not move. Two more men rushed in and father swung his heavy cudgel, the one he used when someone got too drunk and tried to start a fight. He hit a man in the shoulder, but right away, it was taken from him and two men grabbed his arms and held him there.

 Jurel thought he should get up. Jurel thought he should tell the mean men to be nice or soldiers would get them but father said not to get up. Father told him to keep quiet no matter what. Jurel was a good boy and even though he made mama and father angry sometimes, he did as he was told. He had to. He was getting big. He was a whole five years old after all, and big boys did as they were told. Besides he was so scared he thought he might pee right there in his pants.

 The men were laughing but Jurel did not hear any jokes. He heard them talking in a weird way that was all spits and grumbles and maybe that was funny to them. One man crouched down beside mama and Jurel was glad. He would help her. Then the man got up and he yelled. He was awfully angry. He kicked mother so hard that she jumped and rolled over. Her eyes were open and she was looking at him. But she was not moving and when he thought about it, she really did not seem to be looking at him, she was looking past him. At what, he wondered? He looked, but all he saw was the broken door. Maybe that was it. Maybe she was angry because the men broke the door.

 A hard laugh made him turn his head back and he saw father staring at him. Jurel stared back and watched as one of the dirty men stuck his sword in father's belly. He could almost see each of those little teeth disappearing into father's white apron. Red blossomed like a rose around the sword and Jurel understood. He looked up to see father's eyes, filled with sadness and fear. Father's mouth fell open and his body shook like he was cold. But it was not cold. Especially between his legs where he discovered he really had to pee after all. He thought he saw father's lips move. He recognized the shapes the lips made even though they barely moved. I love you. 


 The men dropped him, laughing a cruel laugh. One went around the bar and rummaged through the bottles of stuff that father told him he could have when he was older. A lot of them fell, and he heard the sound of cracking glass and sloshing liquid.

 They stayed for a minute, laughing and yelling at each other with all those spits and sneers, and Jurel did not want to be a good boy anymore. He wanted to run. He wanted to run until his feet were sore and until his pants were dry again.

 “I'm sorry father,” he whispered staring at the bulky hillock that was his father, begging, willing him to understand. “I'm a good boy. You know I am. But I'm scared.”

 Then he did move. He jumped up with all the agility and speed that he could manage and he ran out the front door just as fast as the wind. He heard the men shout out behind him. He had surprised them and that made him happy. He heard footsteps behind him but he was too far ahead. They would never catch him. He was the fastest runner he knew.

 He got all the way past Fallon's Butchery before white light blinded him. Pain burst in the back of his head and he saw sparkles like those fireworks father had taken him to see last year. Those were pretty. 

 Was he falling? It felt like he was falling but all at the same time, he did not feel much of anything. The lights started to go out. He whispered in his head, “I love you mama. I love you father.” He fell farther and farther, and the pretty lights went darker and darker until everything was black.

 * * *

 The sun shone so brightly that everything seemed to glow with its own inner light. A faint breeze riffled the grasses and carried the warm scents of spring, of growth and life, of newness. Birdsong carried on that breeze and it was as if the world was the perfect piece of art, a sculpture rendered by the greatest master ever to exist, that had a little surprise for every sense. 

 Jurel had enjoyed it just a short time ago, but Valik's arrival had soured that. He had decided to go down to the pond to enjoy the sunset which promised to be spectacular after such a perfect day, and that seemed a splendid idea, a wonderful way to forget Valik's constant torments. Until those drunken boys from the other farm chased him off. 

 Now, he barely noticed the musky scent of newly thawed earth wafting from the forest or the sweet scent of trees and flowers and grass waking after a cold winter sleep. He barely registered the brilliant coin that was the sun and how it lit everything until even the finest detail could be seen from impossible distances. He no longer heard robins calling and sparrows trilling, trading their gossips like the ladies at the farm when they scrub pots and wash dirty shirts.

 When he reached the crest of the hill, his attention was entirely focused on his group of friends—and Valik—who sat in a tight circle in the grass. He glanced back over his shoulders to the group of boys who once again sat drinking from their jug, and then they were lost behind the crest of the hill.

 Trembling, Jurel ran up the circle, catching a tiny bit of one of Valik's stupid stories. He told them like they actually happened. Like that time he told them he went to Grayson City far to the south. He said his father had sent him to be a soldier and he fought all sorts of outlaws. He bedded a hundred women—they threw themselves willingly at him, he assured them, because he had defeated the dread outlaw leader whose name Jurel could not remember and that did not matter because Jurel knew it was all a sham, a tale as transparent as the waters of their pond—and told them that bedding a woman was as nice as anything they could imagine. Better even than the sweetest honey pie that Marta could bake. What a crock. Even Jurel had been around long enough to know that he had never left the farm. Unless his father had sent him when he was six years old. Besides, better than Marta's honey pie? Not likely.

 He broke into the story, not caring about the whore that Valik had gulled into servicing him (whatever that meant) for free and that earned him a fiery glare and snarky words from the oaf. When he finally managed to get his own story out, gesticulating wildly the whole time, the others were rightfully upset. But maybe a little too upset. He did not like the look in Valik's eyes, or Trig's. Even Darren, the mildest of them looked bent on doing something foolish.

 Calming them down did not work. Anything he said seemed to bounce off them and away into thin air. His only hope was to follow them as they stomped off up the hill and toward their pond, with Valik, so angry Jurel was certain he could see a thundercloud over his head, in the lead. Maybe he could keep them from getting into trouble. They neared the other boys far too quickly for Jurel's liking. With every step, Jurel felt unease creep along his spine and down his limbs, felt slow like something physical weighed him down.

 Nasty words were spoken, threats were traded and something began to happen to Jurel. A coldness wormed its way in, freezing him to his spot and even when the first blow was thrown, the first cry of pain expelled, even when Valik exhorted him to help, he could not make his limbs work. They were disconnected from him and would not listen no matter how loudly his thoughts screeched at them.

 They locked in combat, arms pinwheeling and bodies twisting and turning, striking blows with all the power that boys can manage, screaming bitter rage in brittle voices made somehow bird-fragile by their ages. Still, Jurel could not move. His breathing was labored, rasping in and out and searing his throat like fire.

 Then it was no longer his friends battling each other. Trig no longer swung fists, and Valik no longer called his name. It was men, large men, filthy men with oily hair and faces blackened by grime and soot. Men with vicious swords, serrated with angry teeth meant not to cut but to rend. Meant to gash flesh so that it could not be mended, so that death would be merciless and inevitable. Men who stood laughing over his father as blood stained the normally spotless apron. His father stared at him with sad, frightened eyes and his lips moved, I love you, before he crumpled to the ground.

 He was running. He was running for his very life down a dark street and simultaneously across a bright meadow. He was screaming, mindless, an animal tormented by a cruel master until it reached its breaking point. He was falling. Always falling. Even when he opened his eyes and saw the comforting silhouette of Daved against the bright, bright sun, he was falling.

 And darkness gathered, wrapping him in its sweet, cold embrace.

 * * *

 The fire, small as it was, warmed his body though it could not banish the chill in his heart. Outside, the storm was abating. The wind had ceased its savage howling and the snow fell gently. He sat in the high backed chair at the table he knew so well, taking a long pull from his tankard, keeping his lonely vigil for just a while longer. The alcohol did not warm his heart though it filled his belly with fire. The dining room was quiet at that hour. It would have been quiet on any normal day anyway; everyone would have sought their beds hours ago. But this day was not normal. No, this day was not normal at all.

 He sat, buried in his own thoughts. Bitter thoughts mostly, introverted thoughts. Thoughts of life and death, thoughts of good and evil and on the nature of the world. Idly, he ran his hand along the polished surface of the table, barely registering the tiny nicks marring the slick smooth expanse that glowed even in the dimmest light. 

 He blew out his breath. His thoughts were indeed dark and they dragged him down, weighted with stone as they were, slumping his shoulders and causing his head to sag. Or maybe that was the ale. Regardless, they served no useful purpose and he pushed them away. What will be, will be, he thought. Life was just...life. Sometimes there was good and sometimes there was bad but what was important was the battle to keep going, no matter what.

 As this thought passed from consciousness through the fine line of darkness into the subconscious, he heard the front door open. He raised his head just in time to see a shadow flow by, indistinct and soundless. Now who could that be at this time of night?

 His answer came quickly when the shadow returned and the flickering light of the dying fire outlined hard features wracked by grief, showed red-rimmed, bleary eyes crazed by loss, and hair that could easily have doubled as a sparrow's nest.

 Valik roared at him. The words were unimportant. To Jurel it was simply the roar of an injured animal. An animal whose territory had been invaded. An animal who had learned how to tip a glass. When Valik stepped forward menacingly, the combined stenches of rancid sweat and sickly-sweet alcohol like rotting corn, assaulted Jurel's nose.

 Jurel stood and his belly knotted alarmingly, sloshing suddenly sour ale. He knew how this must end. He knew and yet he still tried to stave off the inevitable. His voice low and sad (but not scared, oh no! Animals can sense fear), he tried to console his long-time nemesis.

 The only thing his compassion achieved was to rile Valik even more and the young man took a step forward raising his fist like a sword in front of him. He tried again. This was not a time for belligerence. This was not a time for old animosities. Galbin was dead. Fallen from a stupid roof to the stupid ground and he broke his stupid neck. This was a time for sharing the memory of the man they both honored and loved.

 The first answer he received was a hand that suddenly clenched his shirt front and drunken threats from a fool who did not care about anything but his own pride. The second answer was a blow to Jurel's cheek that rocked him and sent stars flitting across his vision. He pried himself loose, heard and felt the fabric of his shirt tear. 

 Stepping back he raised his hands, palms out, declaring truce. More slurred words, quieter now, loaded with loathing, and suddenly he staggered under another mighty swing. Then, he saw his father. Cruel men surrounded him, held him up and laughed. He did not know that laughter could express so much savage rage. He saw a rose blossom on his father's apron. He saw a hilt sticking out right in the middle of that rose.

 His father looked up, slack-jawed, caught Jurel's eyes with his own and as cruel laughter sullied the air of the room that had held so much joy in better days, Jurel saw his lips move. I love you.

 He did not fall though. Should he not be falling? For some reason he thought so, believed it so strongly that he tensed, waiting for the impact. The dirty men disappeared like smoke on the wind, the evil laughter faded, leaving an echo that sounded far off, an echo that stretched into the sudden silence, too stubborn to realize that it no longer existed, and then that too was gone. 

 His father did not fall.

 He rose to his feet and walked to the table that Jurel occupied, and took the seat across from him, and their eyes met, creating a bridge over the coarse wood. He smiled and in that smile, Jurel found something he had lost so long ago on that very day.

 His mother appeared, sitting beside her husband—she was not there, and then she was, and it was as though she had always been there—and they held hands and they gazed upon their son with all the love parents can hold for their child clear in their eyes. Jurel shuddered under that gaze. He quavered at the power of it. He felt that the intensity must blow him away like a leaf in a storm.

 “We love you, son,” his father said. Or was it his mother that spoke? If someone had told him to answer correctly or die, he would die.

 “We have fettered you for too long. You must let us go. You must be strong.”

 “But why?” Jurel asked. “I have lost you over and over again and I think I am going to lose me next time.”

 Their smiles broadened. It was a smile of tolerance, the smile that any parent of a mischievous child would understand. “You must release us from your heart. Remember us but do not fear any more.”

 “I cannot!” he cried.

 He knew the truth. He must release them. It did not mean he had to stop thinking of them, nor did it mean he must stop loving them. He must release them for their memory chained him, kept him from...from...

 His future. His self.

 All came crashing down around him, shattering and juddering and jangling. All came tumbling to the earth at his feet, leaving a barren plain of withered grasses washed in purple moonlight covered in bright shards. A cold wind blew, rustling his hair, raising goose pimples in marching lines on his arms. At his feet, the bright broken pieces of his past moved. They gathered themselves, slowly at first, hesitantly. Then with greater speed as though someone were constructing a puzzle and had figured out what it must show, and the pieces began to create an image. An image of a man in black armor with golden swirls. An image of him holding a sword blazing with lightning and rumbling with thunder raised high over his head. Where this man strode, armies followed. Where this man raised his sword, his enemies fled in terror. This man was powerful. This man was invincible. This man was a god!

 Something within him broke then. It cracked like a gate beset by a ram. Through the cracks, brilliant blue light shone, blinding him. The cracks expanded and the light grew until it burned his eyes from their sockets and radiated forth.

 He struck back and Valik stumbled, shocked. He struck again and the shock turned to terror. He swung with more power than he could have imagined and Valik flew across the dining room to land in a heap.

 Suddenly he was nose to nose with his tormentor. There was no longer any fear in Jurel. There was sadness and there was understanding. There was hurt and there was fury.

 Valik begged and still Jurel struck him. Valik pleaded and Jurel...

 Froze.

 This was not his future. He knew who he was. He knew what he was. This was not it. He bolted then, battering down the front door of Galbin's house. He ran while images of his parents smiled in his thoughts. He ran until darkness, sweet soothing darkness, took him.

 He ran, but he did not fall.

 * * *

 His armor cocooned him, wrapped around him comfortably like a second skin. It kept his legs dry as he strode through the high grasses that had never been touched by man, toward the armies that stared at him expectantly. His sword rested comfortably in his hand like it belonged there, like it had always belonged there.

 He wept as his gaze passed over the anonymous faces of his armies, over the dull gleam of steel, and even as tears coursed down his cheeks, an exultant thrill coursed through his body, electrifying and energizing him. 

 “Are you broken?” the voice of the old man asked. 

 It was a voice that carried all the power of the wind and the rivers, of life and death and eternity, and it whispered from the same direction as the light that came from nowhere and everywhere to bathe the verdant field.

 Peace descended upon him as he strode. He was not broken. Not anymore.

 He smiled. “No, father. I am whole.”

 “I am glad,” the voice said.

 He strode until he stood directly between the two armies. He glanced left and then right. He raised his sword over his head, a sword that crackled with blue life. He drew in a great breath.

 “Attack!” he bellowed.


As he wept bitter-sweet tears, the armies, his armies, roared to life and ran towards each other where they converged with drawn weapons behind him and they charged as one, with Jurel at the forefront, toward the forest that ringed this innocent place.




Chapter 61

 Putrid decay, human waste and mold assaulted his nose. Cold dampness left him chilled and shivering. His bed, rotted as it was, prickled him like biting ants. He opened his eyes but he knew it was pointless. It had been days, or maybe weeks, since they had tossed him into his hole. There was no light here.

 Kicking away a furry something that nibbled painfully on his exposed toes, he rose and stretched almost languidly. He worked knotted muscles until they moved more freely and he was dismayed when he felt the spongy laxity of his arms. But somehow, it was not too important to him just then.

 He remembered everything. His name was Jurel. He was in the dungeon of Gaorla's temple in the great city of Threimes. His father, the Father of fathers, had told him he would not die. Not today. He had tasks to perform and trials to face. He did not know what lay ahead—no one knew that. But he knew what was here and now.

 He was stunned by what he knew, by what had been revealed to him. How could it be? He was just a lowly farmer. But he remembered a time when he rode with Kurin. That time that Kurin had said he should read a book. The thick black one with the blood red title, ANCIENT PROPHECIES: GOD OF WAR. He had felt detached as he stared at the cover like some part of him slept, and when he had tried to open the book, that jolt had numbed his arm.

 But it was not the book that had caused it. It was him. It was his long-buried memory of dead parents. He called that memory forth now, and when he saw the serrated blade drive into Gram's belly, he felt deep mourning and that was all. There was no more rancid terror. 

 He smiled, sadly to be sure, but he did.

 He did not know how it could be possible. A god? Him? He did not feel particularly godly. Right then and there he felt more like a god's shit than anything. At best. But Gaorla had called him son, had provided him with answers. But those answers rested uncomfortably in his thoughts. The problem was, for each answer, a thousand more questions were created. He mulled a few of those questions, the ones that came most readily to mind, kneading them, pushing them and pulling them until he had a headache. Until the questions stubbornly announced by their sullen repetitions that he had gotten plenty of answers for one day. Thank you, come again.

 Somewhere outside his door, he heard voices echoing, warped by the walls into elastic reverberations, altered until they sounded hollow and windy. They were naught but grim, distorted parodies of themselves that became meaningless noise, and footsteps, a sharp beat that reached his ears dulled, blunted by stone walls. He was certain that the voices were trying for quiet but try as they might, the alien sounds reached Jurel's ears.

 The noises stopped, after having reached a crescendo, and Jurel was certain they had stopped just outside his door.


So they have come for me at last.

 He should have been fearful. He should have been quavering with dread but his father had told him that he would not die.

 Not that day. Tomorrow maybe. He would worry about that tomorrow.

 There was a metallic sound, a raspy grating thing that set his teeth on edge. His door creaked, protesting, grumbling as it swung open reluctantly on iron hinges spotted with rust. A burst of light bored into and behind his eyes and he was positive that it was the entire sun that came for him. When he squeezed his eyes shut, the glare was still blinding and he raised his torn hands, hissing.

 “Jurel?” 

 A voice so familiar, it brought an ache that threatened to rend him for surely it could not be real. 

 “Jurel, it's me.”

 He still could not see through the glare though it had resolved itself into no more than a torch but he did not need to see.

 “Father?” he croaked through lips so dry they cracked and he tasted blood.

 He thought he must still be dreaming. Perhaps this was another of Gaorla's visions. But the burning in his throat was too real, the sizzling numbness in his fingers too close for this to be a dream.

 “Yes.”

 Arms wrapped around Jurel and he smelled his father's familiar smell, like freshly tilled earth and warm breezes and tangy sweat. Good, honest smells. Home smells. Jurel cried and buried his head in his father's shoulder and Daved stroked his matted hair.

 “I got you boy. All will be well now. I got you,” his father soothed.

 Jurel would have been content if that moment lasted forever. He would have been content if he died right then and there but then another familiar voice spoke.

 “We don't have much time, Daved,” the new voice said and Jurel gasped, too shocked to bring forth a name.

 “I know, Mikal. Jurel, can you walk?”

 The arms fell away when Jurel nodded and he rose unsteadily with the help of his father. Slowly, his eyes became accustomed to the torchlight and as they did, he saw clearly for the first time the two men who stood there. He could not believe it. Mikal was dead; Jurel had watched him get run through. And Daved was on Galbin's—Valik's—farm. How could this be?

 “No time for questions now, lad. We need to go.”

 It was then that he realized he had spoken his question aloud. Daved supported him as he stumbled on watery legs through the open door of his cell and there, he received his third shock.

 “Hello Jurel,” Gaven said with a weak smile. “How are you?”

 He must have fainted because the next thing he knew, the three men were leading him down the dank hallway, holding him up. After a time, Jurel's legs grew strong enough, and he walked with Daved at his side while Gaven and Mikal were a few paces ahead. It was a nightmare of a journey through those halls, halls that had witnessed unimaginable suffering and terrible lingering deaths and seemed to ooze malice like pus from an infected wound, halls so deep and dark that surely the very earth did not remember their existence, and Jurel lost track of the number of twists and turns they took. He tried to count the stairs as they climbed, but when he lost the number—somewhere upwards of a hundred—he decided that, as long as they were going up, he did not really care.

 If he had studied a little longer under Kurin, he would have known that he suffered from malnutrition, shock, and a long list of other ailments. As it was, he knew something was wrong with him, but the farther they went, the easier it became for him to think. His belly was still a bottomless pit, but at least his mind was sharpening.

 “He's in that one,” Gaven whispered. 

 Jurel followed the line of the Soldier's finger to a cell that looked like every other cell they had passed. 

 Grunting, Mikal pulled open the door and when Kurin stepped out, bedraggled, as filthy as he was and wearing a tired smile, Jurel was once again stunned to speechlessness.

 “Took you long enough,” the old man grunted in a creaky voice.

 “That's all of us then,” Mikal said, pointedly ignoring Kurin's snipe. “Let's go.”

 “Here,” Daved said, handing Jurel a sword, his sword. “You'll need this.”




Chapter 62

 Dripping water echoed up and down the halls, high and hollow. The walls were black with mold, streaked with the stuff and it looked as though the cold stone bled. Torches hung from the walls so far apart that the light of one did not meet the light of the next leaving pools of ruddy brightness like island oases in the murk. The stench was that of a charnel house and they all coughed, suppressing gags as they walked quickly and silently from island to island toward the door that loomed ahead in the dark.

 Daved and Mikal approached the door first, Jurel right behind them. Behind him, he heard a grunt and a stumble. He turned to see Kurin on his hands and knees, trembling and breathing heavily like a broken bellows. Kurin fared worse than he. Where Jurel had found hidden strength, unknown reserves like buried goldmines to tap, Kurin had wasted away. Seeing his mentor that way made Jurel tremble. With blackest pity and sorrow. With reddest rage.

 Jumping forward from the rear, Gaven reached down and pulled Kurin to his feet. A flash and a fetid breath of dungeon air brushed past Jurel and suddenly, Gaven was goggling at Mikal's sword point only an inch from his throat. Wisely, he froze.

 “Unhand him,” Mikal grated. “Now.” 

 His expression was stony. Jurel recognized it from when they had fought side by side. It was the expression he dawned like a protective cloak when he was about to draw blood, when he was about to kill. His eyes glittered and it seemed that he overflowed with pent violence, that somehow it seeped from his eyes and reached out, wrapping around Gaven, a dread promise.

 Gaven's only response was an audible swallow, a faint click that in itself spoke volumes.

 “Wait,” Jurel shouted. “Mikal, no. He's a friend.”

 “Keep your voice down,” Daved growled.

 “I said, unhand him. Last warning,” he said and his voice was cold. So cold that a chill ran up Jurel's spine.

 “Mikal,” Jurel tried again, heeding his father's warning, speaking more softly, almost soothingly, the way one might speak to a spooked stallion. “Really, he's my friend. He kept me company on the journey up here. He freed me from my shackles. He won't hurt Kurin.”

 Mikal's eyes flicked from Gaven's terrified ones to Jurel's horrified, pleading ones, and back again so quickly that Jurel thought he might have imagined it.

 But still that sword remained poised to strike before Gaven could so much as blink the wrong way. Jurel was not actually sure if Gaven was still his friend. He had betrayed the young soldier and that nagged at him, left him feeling a dirty kind of guilt, an oily thing that oozed insidiously into the cracks of his conscience. He had to save him. He had to do something to redeem himself.

 It was Kurin himself who saved the moment. He rolled his eyes and blew out a huff of air.

 “Either stab him or don't,” Kurin said. “But if you do, can someone please catch me before I hit the ground again?”

 Slowly, hesitantly, steel withdrew.

 “Are you all right Kurin?” Jurel asked.

 “I'll live. I just need a moment to gather myself,” the old man said with a weak smile.

 And so it was. After Kurin drank some water from a skin hidden beneath Daved's cloak, they moved forward until they reached the door. Quickly, they passed through an office, little more than a cell like the one Jurel had just vacated with the exception of a plain, rickety desk, a slightly more tolerable smell, and a second door. And a torch—oh what Jurel would have given to have had a torch in his midnight hole. Gaven said this was where he was posted, this was where his own sentence was carried out.

 They hesitated briefly, glancing at one another with uncertainty. Once they crossed the threshold of the second door, they would technically be out of the dungeon, though Gavin informed them the next two levels were largely unpopulated, home only to the rats and the cockroaches who scavenged in the various store rooms.

 “I'll go first,” Gaven offered.

 “What, so you can alert the first guard you see? I don't think so,” sneered Mikal.

 Gaven trained a heated glare on the swordmaster but it was like an angry antelope trying to stare down a tiger. “I'm with you. I've had enough of this place. If you don't believe me, then go ahead and stab me.” To prove his point, he stepped forward and puffed his chest out and placed his hands on his hips. “Go ahead, then.”

 It was such a ridiculous situation that Jurel laughed. Years ago, a lifetime ago, Trig had done a surprisingly good imitation of Valik, exaggerating Valik's self-importance. “I am the great Valik,” he had cried with a piping falsetto voice, standing over Darren and Jurel with an expression so haughty it was ridiculous, “I have bedded a million women, and I have poked a million men with my sword. But...I don't own a sword. So what'd I poke 'em with?” Jurel had laughed until tears streamed from his eyes and his ribs hurt. And Gaven stood in exactly that pose now, trying so hard to be impressive, trying his level best to look courageous until it was a parody.

 “Let him lead Mikal,” Daved said. “He knows that if he betrays us, it'll be the last thing he ever does.”

 “No,” Mikal warned, pointing one blunt finger at Gaven. “The last thing he'll ever do is bleed.”

 They pressed themselves against the walls as Gaven pushed open the door and sauntered out as if he owned the place. The door closed and the only sound was the fizzing of the torch on the wall. 

 Even though Jurel felt stronger with every passing moment, he was still dizzy and his guts clenched and unclenched like a fist. Would Gaven betray them? Would they suddenly hear the door crash open and see a dozen guards storm into the tiny room with swords drawn? As if hearing his thoughts, Mikal drew his sword, a long rasping sound that shredded the silence and grated his ears. Gaven was his friend. He had to be. They had shared a great deal on their trip north and even though Jurel knew he had betrayed the young Soldier, he knew that Gaven was a good man, a man of honor. If he had helped Daved and Mikal, if he had not died in the line of duty on Mikal's sword—or Daved's for that matter—then that meant he would help them get away. Right? He held his breath and hoped, trying not to wince at the frailty of his logic.

 The door creaked open and Gaven stepped in.

 “Come on,” he said. “The way is clear at least until the next stairs.”

 They entered a hallway much like the last one. Rough stone surrounded them still streaked with mold, doors marching into the darkness on both sides, and torches were spread apart so that their guttering flames still did little to alleviate the gloom. It still stank too but where the previous hall smelled like suffering and death, this hall smelled rotten, like ancient wood and spoiled food. Random doors stood open but mostly, the rooms beyond were too dark to see into as if, instead of rooms filled with forgotten stores, he looked into the nothingness that the legends said existed under the world.

 They hurried, nearly running down the hallway and once again, a door loomed ahead, barring their way, hiding any obstacles that lay beyond. As before, Gaven went first to scout the way and he returned quickly with good news.

 “Still clear,” he murmured. “But we'll have to be careful from here on. The next floor is more used.”

 They climbed the narrow steps and Jurel felt as though the walls were pressing them close, closing in on them until he thought that perhaps the very structure they were in was alive and it was angry that they were making good their escape. Stifling his panic, he tried to push away the image in his mind of the walls growing narrower and narrower until finally they met in a cusp that would tolerate no further progress. Of course the walls, though close, never got any closer but still, when they reached the door at the top of the stairs, Jurel breathed a sigh of relief. 

 They continued on, with Gaven in the lead, passing door after door in this new place that was better lit, better cleaned, and hope began to blossom in Jurel's chest. They had not met a soul so far. Perhaps they could make it out. Perhaps they would reach the final door and fall into sunlight. Or was it night? It did not matter. They would be in the clean air of the world again.

 Gaven abruptly raised his hand and halted. Echoes of footsteps reached them around a sharp bend in the hall and voices, low and gravelly accompanied the irregular beat of their feet. Without warning, Gaven disappeared around the corner and Mikal hissed an oath.

 “Hey boys,” Gaven called. “You coming to relieve me?”

 “Bugger off,” one of them growled at him and the footsteps did not slow. “You're not to be relieved for another shift and you know it.”

 “Of course,” Gaven said and laughed wryly. “I should have known the sergeant wouldn't send down four of you to relieve me.”


There were four soldiers ahead and Gaven had told them. Even with the deadly danger ahead, Jurel could not help but grin as a wave of relief washed through him. Gaven would not betray them. Gaven was still his friend. For some reason, that was almost more important to Jurel than escaping.

 “What are you doin out o yer hole?” another guard asked.

 “Just getting a breath of fresh air. Stinks down there you know. Besides, it's not like anyone is going to escape.”

 The guards were close. Maybe no more than a few paces away though it was hard to tell. The echoes bounced and rebounded so many times that sometimes it seemed they could have come from behind Jurel's group. And then Gaven's plan came clear to Jurel: the young soldier was making pointless talk so that as the men answered, they unwittingly told the escapees where they were.

 “Trying to shirk your duty again I warrant. Get your useless ass back down there before I decide Sarge needs to know.”

 “Okay, okay. Sorry. I just wanted to breath something other than shit for a minute. I'm going.”

 As soon as Gaven rounded the corner, eyes wide and sweat beading on his forehead like crystals on a crown, he spun and gripped his sword by the hilt and even in the gloom, Jurel could see the white of his knuckles. One step, two, then...

 “Now,” whispered Gaven and drawing his sword rounded the corner again followed closely by Mikal and Daved.

 When Jurel rounded the corner gripping his own weapon, two of the soldiers were already on the ground, motionless, a third was gaping down at Gaven's sword which was buried to the hilt in his chest, coughing up blood. The fourth stumbled back a step as Daved lunged.

 “ESCAPE!” he shrieked and his voice echoed up and down the hall so that it seemed that a hundred more voices took up the call.

 Daved's blade buried itself and the guard shuddered and slid lifelessly to the ground. But the damage was done. That one shriek threatened them more than the swords that the guards had not even had time to draw.

 “Quickly now,” Mikal hissed. “Get these bodies out of sight. Hurry!”

 They dragged the bodies, grunting with effort, leaving bloody streaks on the stones into a nearby room as rats squeaked and scurried under piles of moldering sacks and rotting furniture. Closing the door behind them left them in utter blackness and Jurel had to fight the urge to scream, the memory of his cell too fresh in his mind. Sweating, trembling he bit down, clamping his teeth together with such force he thought his jaw would break.

 “It's all right Jurel,” Daved whispered in his ear. “You're here with us. Forget about that place.”

 Bless him. Bless him for his uncanny ability to know what Jurel was thinking.

 “You did good,” Mikal said.

 Jurel thought he was the target of the praise but it was Gaven who responded, “Thank you.”


They waited. Surely, someone had heard the guard's call. Surely the hallway would fill with countless soldiers all looking for blood. Time stretched with nothing but the sound of their coarse breathing to fill in the gaps and it became a physical thing, a pressure that squeezed them like a vice as it pulled them to tautness until they vibrated like a struck drum. They waited but heard no other sound. They waited and no one came.

 When Mikal was satisfied that they had waited long enough, Gaven gingerly opened the door a crack, wincing when it squealed. It was a quiet noise but in the darkness, in the silence, it sounded like a stuck pig.

 Down the hall they went, weapons drawn and held ahead of them, a sharp end to a human battering ram, and up the next set of stairs, quietly, quietly, for they knew that though the guard's shriek may have been missed, they may not be so lucky the next time.

 The door opened into a much wider hallway. The polished floors gleamed under the gray light that filtered through windows set high in the walls above tapestries that lined both sides depicting images from various stories in the Holy Writs: There was Gaorla standing over the dark lord of the underworld, victorious as he banished the Lord of the Dead to his realm after the War of Sun; another showed Saint Shoka, the first Grand Prelate, the man who had established the priesthood dedicated to Gaorla, and a hundred more that marched along the walls to disappear into the distance.

 Save for the ubiquitous doors that broke up the line of tapestries along the walls, there was nowhere for them to hide. As they hurried down the corridor, their steps echoing faintly from the ceiling that rose to a cusp twenty paces above, they watched and listened and prayed silently that they could get to the next door. Only the next door. They did not dare hope for more beyond that. Not yet.


But they reached the door and furtively passed through after another check by Gaven, into an even broader hall with a coffered ceiling that rose seventy maybe eighty paces above them, buttressed by marble pillars as big around as trees, etched and engraved with all manner of swirling designs that merged and diverged, and Jurel thought his eyes would water if he stared too long. A gathering hall, or an audience chamber then, he surmised, but one which, considering the lack of furniture, was not used often. They scuttled, hunched over as though they thought they might be less visible that way and they passed close along the pillars. 


 Halfway through the huge chamber, they heard a noise, no louder than a pin dropping and they stopped glancing warily in every direction. As if from nowhere, a dozen guards then a dozen more materialized from behind pillars and closed doors, pikes drawn and aimed at the small party. They pushed closer and closer, surrounding them, hemming them in and they remained out of reach at the end of their pikes so that not even Mikal with his deadly sword could approach.

 “Well then,” said a grating voice somewhere behind the soldiers. “What have we here? Mice escaping the cat's den?”

 Despair gripped Jurel in its talons, grief wrenched him, and he mourned the lives about to be lost. His life. Kurin's and Mikal's. His friend who wore the same uniform as his enemies. His father. He looked to each, especially Daved, tried to firmly imprint the memory of their faces in his mind as if he could take those memories with him on the long journey he was certain they were all about to embark on. Perhaps his memories of them would ease the way down the dark path and through the gates of the underworld.

 The soldiers parted and a burly man with a livid scar running across his forehead and down his cheek as though at some point in his illustrious career someone had tried to peel his face off, stepped through taking care to keep clear of the swords that were drawn against him and his men. He grinned cruelly as he surveyed them. His eyes lit on Gaven, and he paused, his expression dropping to a stony frown. But still plenty of cruelty.

 “I knew you'd be trouble, you little asswipe,” the sergeant growled.

 “Sergeant, I hereby tender my resignation effective immediately,” Gaven responded with too much bravado for it to be considered real even for an instant.

 “Shut up. The only resignation you'll tender will be on a traitor's gibbet. Shackle them.”


The men drew closer, poking with their weapons until Jurel and his friends were shoulder to shoulder.

 “I suggest you drop your weapons. My men will follow their orders and I don't care whether you're breathing or not when they do.”

 With no room to maneuver, no room to twist let alone swing a sword, they complied and the hall resounded with the clang of steel on stone. Men stepped forward carrying thick black chains and efficiently, as men with years of practice, wrists and ankles were bound. When the soldiers stepped back, Jurel noted that his party had the defeated look of a sinking ship's crew.

 “There's someone that wants to speak with you,” the sergeant said and with a gesture to his men, turned and strode purposefully from the hall.

 The men followed in straight lines of two on either side of the group so that they looked like a parade on the training grounds, their boots clomping in unison, their pikes on their shoulders and rising in a forest whose canopy was glinting steel. They marched on, through hallways that increased in grandeur and opulence until everything around seemed to take on a satiny shimmer or a golden sheen, climbed stairs that were wide and polished with scarlet carpets running down the center like a waterfall of blood, until they reached a set of huge doors with banners of Gaorla's cross, scarlet red on snow white, flanking either side. They stopped as one and the sergeant barked an order to the guard that stood at attention in front of the wide doors.

 Rapping smartly, the stony faced guard pushed them open and called something that Jurel could not quite hear. There was a pause and faintly, like feathers rustling, there came some response. The guard stepped back through the door and motioned them through.

 They entered another audience chamber, smaller than the one where they had been captured but far more opulent. Golden statues of Gaorla and his saints stood in silent judgment along walls that were covered in more tapestries. The floor gleamed like there was a sheet of clear, smooth ice coating the darkly lacquered wood. They stood on a thick carpet, red with golden thread embroidering the edges that was a path between them and the dais which stood in the center of the room. Upon the dais, stood a golden chair—more a throne really, with armrests carved in the likeness of roaring lions, and a back that ended with a disk four paces wide carved in the semblance of the sun so that whoever sat there seemed to be basked in God's light. And upon the chair sat an incredibly obese man, wearing a white robe spotted with wine. His bald pate gleamed like the floor under a sheen of sweat and his face was red, his breathing labored like a man who had just run ten miles.

 “Your Grace, we captured these men trying to escape,” the sergeant said as he dropped to one knee.

 “So here you are then, my children,” the fat man said. His voice oozed like oil, and he smiled beatifically though the smile did not reach his cold calculating eyes. “I am High Priest Calen. You may address me as 'Your Grace.' And who has the honor of being granted audience with me?”

 That cold gaze passed over them much like the sergeant's had, but unlike the sergeant's, whose gaze seemed dull, uninterested, like the gaze of a man who could follow orders but not give them, the fat man's gaze was bright and shrewd; under the layers of flab and indolence, Jurel knew there was a man of unquestionable intelligence—and cruelty. And just as the sergeant had, those cold eyes paused when they beheld Gaven. An expression of regret, of sadness passed over the fat man's face and he shook his head.

 “Ah, I see one of our own has been subverted by the wicked.” The fat man clicked his tongue like a parent reprimanding a wayward child. “And what is your name, soldier? No, wait. Let me guess. You are private Gaven Slaynish, correct? Recently demoted for gross misconduct? Of course.”


His eyes moved again. “And you, of course, are Mikal the famous swordmaster, I presume. Or perhaps infamous would be more appropriate, hmmm?” He laughed at his own joke, wheezing lightly. “And you of course, dear Kurin. We all know who you are. But tell me, who is the brute with you? Would that be Jurel? Your precious salvation? Your God of War? He does not look so formidable to me, at least not all bound in iron as he is.” Another gloating laugh. “And the other one, the short ugly one with the piercing gaze? Oooh, it fair makes me shiver to see such a gaze.”

 “My name is Daved. I am a good honest god-fearing man and I demand you let us go.”

 His father was a strong man, as strong as any Jurel had ever met but even Jurel had to gape at Daved's demand. Calen laughed in astonishment.

 “And the spirit matches the eyes. If not the intellect.” he leaned back languorously in the ornate, almost garish, chair. “Tell me, Daved, why is an honest god-fearing man, as you say, skulking through Gaorla's temple transporting escaped heretics?”

 “These men have done no wrong. You hold them illegally.”

 “Illegally, you say? Kurin has had a warrant on his head for decades. He is a known heretic. These others are his accomplices. It is a cut-and-dried case and I'm afraid the sentence is immutable.”

 “Bullshit, you fat lump,” Daved roared, straining against his shackles, straining against the Soldiers who kept him from reaching the corpulent man in his chair. “You're a liar and a coward.”

 Calen's expression froze, changing from languid good humor to icy rage faster than the eye could follow. His already ruddy face mottled further, until it was nearly purple and he trembled.

 “Perhaps,” Calen hissed, “I have overindulged our guests. Perhaps it is time to establish who exactly is in charge here. Sergeant. Dispose of him.”

 The sergeant barked a command and without hesitation a soldier drew his sword and plunged it into Daved's chest. The tip tore through his back and up, glistening wetly in the light and Daved gasped in surprise.

 “FATHER! NOOOO!”

 He pried himself free of the guards that held him, and caught Daved as his legs buckled. Carefully, Jurel lowered his father to the ground and stared into those eyes he had known all his life. Daved's face was the pale white-gray color of bone and when he coughed, red flecked spittle burst from his mouth. He shivered as if he were cold.

 “Hang on father. We'll get you out of here.”

 He tried to smile. He tried to impart some confidence in his words, in his voice. But he had none to give. Through a haze of tears, he saw his own father smile weakly in return. Daved reached up and patted his son's shoulder as if it was Jurel that needed the comfort instead of himself.

 “Never fear, my boy,” Daved rasped and his voice was weak, wavering in a way Jurel had never before heard, not even that night that Galbin fell from the roof, and it tore at him, threatened to destroy him right then and there. “Never fear. You'll be all right.”

 “Father, no. You must not speak. Save your strength.”

 “No. No, Jurel. My time grows short. Look, I can see it already. Look.” He seemed to look over Jurel's shoulder, into the distance. He seemed to see something that no one else could and he smiled gently, calmly like some great weight had been lifted from him. When he spoke again, his voice was a whisper, “Have I told you how proud I am of you, lad? Have I told you...?”

 Coughing wracked him, a deep tearing hack that made him double over with his arms wrapped now around his bleeding chest, while blood spewed from his mouth, thick blood, the dark blood that was at the core of every man's being, that held the very threads of life. And when his eyes focused on Jurel's again, they were cloudy with pain.

 “I love you son. I-I...”

 He spasmed, grimaced, coughed more thick blood. The last light that was Daved Histane dimmed until, with one last rattling breath, it went out and he stared fixedly into the distance at something that no living being was ever allowed to see.

 It could not be. No. It could not be. Jurel shook his father, calling his name quietly in the way that one does to waken a deep sleeper. A numbness descended on Jurel. A cold numbness that could never be matched by the coldest midwinter night, that could never be matched by the deepest waters of any ocean, or by the scrubbing winds on the highest mountain peak. His ears rang as though some gigantic bell played a mournful dirge and he shook his father, calling his name quietly.

 “How touching. Let that be a lesson to you,” Calen said in that oily, self-satisfied voice into the silence of the audience hall. “There will be no escape. Not for any of you this day.”


Escape? Was he mad? Escape? Jurel did not want escape. There were plenty of ideas vying for Jurel's interest at that moment and escape was far down on the list. In fact, escape might have been the last thing, right at the very bottom. As he stared at his father, something stirred. Some hidden past, an ancient secret that had been buried by time and life.

 His ears rang.


The mournful dirge of the gong in his head was accompanied suddenly by frantic, insistent, jangling bells that sounded like swords striking each other, like armor clinking, like steel clad feet marching by the thousands. His ears rang and though the fear was there, it was drowned by the rage, the hunger, the lust that coursed hotly through Jurel's veins.

 “You killed my father,” he said quietly, interrupting whatever nonsense the fat man on his golden chair was spouting.

 “I am terribly sorry for it, too,” Calen sneered. “Perhaps next time he will watch his tongue. Oh, my mistake. There will be no next time for him will there?”


He laughed though Jurel barely heard it. The force of the ringing increased, became a river in him, a river that searched for an outlet, and if it did not find one soon, Jurel knew it would make one.

 “You killed my father,” Jurel repeated more loudly, and his voice rasped like sandpaper on wood.

 As Calen laughed and said something that he could not hear, he closed his eyes, trembling, shivering, trying to hold himself together, to keep himself from flying apart into a million pieces. The river changed, intensified until it became a lake and then an ocean, and he clenched his teeth and shut his eyes so that he would not burst from the forces that raged within. Images flicked past quicker than thought in his mind's eye, images of his life, of his friends, of his father. Of both his fathers. They whirled, caught in a tornado spinning about with other mental jetsam: the tang of honey and wine and spices as Erin's lips brushed lightly against his; Valik's glare as he stood over Jurel with a raised fist; a sword, vicious and serrated wielded by a savage from the north; a red poppy on a white apron. Those and a hundred other images whirled and spun crazily, arcing into his view and back out faster and faster until it was all a terrible, red-tinged blur.

 Then it stopped. As suddenly as a branch snapping, it stopped, and Jurel felt something like peace. But it was a false peace, the peace of a man too long in the desert suddenly being given too much water, an icy calmness that overlay the boiling of a cauldron over a fire.

 He opened his eyes and looked up while thrills ran up and down his body causing his hair to rise, to stand up like he was too close to a lightning strike. Gasps rose from throats all over the room and the fat man, Calen, gaped at him, half risen from his chair, his eyes like saucers, his mouth dropping open in an O of surprise.

 “You killed my father,” said the God of War.




Chapter 63

 Kurin's body ached so fiercely he thought he must fall were it not for the guards that held him. The shackles about his wrists dragged his arms down; he feared his arms might come out of their sockets, and they felt hot around his wrists like they had just come out of a fire. He knew he was ill. His time in confinement had not been easy and his lungs burned, filled as they were with fluid.

 In utter misery, he watched as Jurel wept and as Daved whispered something to him. Something that could not be heard by any but Jurel. The man's mortal wound was weakening him at an astonishing rate (probably nicked the heart. That would explain it, he thought); whatever Daved said came out as no more than a whisper. He watched and saw Daved's eyes grow dim, saw him spasm and slump, and his head lolled as his neck went limp. He sighed one last rattling breath.

 “You killed my father,” Jurel said and the anguish in his voice tore Kurin's heart.

 As Calen spoke words that were meaningless to him, Kurin wanted to leap forward and wrap his arms around the young man, to tell him everything would be all right. He wanted to sprint to the dais and disembowel the fat bastard who sat there. But he could barely stand without the help of the guards.

 “Such a pity,” Calen said from his golden throne. “But one does not speak to a high priest with such impertinence.”

 “Why?” Kurin croaked. “Why would you do such a thing?”

 Calen watched the spectacle in front of him, below him, as if it riveted him like a good play acted by master mummers. He did not bother to look away from the tragic scene as he answered.

 “He was unnecessary. And besides, you needed to be taught a valuable lesson,” Calen said and he waved his hand like a mosquito hummed about him. Hush, his demeanor said, I am trying to watch the show.

 Kurin was not a violent man by nature. He was a healer; he had always done everything in his power to provide aid and relief to whomever he could. But he was not a stranger to violence; at that moment, he would gladly have killed the fat bastard with his bare hands. Slowly. He watched as Jurel trembled with bowed head and closed eyes, and Kurin's heart went out to him.

 “So this is your precious God of War, is it? This mewling whelp is supposed to save your ridiculous order?” Calen said suddenly.

 “You have no idea, Calen, what that young man is capable of,” Mikal growled.

 Calen finally looked away from the grim scene and regarded Mikal with smug surprise. “Oh? Is that so? Well then it is a good thing that he is surrounded by nearly sixty soldiers. Not to mention his shackles.”

 He chuckled like a hyena, a high pitched sound that grated at Kurin. He leaned forward then, quicker than Kurin would have thought possible and his expression changed from mild smugness to stone.

 “Now then. We have escaped prisoners. We have a turncoat, we have a dead heretic and we-”

 Jurel lifted his head and opened his eyes, and Kurin gasped. The sound was echoed by the three score people in the audience hall and Calen half rose from his seat, his eyes wide with deepest shock. Jurel's eyes were blue. Not his regular blue, not blue as a handsome man has. Not blue as the sky, or blue as a stormy sea. But blue. They shone, radiated as though lightning had taken up residence in his head and the electric light poured out.

 “You killed my father,” Jurel rumbled in a voice that Kurin could only describe as...god-like. 

 The misery was gone, the hollow anguish that had so torn at Kurin's heart was absent like it had never been. Instead, there was a depthless anger, a rage so all-encompassing that the hall itself seemed to feel it, seemed to quail from it. Gingerly, as gently as if he held the finest crystal, Jurel laid his father on the floor at his feet, laid a hand on his father's chest. Then he rose fluidly to his feet and...

 ...he smiled.

 It was a terrible thing, that smile, filled with teeth and rage and hunger, an insatiable lust for blood, and a promise that his desire would soon be fulfilled. As filaments of lightning, jagged threads of blue-white light, crackled up and down his body, he extended his hands and deliberately drew them apart. When the chain of his shackles reached its limit, his hands kept going. Iron squealed, shrieked like a tortured child. With a brittle snap, the chain exploded into links that sprayed the floor, clinking like the coins in Death's purse.

 “It is you,” Kurin whispered.

 He should have felt joy. He should have been elated that he had finally completed his lifelong mission. But all he felt was dread. He felt like he stood at the edge of a cliff and he could see jagged rocks at the bottom, rocks that promised to tear his flesh, to shred him even as they crushed his bones to powder and spilled his blood, while spears prodded him in the back, pushing...pushing...

 For it was he, Kurin Makentyr, who had unleashed the God of War on the world.

 Jurel lunged, a motion so inhumanly rapid that he was no more than a blurred smear of brown and lightning blue, and suddenly he held Calen by his robe. His hand swung like an executioner's ax. The force of his blow was so great that there was a wet crunching sound as Calen's head collapsed inward like a dropped melon. Jurel's hand continued its relentless journey; Calen's head tore from his shoulders with the sound of wet canvas ripping and a terrible fountain of blood spumed from the fat man's neck. It almost emptied Kurin's belly to watch a leg twitch like a dog with an itch. Jurel spun, still holding Calen's quivering, headless body, and flung it like it weighed no more than a small stone into the ranks of soldiers who gaped. All of this happened before Kurin's heart beat twice. No small feat: Kurin's heart was as a jack rabbit in his chest.

 When the mass of fat and bone collided with the front ranks, it was like a game of Ball-and-Pins; bodies collided and stumbled, fell into each other and to the ground in tangled heaps. The guards that remained standing finally moved as though prodded by a branding iron, and they drew swords and leveled pikes. Orders were shouted; the sergeant bawled for battle formation and the men moved swiftly, jerkily to obey.

 But they only managed one step—some of the quicker, more battle-hardened veterans managed two—before Jurel reached them. Unarmed, he began battering soldiers and wherever his fists landed, bones shattered and blood flowed. Gripping a soldier by his breastplate, he threw him back over his shoulder as if he was a piece of detritus, a piece of rotting meat to be discarded.

 Pikes stabbed and swords slashed but it was like they battled smoke for all the effect they were having on the enraged young God before them. Jurel continued his grim work of pummeling them and Kurin saw the flex of muscle, the tautening of tendon with every mighty swing, and soldiers fell as wheat before the reaper. And those eyes...

 The last of the soldiers, the three that remained, threw down their weapons and fled, shrieking as they went, screaming for help, for mercy, gone insane by the horrors they witnessed. Kurin was not sure if any number of men would stop the raging storm that was Jurel. He was not sure there was anything in the world that could slow him.

 Searching the room for more opponents, Jurel swung his blazing gaze this way and that, and a terrified moment wrapped in the anxious pent of breath passed as Jurel's eyes locked with his. But only a moment, for he ignored Kurin and Mikal and Gaven, and he strode from the audience hall. The huge, heavy doors had swung shut behind the escaping guards but with one powerful swing, Jurel splintered them into kindling and strode through without pause.

 And then the room was silent. Only the three stood amidst the carnage. Broken bloody forms lay sprawled like so many shiny turtles basking in the sun and Kurin near wept at the sight with a sense of foreboding, of knowledge that this was only the beginning, the first of many, many battlefields.

 Mikal looked at Kurin. Kurin looked at Mikal. Both wore expressions of horror that bordered on madness. What have we done?

 “Should we follow him?” Mikal asked with the natural quietness that is reserved for temples. Or graveyards.

 When Kurin nodded—for he could manage no more than that, and even it was weak, unsure—Mikal moved to the fallen sergeant's side with efficient motions, and rifled through the dead man's pockets until he rose with a ring of keys jangling in his hand. Their shackles fell to the floor after several attempts.

 Shouts rose from the corridor beyond as they retrieved their equipment from the lake of blood. Angry at first, they quickly turned to terror and pain. The three men hurried from the room, Mikal and Gaven with swords drawn and Kurin with his hand glowing an unearthly yellow like the fires of the sun were trapped under his skin and yearned for release.

 The corridor was a shambles. More steel turtles, more blood (oh gods the blood!) stretched down the wide hallway. If they had not seen Jurel tearing through a squad of Soldiers at the far end as a tornado tears through corn fields, still they would have had no difficulty following him. They simply needed to follow the devastation. And the red spatter on the walls.

 As he watched Jurel disappear through a wide door, Kurin choked on a tearing sob, held it in his throat and savagely reveled in the lump that threatened to cut off his breath. Perhaps that would not be so bad, to choke on his own remorse. Then he would not have to witness the horrors that unfolded. Not so long ago, he had visited a farm. Not so long ago, he had met a boy who seemed so promising and Kurin had celebrated his find. Not so long ago, the boy had been gentle, timid, afraid of his own shadow. And now...and now...

 And now, that boy was a man, a God, and he cast his judgment, waged war upon mere mortals with an unpitying wrath that left Kurin empty to witness, as cored and hollow as a rain barrel in a drought.

 They hurried after Jurel, skirting ruined flesh and dented steel as they ran, following the clamor of war ahead.




Chapter 64

 He was calm. So icy calm. Even as his body moved with fluid, deadly grace, tearing, battering, destroying, he was calm. He waded into the pitiful creatures in front of him and wherever his hands went, blood flowed and death followed. And he celebrated. A sword bounced off his shoulder as if he was made of granite, a pike shattered against his chest. He responded with terrible fists, fists made of iron, of lightning.

 He barely slowed as he worked his way forward, barely heard the alarm bells that rang through the temple or the shouts of Soldiers called to arms, barely felt the attacks that would have left anyone else a liquid mass on the smooth marble. He sensed more soldiers approaching, felt them in his mind, heard the clattering of footsteps echoing, but they were of no real importance, they would run or they would fall—it did not matter to him. He sensed something else too: a strange energy rippled, pulsed in his thoughts, though it was not him. Whatever it was, it was a weak, tiny thing that did not cause him to even hesitate in his steps. If it threatened him, he would swat it.

 Through a chamber he strode, an audience chamber with tall pillars and marble floors, a chamber filled with row on row of lacquered pews facing a great altar draped with snow white linen, covered with golden candelabra and sundry artifacts. Stained glass windows spilled colored waterfalls of light. Up above in a magnificent dome (though he barely registered it) Gaorla gazed down from several wedge shaped panels. 

 A ball of red light flew at him, screeching like a thousand bats and splattered against his chest. Where it struck, it stuck, caught fire and began to eat at his ragged shirt. But he simply brushed it away and when he looked to the source, followed the trail that seemed fire-etched in the air, he saw men and women, a dozen and some, in finely cut robes. Priests he assumed, waving their arms in throwing motions and more red balls screamed toward him.

 He batted at them like they were no more than gnats, brushed them away, and he altered his course, turning his steps toward these creatures that had caused his incarceration, that had caused his father's death, that had caused his grief. 

 As more of those balls of liquid fire splattered against him, he paused and raised his hand, staring at it contemplatively. Several of the electric pulses that ran across his body rushed to his hand, running up his arm as though drawn like iron to a lodestone, coalescing in his palm, melding and merging until flickers of blue light danced and shimmered. He concentrated for a moment, letting the sensations of crackling and rippling like burning embers merge with him, become him, and with a flash, a sword erupted from him. As blue as his eyes it was, long and narrow, with a slight curve along what he supposed was the blade.

 With sword in hand, with fireballs bursting on his chest, he strode toward the priests, calmly. So calmly.

 * * *

 Major Reowynn Vash, second in command of the Threimes regiments of the Soldiers of God, raged at his soldiers. He struck the ones who moved too slowly, cuffing blows to their heads that sent them staggering and hurrying, and he cursed the rest.

 The temple was in an uproar and he rallied his men as best he could, but some of what was happening had reached their ears and they were frightened. Frightened! Hardened soldiers who had seen death in all its countless forms, who had dealt death without scruple, were frightened. And of what? One fool boy who had tapped into some priestly qualities, who had some minor natural talent in arcanum. Bunch of cowards.

 Disgusted, he urged them on, prodded them to move their sluggish feet. He would deal with this young upstart, this hooligan who had apparently managed to kill dozens of his soldiers single-handedly. He would see that boy's head on a pike before the day was out.

 He had twenty squads, two platoons worth of his best men right here, and he took the lead as they strode from their garrison compound and toward the temple proper, shouting orders to a sergeant to get as many of the rest prepared and to follow at his earliest convenience—“If you would please be so kind, sergeant, hurry the fuck up!” He would gut the whole lot of them as soon as this matter was settled with. They were supposed to be trained. They were supposed to be ready to go at a moment's notice and here they were, slacking.

 As they passed through the gated checkpoint, Major Reowynn promised himself that heads would roll when they got back.

 * * *

 Kurin stepped into the temple's nave, his hair standing on end, his flesh pebbled with the sheer force of energy that spilled from the mass of priests. He watched as Jurel batted away balls of fire, so hot that Kurin felt their heat from across the large hall, so potent that any one could have incinerated a large man with ease. They were nothing to Jurel as he strode forward with a blazing sword in his hand, his eyes full of lightning and rage and...detachment? That was the worst of all. Before he had left the confines of the Order so many years ago, he had seen that same distance in the face of his mentor when a bone had to be set; an unpleasant task but one which needed to be done. But Jurel's was different. It was worse. In his mentor, it had been a cold, calculating detachment devoid of all emotion, a necessary distancing to accomplish a distasteful task. In Jurel it was pure, empty rage.

 The young man approached the first of the priests with his sword raised, and he swung with devastating effect. There seemed to be no resistance as his blade of light struck flesh, tore through bone with no more effort than if the priests were made of water. It simply continued to the next white-robed figure and the next, and it continued when there were no more priests in its path, continued in a graceful arc around and around, through the next layer of water. The fireballs diminished in intensity and ferocity, dwindling until they were no more, and the last rank of priests, realizing their inevitable ends, turned and fled, shrieking invocations to Gaorla, screaming for their god to step in, to rid the world of the demon that faced them.

 And when they were gone, Jurel strode on toward the huge doors, doors that were as tall as ten men, and just as wide, bound in steel strips the width of Jurel's own torso.

 More soldiers came, more insects to be quashed, but the ranks were diminishing, and even as Jurel strode, sweaty, ashen soldiers parted way without raising their weapons and Jurel did not even glance at them for they were as ants to him, beneath his notice.

 When he reached the doors, he extended his hand, not his sword hand for it was busy taming the wild forces that surged and writhed like a constrictor snake, but with his other. His fingers splayed and there was a surge, a pulse like a giant's heartbeat, and the doors vanished in smoke and razor sharp needles of wood that shot like a thousand arrows into the ranks of soldiers that waited on the other side under the steely sky for him. The front ranks melted away, pelted as they were by the remains of the doors. Men fell to the ground with finger thick shards of oak embedded in necks, eyes, and even hearts and lungs where the splinters hurled with enough force to puncture their breastplates.

 Jurel strode out the door and into the mid afternoon murk that was shattered by alarms gonging relentlessly. He descended steps while a soldier—a major by his insignia—bellowed to his men.

 “Move in! Take him!”


But his men hesitated, rooted to the ground with their weapons drawn and they were like one of the tapestries that lined the corridors in the temple behind; they looked impressive, but they were only cloth and thread, still and silent.

 When they did not make way quickly enough, Jurel waded in with his blazing sword and soldiers fell, having not even budged as they regarded the terrible figure that approached, and that caused comrades and friends and fellow squad mates to react. They put up a token resistance but like all others before them, they could not slow the progress of this figure of light, this figure of death, and like the others before them, they threw down their weapons and ran like rats deserting a sinking ship. Or they died.

 Jurel strode on until the major stepped in his path. Instead of destroying the man where he stood, Jurel caught the man's sword in his hand and crushed the blade like it was made of parchment. Tossing the twisted ruin of steel away, he gripped the major by his gorget and brought him close.

 “Where are our horses,” Jurel asked and his voice was colder than deepest winter, deeper than a lion's roar and louder than a roar of thunder.

 The major trembled. His eyes grew wide and he stared at the young man who stood before him, stared at the eyes that were made of lightning, and jerkily he raised his arm and pointed.

 “Thank you,” said Jurel and he tossed the major aside.

 And on he strode while Kurin, Mikal, and Gaven trailed after him, keeping their distance, uncertain if Jurel remembered enough of himself to stop from destroying them if they strayed too close. They crossed the finely landscaped temple grounds, through gardens of flowers and waist high hedges, past trees that stood tall in rows as straight as any platoon of soldiers, and Jurel dispatched any resistance that dared approach him with no feeling, until they reached a squat wooden structure that hid behind the temple as if the temple architects had been too ashamed to let this structure be seen alongside the grand splendor of the immense stone walls and colored-glass windows.


When they entered the stable, Jurel saddled horses with all the efficiency of a farmer with years of experience, or perhaps a soldier long trained in the cavalry, and he extended the reins of three newly saddled horses to his followers. They froze, unsure of his intentions, but he gestured with his hand, and Kurin saw the first hint of human emotion, aside from the all consuming rage, in his face since Jurel had risen from his father's dead body: impatience. Come on. Take them, that expression said.

 They mounted and left the stables with Jurel's light sword leading the way, and they followed, huddled close together as chastised children do when they follow an angered parent. There was no more resistance. They passed through the open gates and down streets that were mostly deserted though if anyone had bothered to look more closely, they would have seen frightened eyes peeking out from behind curtains and through doors that were open a crack. They continued at a walk and if Kurin had not known better, he would have sworn they were out on a simple leisure trip, a nice, friendly ride to the market to do some shopping.

 As they rode down streets and through alleys, they began to encounter more of the city's denizens, people who did not know of the terror in the temple, people who did not know that the God of War walked among them, though when they caught sight of Jurel—and it was hard not to since he shone like the noonday sky—they scurried aside and watched his progress fearfully.

 Some few guards at the city gates, perhaps to fulfill their duty, or perhaps to impress their fellows, thought to stop him, to demand what he was doing, but Jurel did not slow.

 “I have no quarrel with you at this time. Stand aside,” he said.

 And, as though their own commander had barked the order, they did, all thoughts of valor forgotten.

 They rode for quite some time and the sky began to darken from steel gray to the color of a bruise, and the tall buildings of stone that pushed against each other as peasants jostling for space at the arena on a tournament day gave way to shorter buildings, wooden and more spaced out. And by the time full night took them, they had passed beyond even the lowliest hovels at the edges of the great city of Threimes, and they rode in the darkness that was lit only by Jurel himself with the wide Sharong river flowing beside them their only other companion.

 * * * 

 When the faintest hint of light appeared in the east hours later, they were still riding. Mikal had brought his horse beside Kurin hours before, letting the exhausted old man who had already tumbled from his saddle twice lean against him. They rode on even as the band of predawn light spread upward until it seemed to erupt and the entire sky took on the gray light of a cloudy morning.

 They rode on until Jurel's horse, with no apparent signal from him, stopped. Kurin lifted his head from Mikal's shoulder, though it was an effort to do so. His body felt leaden and he had developed a wracking cough that brought up bloody phlegm; he was not sure if he would be able to continue much longer. He held himself up in his saddle by sheer force of will as he watched the God that had once been a polite and meek young man falter.

 A look of confusion entered Jurel's face, a strangely touching expression that managed to tug Kurin's heart, and the blazing sword flickered, distorting like a curtain in the wind, before winking out of existence. Jurel raised his hand and stared at it, his brow knotted and his lips pursed. He looked up and seemed to see them for the first time, and Kurin watched the light in his eyes die the same flickering death as his sword had. His mouth opened as if to speak, then closed again. The three stayed like that for a moment, a bewildered God and three of his terrified subjects, then:

 “I don't...I think...” he began but said no more.

 His shoulders slumped, his head bowed forward, and then as dry sand rolling down a hill, he slid out of his saddle to fall in a boneless heap on the ground.




Chapter 65

 The temple was a shambles. Soldiers hurried back and forth carrying litters of the dead while servants scuttled with buckets and cloths and mops to clean what remained. Thalor had to pick his way, holding the hem of his robe off the floors, around the remaining dead like a performer on a high wire. The congealed puddles of blood that spotted the floors like lakes and seas on a map, almost black against the dark stones or woods of the various chambers were hard to avoid and by the time he reached the Grand Prelate's office, his slippers were ruined. He would never get them as pristinely white as they were just an hour before.

 When the guard announced his presence, he was ushered directly into the opulent office. Gold and silver were everywhere: in the sculptures along the mantle, in the inlays that decorated the vast mahogany desk, in the heavy satin drapes that framed the tall stained glass window, in the carpet that he walked on, and most especially in the garb of the ancient man who sat behind the desk.

 Old and gnarled, Maten still had an air of authority that made everyone—except the king perhaps, but that was another story—bow in reverence and respect, and Thalor was no exception. He bustled quickly to his master's side and bowed low, kissing the huge ruby set in the fat golden band that was the symbol of the Grand Prelate's godly authority in the world.

 “Your Excellency,” Thalor greeted him as he rose to his feet.

 “Thalor, my dear man. How are you?” Maten's voice was heavy, burdened certainly with the weight of the atrocity visited upon his church so short a time ago.

 “As well as can be expected, your Excellency. I've a few brothers assigned to funeral rites for the brave men who gave their lives.” Brave! Ha! Useless, more like. One stupid boy and they could not even slow him. “Those who are injured are being tended. We are still ascertaining the extent of our losses.”

“Ah but the losses are great. Too great,” Maten said and Thalor almost believed the lamenting tone. “I believe I have misjudged, Thalor. I was too quick to let Calen take over, too quick to believe that you did not have everything well in hand.”

“Your Excellency, no. It is I who am humbled,” Thalor said and it was all he could do to keep the fire from his eyes. If you hadn't pulled me from my plans, if you hadn't humiliated me, they would be long dead. I would have seen them burn on a heretic's pyre weeks ago. Or in a shallow grave a hundred miles from here. Too late now, you old bastard.

 “No, Thalor. I accept the responsibility. It was my error. I will redress that immediately.”

 He handed Thalor a page, carefully folded and with the great seal of the Grand Prelate's office affixed in red wax. When Thalor broke the seal and read, he nearly jumped with a cry of victory.


General Proclamation:



Let it be known to all that as of this day, High Priest Thalor Stock is hereby promoted to the rank of Prelate. He is charged with the duty of overseeing the return of the faith to all those in the realm. All are to bow to him as they would to me.



By My Hand, and in good faith,



Maten III, Grand Prelate of Almighty Gaorla, Protector of the Faith


 It was more than he could have wished for though it was less than his rightful due. He was not ambitious, but he knew this should have been his years ago.

 “Your Excellency. I cannot. I-”

 “No my humble servant. You must. I will hear no argument. You are tasked with bringing the heretics Kurin and Jurel to God's justice as well as the annihilation of the Salosian Sect. You will be appointed a team to aid you and I will turn over command of two battalions of our Soldiers for your use. If you require more, bring your requests to me and we will discuss them.”


He put on a great show for Maten. He bent low and kissed that ring again, the ring he knew would soon be his and he thanked Maten from the depths of his holy soul for the opportunity to redeem himself. He even impressed himself by forcing two great quivering tears from his eyes.

 Maten smiled and shooed him off. 

 “Go on now, Prelate. You have duties to perform.”

 Thalor took his leave, grinning like a fool, a grim, predatory fool, and he near bounced down the corridor to his office. He thought of his favorite sculpture, the stallion that seemed about to run right off its pedestal, and he smiled. He would have his day. He was halfway there. Soon, he would be loosed just like the stallion wanted and all the world would be his. 

 But first, there was the matter of heretics to deal with.

 * * *

 He had walked for mile upon mile, league upon league. He had walked even though he knew he should not be able to, knew he should have succumbed to the bitter mercy of death long ago, so long ago. He wept for it, prayed for it, dreamed of it, but still his master would not release him and he walked.

 When he entered the city, his city, the people stared at him, watched him pass wordlessly, and there was contempt in their eyes. Disgust. A few pelted him with rotten tomatoes, a few used stones. Either way, when the projectiles struck, new redness flowed thick and sticky. 

 He walked out of the city and across a mile of barren tundra until he approached the great broken mountain that rose to the clouds above. He walked between great stone pillars and past the square door that rose so high over his head that he could barely make out the roof and into the darkness of the great castle that was a cave, a massive structure that was carved from the very cliffs of the mountain.

 He walked, but perhaps it was more accurate to say that he stumbled, or lurched, that he was pulled along like a puppet on tangled strings. And when he reached the great doors that led to his master's inner sanctum, that dark place, that deep pit from the other end of the nether realms, he began to weep softly. There would be no escape for him. There would be no easy death.

 The doors swung open silently of their own accord and he lurched forward, tugged by those invisible strings into the blackest black. There was no circle of light for Xandru An Tifons. The circle of light was reserved for those with honor.

 “Xandru.”

 He shuddered when he heard his master's voice, tried to cringe away but he was held tight.

 “Xandru, I have been waiting for you”

 “My lord,” Xandru wailed and he tried to supplicate himself, he tried to fall to his knees, but he could not move. “Please my lord.” Suddenly, groveling did not seem so distasteful to him. “It is not my fault. I could not have known-”

 “SILENCE! You have failed me Xandru. Again. I promised you great rewards if you were successful and I promised you equally terrible consequences if you were not. You were not.”

 That voice. That terrible voice, so filled with wrath, rage, roared around him, over him, through him, made him loose his bladder and he felt hot wetness spread down his already soiled breeches. He did not say anything. There was nothing to say. He closed his eyes.

 “You must suffer the consequences for your failures and I must suffer as well. I will appoint another to your place and perhaps the next will be more diligent in obeying my wishes. I will prevail. I will retake my rightful place in the world, over the world. I will make my father pay for what he has done to me. Look at me Xandru. Look at me.”

 He opened his eyes. No, not he. His master opened his eyes and he found himself staring into blackness. He heard a hissing noise, like a serpent slithering on stone and he heard those inhuman voices, calling out their agonies farther back in the chamber. He felt a hot wet breath upon his face and he smelled death and decay, fire and terror. A flicker of light, almost too dim to perceive appeared in front of him. The flicker came again, and it strengthened, grew until it was almost as powerful as a single candle's flame.


Terrible black eyes, emotionless, remorseless and relentless gazed from a ruined face, a face that looked like melted wax, gazed at him, into him, and he felt a tearing in his chest. He tried to scream as the tearing continued but he could not get his breath. The tearing expanded until his entire torso felt shredded, felt as though some giant had gripped him by his shoulders and hips and pulled. His gaze was fixed on the eyes before him and he gurgled and grunted like a dying animal. The pain crescendoed into a cacophony of fire and light and darkness.

 And he finally did scream. It was a scream of eternal torment, a scream of never ending agony. 

 The scream suddenly cut short and the husk of dessicated flesh and dusty bones that was Xandru An Tifons collapsed to the floor like a discarded rag. The empty eye sockets stared terrified into the darkness. The room fell to silence except for a dry hissing sound and those unearthly voices whispering and moaning their ceaseless sufferings.

 And if someone had paid attention, if someone had listened very carefully to those voices, that one would have heard an extra voice, a voice that was not there moments before.




Chapter 66

 He sat though he did not remember sitting. He did not remember the actions of bending knee, or checking balance, but nonetheless he sat. His vision was narrowed to two horizontal diamond shapes; verdant grass speckled with crystal dew was surrounded by hard edges of darkness. He pondered this strange fact for a moment, certain he should feel concern that his vision was so limited, but certain also that he did not feel much of anything except perhaps a hint of sadness, of regret that edged his numbness as his eyesight was.

 He pondered and he realized that his vision was limited because he wore a helm. Now when had he donned a helm? He reached up and felt cold hardness, strange impressions, and he tugged until the strange thing came off his shoulders and up over his head. Clean smells poured in: grass, honeysuckle, wild roses and tulips and jasmine. He looked at the thing in his hands, a helm all of black, black as the night, so black it seemed to drink the light around it, and there were strangely compelling gilt swirls around the eyes and on the forehead. He looked down and saw he wore the matching armor and his father's sword rested in the sheath that hung at his hip. He looked up to a sky that was featureless. It was not cloudy, nor could he see the sun. It was bright but the light came from nowhere and everywhere all at once.

 He remembered this place then. He turned his head left and then right but something was missing. What? He rose to his feet and turned and almost fell again when he saw the two armies behind him. He seemed to recall that those armies were supposed to be facing each other across the empty plain, snarling silently, brandishing weapons threateningly. But it was not so. They sat together around a hundred campfires—a thousand—and they ate and they laughed. Some honed weapons, others mended broken armor straps. He perceived that they were a noisy bunch, his armies, but he did not hear them. No. He heard them, but he had to strain to do so. It was like listening to snow fall.

 He watched them for a time—he knew not how long—and somehow it heartened him. A faint smile twitched his lips. They belonged with him. He knew that now. Or perhaps he belonged with them? No difference really. He took a step forward, then another. One of the creatures looked up at him and he saw his smile reflected in its own not-quite-human features.

 “So there you are then,” a voice said from behind him and he whirled and he saw the old man with the blue eyes that seemed to contain the whole of the sky, the craggy face that seemed to be the whole of the world. The old man who was a God, who was his father.

 His smile broadened until it was almost joy.

 “Father,” he said simply.

 “You have passed your first trial it seems. You know now, don't you?”

 He did know. He knew who he was. It was bitter-sweet that knowing. It was life and death, war and peace. “Yes father. I know.”

 “There are still trials ahead. This was but the first.”

 His father gazed at him with a mixture of pity and reproach as if Jurel was a child who had done some task he thought would be helpful but instead only made matters worse.

 “I know father.”

 He turned and faced the army that camped in the field, that broke bread together, mended armor, performed all the mundane tasks that made the camp seem peaceful though it was a war machine. He watched them, knowing he was one of them, knowing he was first among them.

 “What comes next, father?”

 “Ah ah, not so fast, young man,” the God said and raised a finger, and Jurel heard amused forbearance in that eternal voice. “You remind me of my other children. So hasty. So impatient. All will become clear in time.”

 “I understand. But I have to say, I'm awfully curious.”

 The old man laughed and it was a sound like birds singing, like thunder rolling, like stars twinkling in a clear sky. “Of course you are, my boy. Of course you are. You would not be my son otherwise.”

 Knowing he would get no more out of his father, he decided to ask something else. “What is this place? I have been here a few times and still I don't know where we are.”

 Gaorla's eyes widened in surprise. “You do not know yet?”

 “No. Should I?”

 “Well, yes. Though perhaps it is too early for you to understand that part of it. Here I will begin you on the path: It is your place.”

 Confusion made Jurel's features twist, made him cant his head like a curious puppy. His father laughed.

 “Do not look at me so. I say it true. This is your place. You will understand more in time.”

 “Yes father.”

 “I think it is time to be off. There is much to be done and there are those who need you. Times will be difficult but you must persevere. Even when your path is unclear, even when you would wish to lay down and rest, you must continue. Can you do that?”

 “Yes father.”

 And he knew he could.

 * * *

 When he opened his eyes, he wished he had not. His head ached and he thought it might fall off if he moved too quickly. His legs burned like he had just run a hundred miles uphill at a dead sprint and his arms felt like an elephant had decided to use them as a platform. He groaned and curled himself into the smallest ball he could, wrapping himself around a gut that must have been preparing some kind of daring escape from the confines of his abdomen.

 “Kurin. He's waking up.”

 Mikal? What was he doing there? How did he...? 

 Memory flooded back. Of course Mikal was there. Had he not saved Jurel and Kurin from those dungeons? Had he not been accompanied by...? Had he not...?

 With memory came a different kind of pain, the kind of pain that could not be eased by changing position, by relieving the tension of muscle or sinew, and Jurel wept. Visions of his father floated before him, smiling at him, glaring at him with those relentless hawk's eyes. 


I love you son.




I love you too father.

 His father was dead. His second father. Dead because of Jurel. Guilt and shame and rage and sorrow intertwined, fused until it was one ball of blackness, one angry bruise to his self.

 “There, lad. It's all right. You're safe,” Mikal crooned and Jurel felt a wide, calloused hand pat his back.

 Jurel wept and he could not stop the great wracking sobs that shook him, that threatened to tear him apart as more memories rose all unbidden to his mind: quiet talks by a warm fire sipping brandy, a cuff upside the head for some silly act or other, a smile and a fiercely warm gaze. 


I love you son.


He wept with the pain of emotions scraped raw, as raw as flesh scoured by a flail, bright and stinging and sour all at once. He wept until he felt something press against his lips. A cup. Something entered his mouth, a bitter liquid that burned like acid but he barely felt that pain.


I love you son.

 “Drink Jurel. Drink this,” Kurin's kind voice said softly. “It will help.”

 And he did. And in time, the pain melted, the memories turned from stone solidity to ephemeral phantoms, the light of the day darkened, and color washed away to leave everything gray and lifeless, and he closed his eyes. 


I love you too father.

 And he gratefully fell into empty darkness.

 * * *


It was night and the velvet vault of the sky shone with stars as though someone—his father?—had pricked the darkness with a pin a million times over to let what was beyond glimmer through. The air was cool but not so cool that it was uncomfortable. Rather, it was the cool that told of spring finally quickening, rising up, taking command of the world as winter slinked away like a beaten dog to lick its wounds for the next two seasons.

 When Jurel woke, he was still sore. So achingly miserable that he groaned with every movement. Even blinking seemed to bring its own kind of agony. He raised himself and felt a fire warm him, saw the golden light dancing merrily in its prison of stones.

 “Good evening sleepyhead,” Kurin said from his seat on the other side of their campfire.

 He had shadows under his eyes and he was wan, truly emaciated now, but when he smiled, Jurel saw some of the old sparkle there. It was almost hidden, cloaked by the memory of another place and another darkness but it was there and Jurel was gladdened.

 “Where are we?” asked Jurel.

 “Nearly back to Merris.”

 Mikal materialized from the shadows beyond the firelight and sat with his usual fluid grace near Jurel's side.

 “Merris? Already? How long have I been asleep?”

 “Near a week.”

 He gasped. “A week?”

 With a laugh, Kurin regarded him and his amusement seemed to increase. “It's been quite a journey.”


A week. He had slept for a week. He could barely wrap his mind around it. It was hard enough to believe they had gotten away from Threimes, that they had managed to get away from that fat priest—what was his name? Calen. Though in retrospect, Jurel imagined it was pretty easy to understand how they had eluded Calen's grasp. He remembered very clearly the feeling of shattering bone, of ripping flesh. There was a shocking amount of blood in the human body. It covered a huge area when allowed out of its flesh confinement. He shuddered, shying away from the memory.

 “Aye, some journey,” Mikal growled though his own eyes twinkled in the firelight. “If it's all the same to you, you can feed your own self from now on. And you can take care of your own...emptying needs, if you catch my meaning.”


Gaven's voice drifted out of the darkness, from the other side of the fire, “You're a heavy bastard, you know that?”

 Jurel laughed sheepishly. A week. And his friends had cared for him, kept him clean and dry and fed. A blossoming of warmth in his chest brightened the sadness, mitigating it at least a little. But there was something he needed to know and the sorrow rallied and came back with a vengeance.

 “Can I ask something?” Jurel asked and when the men nodded, said, “How did my father come to be there? How did he...?”

 “It was me,” Mikal said quietly. “After I took that injury, I knew I needed some help. You told us he was a soldier, remember? You said he brought you out of the siege at Killhern. He was the closest ally I knew I could find and trust. So I went and found him in that midden heap of a town—what's it called?”

 “Tack town?” Jurel supplied.

 “Aye. Tack.”

 “What was he doing there?” Jurel asked.

 “He left the farm. Not long after you actually. He said he almost finished the job you started on the new owner. I didn't know what that meant but I figured it was better for him that he avoided it. He took a job in town at the sawmill.”

 Jurel chuckled. Lucky for Valik.


They spoke for a while about Daved, Jurel recounting tales from his childhood and Mikal telling of his journey to Threimes, and by the time the sky began to lighten, he found the pain had lessened. Oh, it was still there and he knew it would be there for the rest of his life, like a scar, but perhaps he could live with it. He would carry it with him, and cherish it. He would never let the memory of his father fade. He replayed moments from his life in his mind's eye, trying to fix them forever, to imprint them permanently so that whenever he wished, he could take a moment and think back on the man who was not his true father, but was most definitely his Pa.

 But there were other considerations. There were other matters that pressed, that needed attention in the here and now.

 “What do we do now?”

 Kurin stretched, grunting lightly as he pondered. “Well, first thing is to get you to the Abbey. There's a lot you need to learn yet and I think that would be the best place to start.”

 The Abbey. So that's where they were going. The seat of power for the Salosian Order, Kurin's heretical brotherhood.

 “Will you finally tell me where it is?” Jurel asked and he tried to hide the exasperation in his voice. How many times had he asked as they had traveled there? How many times had the answer been, “Just a little farther.”

 “It's just a little farther. Haven't I said that?” Kurin said mildly.

 Jurel could have screamed.

 “Will you at least tell me what it's like there?”

 Kurin leaned back and his eyes glossed over, lit by fond memory. “It's a quiet place. A place of solace and peace-”

 “What he means to say,” Mikal broke in, “is that it's as boring as a stone in a rocky field.”

 “-and a place of learning.” Kurin glared at Mikal but the swordmaster ignored it with a wink at Jurel.

 As the light broadened, as the sun peeked its fiery gaze over the horizon, they ate their fill of bread and dried beef and wrinkled apples that Mikal had purchased at the last tiny spit of a village they had passed through. When their bellies were satisfied, they stowed their belongings in their saddlebags, and climbed into their saddles. It was a long journey. There was much to do, much to learn.

 And as Jurel turned his horse southward onto the broad caravan route that connected the great western ocean to the City of Killhern, and Threimes to Grayson City, and continued into a far off kingdom that Jurel only knew from stories told in a cozy warm cabin he had shared with a man he would love for all time, sitting before a pot bellied stove, his heart lifted. There was a long journey ahead, and he was certain that the Abbey was only the first step. And somehow, he was glad.




Epilogue

 Stars in all their glory sparkled in the velvet vault above the chamber. Under, clouds like a thick fog. The chamber was immobile but for all the world appeared as though it floated in the nothingness between. The strangeness of it made sense in a way, for the chamber itself, if viewed by the average person would have been seen as more than strange. Truly, it would have driven most mad.

 The walls were soundless waterfalls, the floor, a flat pond in whose depths could be seen kelp floating, and multicolored fish that did not exist anywhere in the world swimming. Prismic colors danced on the mirror flat surface of the pond like gems in sunlight. That too made sense, for this place that was not of the world. It was between worlds, in the void where worlds met and rubbed against each other.

 In the center of the room stood a chair that defied description. The best one could do would be to say it was a throne, but it was more than that in the way that a throne is more than a wooden stool. A huge thing, it was perhaps gold, or silver, or platinum. It was studded with jewels of all colors of the rainbow, or perhaps it was not jewels but instead the gem-lights that cavorted gleefully about the room. Great arms that were like cresting waves flanked the sides, and the back rose to unimaginable heights before merging with the velvet canvas above.

 In the chair sat a man, or at least he looked like a man: Two legs, two arms, a head, two eyes, a nose, a mouth...

 But to gaze upon him was to know that this was no mere man. His eyes, as blue as a clear sky at noon, were as the very portals of time itself. His face was as craggy as a mountain, and as beautiful and majestic. There was a stoop to his back but it was not the stoop of frailty; it was as though he carried the weight of a universe on his shoulders.


In front of him, three figures stood. They were as disparate as anything could ever be. A woman with skin the color of pale emerald, with wheat gold hair, with features and a slender figure that had made many men fall to their knees, gibbering. A balding man wearing a leather vest over a pristinely white shirt, bespectacled, with an ink stain on his chin, and carrying a massive tome whose title was visible but indecipherable. A figure—Man? Woman? Impossible to tell for it was shrouded in a cloak so black that not even the rainbow light could touch it.

 The four stared into a great bowl made of filigreed gold on the floor, a bowl that seemed at turns filled with nothing more than water, and with images of people and places. One image was seen more than most: a tall, powerfully built, blue eyed man with golden hair. 

 “It is done,” grated Shomra and the cowl of the cloak dipped as though the being hidden inside bowed.

 “The choice has been made,” Gaorla confirmed.

 “Is it the right one?” Valsa asked. She turned to Maora. If anyone knew, it would be him. But his response was not heartening.

 “We must wait and see,” he said with a rare look of doubt crossing his sharp features as he rearranged his grip on the heavy volume in his hands.

 Gaorla nodded. “We must wait. We must wait and we must hope.”

 “He seems a good choice,” Valsa hedged.

 Gaorla leaned back in his chair and nodded pensively. “Yes, he seems a good choice. But so did the last one.”

 “That one failed his trials.”

 “Not all of them.”

 “No. Only the most important one.”

 Gaorla rose then, and stepped down from the dais and faced his children. His face was solemn almost to the point of harshness. “Jurel has passed the first trial. He has discovered who he is. He has two trials remaining. I have high hopes for him. He will succeed. He must.”

 “If not,” Shomra muttered, “then all is lost.”

 The four exchanged looks, the question unspoken for it was plain to all of them: would he, could he, succeed? And it was followed by the next unspoken question: if he did not succeed, could they stop him as they had his predecessor?

 “I hope you're right father,” Valsa murmured.

 At that, Gaorla smiled, and though it was meant to be a supremely confident smile, his children had known him a long, long time and they all noted the tremulous quality of it. 

 The four fell silent and they gazed into the bowl between them, and into the shimmering blue eyes of their newest family member. 

 The God of War lived again.
















Here ends The Path of the Sword,


book one of The Rites of Ascension.


In book two, The Blood of War, 



Jurel continues his quest to 



fulfill his destiny.
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