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  PROLOGUE: THE LAST WHISPER


  As all ages begin, so must all ages end. The Age of Wonders, as men had come to call it, opened when the gods turned their attention from other matters to the world of Ayberia, where their creatures were spreading across the main continent and fashioning crude tools from the materials at hand. The Age of Wonders closed with the death of the gods. Nothing lasts forever and the gods, weary of the unending sameness of eternity, characterized by repetition and inactivity, simply decided to be no longer. For entities that had lasted since the dawn of time, the choice might have seemed precipitous, but they selected it with equanimity. Oblivion was an enviable state. Today, they were. Tomorrow, they would not be - not that the concept of time had any meaning for them. Tomorrows, todays, and yesterdays were much the same – an endless, unbroken cycle that would continue with or without them. They had set it in motion; they were not needed to keep it going.


  The universe was in relative balance and the gods believed it would stay that way forever, or nearly so. Chaos countered Order; dark countered light; heat countered cold; death countered life. Existence for the gods’ creations could continue for as long as universal balance was maintained. The world of Ayberia was troublesome, however, and it had ever been thus. It was there the gods had taken an active role and there their absence would be most keenly felt. The decision no longer to be would be viewed as a betrayal by the creatures of Ayberia. And there was an absence of balance. The gods’ tinkering had placed that world in a precarious position. Once they were gone, robbed of stability, it might destroy itself.


  To prevent that, the gods took one action before ceasing to be. They cast their gaze upon Ayberia for a final time and determined what must be done to safeguard their prized creation and provide it with the potential to achieve and maintain balance. Caretakers would be needed: beings elevated to a level where they could assure the future of the world. Nothing would be certain, of course, especially after the gods were gone. If one caretaker toppled the others, Chaos would overwhelm Order and spread like a plague throughout the whole of the created universe. There was only so much that could be accomplished - the hope of a future, but no more than that. The gods were powerful and time had little meaning for them, but they were not omnipresent. So, with their last whisper, the gods gave a gift to Ayberia, then winked out of existence, leaving the whole of their universe to fend for itself.


  CHAPTER ONE: AT THE WAYFARER’S COMFORT


  Since being a babe in his crib, Sorial had relished sunrises - the firm earth beneath his feet and the brightening of the firmament above. It was a spiritual experience, a new beginning to anticipate each morn no matter how bleak all else had become. As light streamed over the horizon driving back the darkness, the birth of the new day offered a special promise. Men might break faith and the gods might be fickle, but the dawn was consistent, even when its approach was shrouded by clouds. No matter what he was doing or where he was, Sorial longed to be outside on those days when the sky was clear enough to display the arrival of the day’s sun.


  Unfortunately, today was not one of those days. Clouds blanketed the canopy above from horizon to horizon, promising a cold rain. Sorial rubbed his hands together, trying to generate warmth. It wasn’t cold enough to snow, but this was as bad as the weather could get before the season of Harvest was complete. What happened in the fields was a matter of indifference to Sorial, since he worked in a stable, but he knew the farmers would be grumbling today. Not only would the weather make their work more difficult, but the clouds curtailed the hours of light, stealing away valuable time. At this point of the year, with Winter’s bite just around the corner, farmers liked sunlit days and moonlit nights. A few hours’ rest was all they needed; sleep could wait until the crops were harvested and the fields lay barren. Their survival through the frosty months ahead demanded that they work long and hard now.


  Sorial used a rust-encrusted rake to move around the straw. He had already mucked out the stalls so now it was time to make the stable look like the cleanest and most appealing in the whole of Vantok city. Sorial knew that workers in other stables hid much of the manure under the straw, but that wouldn’t do for his domain. It wasn’t that he was inherently fastidious about cleanliness, but he spent his nights here and didn’t like the thought of lying down in a bed of shit. There were enough other unsavory things to cope with. Rats and mice had an affinity for him. He often awoke with a family of them curled up next to him for warmth.


  Despite having seen only thirteen Summers, Sorial was hardened beyond his years. He supposed that’s what came of not having a steady home or family. He had lived and worked in the stable of The Wayfarer’s Comfort for more than half his existence. His memories of the times before coming here were fragmented and elusive, like the waking recollection of a dream - faces and places, some familiar but most not. Seven years ago, his father had sold him to the innkeeper for a decade’s wages - a pittance long since spent on drink. Under the law, Sorial was beholden until he turned fifteen, the age of Maturity. At that time, he could choose his own way: leave The Wayfarer’s Comfort or remain with a promotion, earning wages rather than being indentured. He sometimes fantasized about venturing out to see the great, wide world - perhaps going as far as one of the other five cities - but the likelihood was that he would spend the rest of his life in Vantok, probably working in this very stable. He would marry another of his class - he had someone in mind - and maybe have a few children. It was as if the gods had inscribed his future on an invisible tablet.


  Warburm, the innkeeper, wasn’t a bad man to work for, considering the circumstances. It was his right to drive Sorial to exhaustion and thrash him for perceived laxity, but that wasn’t Warburm’s way. He was fair, which was more than could be said for many masters. He demanded hard work but provided good vittles and allowed Sorial to sleep in the loft. Although the common room was off limits when it was open, Sorial was allowed inside after hours for a free mug of warm, watered-down ale. On Restday, the last day of the week, he was given the entire afternoon to do as he pleased. He could wander the city streets, journey into the countryside, or visit his parents on their little farm. His mother was always glad to see him, favoring him with a sad smile and a homemade grain cake. By mutual intent, he rarely met his father and, when he did, their greetings were chilly. He blamed Lamanar for the loss of his freedom and the separation from his mother. The animosity was reciprocated, although Sorial didn’t know why.


  Like most boys whose livelihood depended on manual labor, Sorial was a strapping lad - lean and well-muscled with skin bronzed by sun exposure. His worn, ill-fitting shirt and breeches, the only clothing he owned, were typical among children without funds to purchase even the most basic wardrobe. His features, as might be expected from one of his young years, were not yet fully developed but his brown eyes sparkled with intelligence and curiosity. His nose was flattened and misshapen, the result of having been broken more than once, and a scar split his left eyebrow, the lasting reminder of a knife fight. Surprisingly for one who had been in countless scraps, his teeth were intact. As a guard against lice, his head was shaven to black stubble. The hair color, combined with his short stature, reflected a Syrene heritage. He had been told his mother was from that distant northern territory. Syrenes were often spoken of with a mixture of awe and mistrust, but Sorial was ignorant as to why. Education was not a prerequisite for working in a place like this.


  Presently, five horses and two donkeys were berthed in the stable. There were stalls for three times that number, but Sorial couldn’t remember caring for more than a dozen at any one time. The Wayfarer’s Comfort catered primarily to local folk - farmers and merchants - and they came on foot. Important visitors from the other cities used the higher priced inns located in the nobles’ quarter.


  The animals were often less trouble than their owners. He liked horses. They didn’t purr like cats but their strong, assured presences brought a sense of comfort. He liked to smooth down their coats. Their lives seemed so uncomplicated. He was no less a beast of burden than they were, yet they were cared for while he did the caring. To have been born a horse… well, wishing wouldn’t make it so. He was a boy and his lot in life was fixed. There was nothing to be done but accept it and get on with his chores.


  When he was done with the straw, Sorial began brushing the animals. His life was governed by routine; he rarely had to consider what was next. His hours were regimented, with one duty following another in a litany that allowed Sorial’s mind to wander while his muscle memory took his body from task to task. Most peasants lived this way. It was the way of the world, the way the gods had created things.


  A noise from behind alerted Sorial that he was no longer alone. Before he could turn, a voice hoarse from shouting asked, “How be things, lad? Anything going on out ’ere I should know about?”


  The newcomer was Warburm, the innkeeper of The Wayfarer’s Comfort, an aging portly man with greasy chestnut hair and a red, bulbous nose. His clothing, which might have once been white, was stained brown from fat, meat juices, and other things. His broad apron was clean, but that would be remedied before the morning crowd was done.


  Sorial was surprised to see his master here. Visits to the stable were rare. Warburm hated the smell of horses almost as much as he detested cats. When he had a message to convey to his stableboys, he sent one of his small army of serving wenches. Was something amiss? Had he done something to anger a customer?


  “Nothing unusual, Master Warburm. The rain makes it damp and the straw smells…” He wrinkled his nose.


  “I ain’t talking ’bout the weather, lad!” Warburm’s characteristic impatience emerged in his sharp tone. “I been hearing some unsettling rumors. I won’t scare you with them and most be the ramblings of travelers who drunk too much ale, but if there be any truth, we needs to be vigilant.”


  “Vigi…?” Although Sorial couldn’t read or write letters, he possessed a strong vocabulary - a fruit borne of listening to the wide variety of Warburm’s clientele. Nevertheless, this was a new word.


  “Watchful. Keep your damn eyes open and if you sees anything unusual, go to the kitchen and tell Mistress Ponari. She’ll contact me and I’ll decide if anything needs doing. Vantok done been a peaceful city - that be why I bought my inn here - but we may be entering dangerous times.”


  With that, as quickly as he had come, Warburm returned to his inn. Sorial was left alone with the whickering of the horses and the gentle rat-a-tat-tat of the rain outside.


  The oddity of the conversation left Sorial unsettled. If the innkeeper was concerned then so too should he be. Priests were always auguring grim tidings, warning that humanity’s sinfulness would bring about a reckoning, but it was in Warburm’s nature to laugh off such things. For the innkeeper to preach watchfulness… there was something afoot. But what? Dangerous times? Sometimes Sorial felt isolated from the world out here in the stable. On some occasions, it could be comforting, but not now. Suddenly, he felt vulnerable.


  He wandered to the stable doors and peered out. Everything looked the same as always: the mud-spattered courtyard, the hustle and bustle of Tower Street beyond, the delivery boys unloading supplies to be stored in the inn’s cellar. Sorial had seen these sights countless times before. This morning, everyone was moving a little faster, but that was because of the rain. Nothing out of the ordinary, yet…


  Sorial was alone with his thoughts for several hours before someone entered the stalls: a merchant who, having slaked his thirst and sated his appetites for food and other simple comforts, came to get his horse. He didn’t speak a word to the stableboy, but negligently tossed a few bronze studs when he was done. Sorial thanked the man as he pocketed them. A deal with Warburm allowed him to keep one tenth of all tips received. The rest went to the inn. Sorial often cheated but made certain to give enough to Warburm so the man didn’t become suspicious. His treasure spot was well hidden but if Warburm executed a search of the stable he would find it. Sorial didn’t want to give him a reason to try.


  By noon, both donkeys and three of the five horses were gone. It was then that the first newcomer of the day arrived.


  He entered the stable leading a heavily laden pack mule. By his garb, Sorial knew him to be a priest. He wore the heavy, dark robes typical of one who served the gods and his head was tonsured. The small finger on his left hand had been removed at the first knuckle - a practice common among devout branches of religious service. Unusual for a priest, however, was the man’s unshaven jowl. Equally atypical were the dark bags under his eyes. He was either sleeping poorly or not at all.


  The man greeted the stableboy with a weary “My son.” Sorial raised an eyebrow at the simple benediction. He had never met a priest who didn’t offer the traditional blessing: “May the gods smile upon you and yours.”


  As Sorial took charge of the mule, the priest paused and regarded him with a mixture of curiosity and sadness. “Are you a believer, my son?”


  Sorial shrugged. He didn’t have much time for the gods and he suspected they didn’t have much time for him. His life consisted of the stable, the animals, and the innkeeper. “Don’t rightly know,” he said. “My parents never taught me one way or t’other and I ain’t given it much thought.”


  “You may be wiser than us all. I have devoted my entire life to the gods, and this is how they repay me…” He let the sentence hang.


  It occurred to Sorial to wonder why the man was confiding in him. People typically ignored him except to berate him if they felt their animal had been mistreated.


  “They have abandoned us.” The priest’s voice was thick with anger and grief. “How we have displeased them, I cannot say, but they have turned from us. Devout or infidel, it doesn’t matter. There are no miracles. Prayers aren’t answered. It’s been thus for many years… more than a decade, perhaps as many as two… but it can no longer be ignored. Woe be unto us all. Evildoers will prosper and those who have devoted their lives to the path of rightness will dine on ashes. The gods no longer favor their people.”


  Sorial might have shrugged if he wasn’t sure it would offend the priest. As far as he was concerned, the gods had never favored him in the first place. That’s why he was slaving away in a stable for no wages. Gods or no gods, he didn’t see that it mattered. His life would be what he made of it, not what some far-off divinity decreed. He had learned that lesson long ago.


  “I see this has little meaning for you, my son.”


  “It’s just that I can’t see how things will be different for me without the gods.”


  The priest smiled, but it wasn’t a happy expression. “I can understand how one so young and isolated might feel that way. But without the gods, who nurture this world and all its creatures, balance will erode. Even one in your position will eventually feel the sting of life in an existence devoid of their care and guidance.”


  Sorial considered, wondering about a possible connection between the priest’s attitude and the warning Warburm had delivered earlier. Dangerous times?


  “I have no answers, my son. I am traveling the whole of the land, seeking solace - seeking evidence of some small group among us that still has favor with the gods. At every stop I have made, there’s little to encourage. What grievous sin have we committed to cause the gods to look away?”


  The priest was on the verge of tears. There wasn’t much Sorial could offer in the way of comfort. He was experienced in caring for animals, not people. And in any theological discussion, he was out of his depth.


  “Is the innkeeper about at this time of the day?”


  “He’s in the common room. The fat man in the dirty clothes. You can’t miss him.”


  “It is considered a sin for one of my order to enter an establishment of vice such as this one. There was a time when I could never have imagined doing this. But we are beyond the normality of those golden years. In this new age of desperation, those such as I may have to do many things previously forbidden.”


  He left the mule with Sorial and went in search of Warburm.


  By mid-afternoon, the chilly rain had lessened, but it had done its damage, turning the hard-packed dirt roads and byways of Vantok into quagmires. From the stable doors, Sorial could see three stuck carriages. It was at this time the priest emerged from the inn, approaching the stable on unsteady legs. As he passed close by, the boy could smell the reek of strong spirits. That was unexpected; requirements of the priesthood included vows of chastity and sobriety. Yet considering the man’s earlier despair, perhaps Sorial should have expected it. Loss of faith was said to open the gateway to other sins.


  After the stableboy handed the reins to the priest, the man provided an unusual benediction on his way out: “Take care of yourself, my son. None other will.” Then he was gone, trudging through the mud on the way to his next destination, wherever that might be.


  With the approach of dusk, Sorial was relieved by The Wayfarer’s Comfort’s other regular stableboy. Just past his Maturity, Visnisk was three years older than Sorial, and he was here by choice, not because of indentureship. He lived in a small cottage with his parents and sisters and came to the inn when it was his turn to work: one hour past dusk until one hour before dawn, six days per week. He often boasted of how good his meager wages were - a claim repeated because he knew it irked Sorial. The two boys were on cordial terms but weren’t friends. Visnisk was a hard worker - when he felt like working - but he didn’t talk much. Upon his arrival, Sorial took the ladder up to the stall where he made his bed and, exhausted, fell immediately to sleep.


  He was awakened during the night by noises from one of the stalls. He crawled to the edge and, keeping to the shadows, peered over. The scene below was nothing new - it had been played out numerous times in the past. There was tall, gangly Visnisk, with his tousled red hair and bone-white skin, lying on his back on the damp straw-covered floor. His clothes were carelessly discarded. Some girl - Sorial had seen her a few times before - straddled his naked torso with her backside to the loft. Her long skirts hid their joining, but Sorial knew enough about what went on between men and women to paint an adequate mental picture. Visnisk’s face was twisted in an almost comical expression; his green eyes were screwed shut. He began grunting like a pig at a trough then, with an explosive exhalation of breath, pushed the girl off and reached for his breeches. A coin - Sorial couldn’t tell the denomination from his perch - changed hands. The girl adjusted her knickers under her skirts and vanished into the darkness outside. Sorial never saw her face.


  As Visnisk went back to caring for the animals, Sorial rolled onto his back. This was a regular activity for the older boy; Sorial was sure Visnisk spent half his wages on this particular whore. The watching made Sorial curious, and there was a tightness in his breeches. Often, Visnisk didn’t seem to be enjoying himself and the woman was always bored, but he kept bringing her back and she never refused him. When Sorial had approached Visnisk about this seeming contradiction, he was told in a patronizing tone that he’d understand in a year or two.


  “Get yourself one,” called Visnisk into the gloom of the rafters as he filled a bucket with oats. “Or use Excela - she’ll do anyone for the coin. That way you won’t always be watching me. If you don’t like the look of her, I can find you another cheap one. Really, though, it don’t matter what they look like as long as they know what they’re doing. And I know you’ve been saving up your tips - leastaways what that skinflint Warburm lets you keep.” When Sorial didn’t reply, the other boy continued his work as if he hadn’t spoken.


  Sorial soon dozed off, as he often did after watching Visnisk’s nighttime assignations. Many hours later, with even the first rays of the new day’s sun not yet touching the eastern horizon, he was startled awake when a clod of hardened shit struck him on the right cheek.


  “Hey boy, wake up! Get your ass down here!” yelled Visnisk on his way out. By the time Sorial gained his bearings, the other stableboy was gone. He used a wad of straw to wipe clean his cheek then climbed down to piss in a corner and begin the day’s work. The stable was almost empty this morning. With only a single horse and a donkey to care for, Sorial could move slowly and conserve energy. He checked outside several times to make sure the sky was clear. He didn’t want to miss the sunrise.


  While he was waiting, a couple members of the Watch wandered by. Sorial knew them by name: Brindig and Darrin. They had been partners for as long as he could remember, but it was hard to think of two more dissimilar men.


  Brindig was thin and humorless. His gaunt face made him look a decade older than his actual age. His salt-and-pepper hair, only a few strands of which escaped from beneath his watchman’s steel helmet, was cropped short. He never wore a full beard but rarely was he cleanshaven. His nose was thin and curved, calling to mind a bird’s beak. His mouth seemed frozen in a perpetual scowl.


  Darrin, on the other hand, grinned easily. He was a big man in every sense with appetites to match. Unlike Brindig, he wore no helm (which was against regulations, but no one cared). His unruly mane of sawdust-colored hair stuck out in every direction. His face was as plump as the rest of him, but not unpleasant to gaze upon. He had a neatly-trimmed goatee with no mustache. His eyes matched Brindig’s blue, but seemed more lively. Darrin was only a few years his partner’s junior, but he looked young enough to be the other’s son. He was perhaps the most liked man in the whole of Vantok’s Watch.


  “Good morn, Sorial,” said Darrin with his customary affability. Brindig nodded somberly, looking like he wanted to be somewhere - anywhere - else.


  “Morn, sirs,” replied Sorial, who called most adults “sir.” It was easier than remembering names.


  “Should be a nicer day than yesterday,” said Darrin, who was a lover of small talk. Actually, he was a lover of any talk. Few things engaged the jovial guardsman more than hearing the words tumble from his own lips. “Any problems lately?” It was an innocuous inquiry but Sorial couldn’t help but connect it to Warburm’s caution.


  There was something happening that he didn’t understand. The wary innkeeper, warning of dangerous times. The despairing priest, saying the gods had turned from man. And now… “Is something going on?”


  Darrin appeared surprised by the question. “Not that I’m aware of.”


  Brindig spoke for the first time. “Is there something you want to tell us?”


  Sorial considered. Aside from Rexall, a stableboy at The Delicious Dancer, these two were the closest things to friends he had, and he wanted to tell someone about the priest’s words.


  When he was done, Darrin appeared discomfited. Brindig’s expression hadn’t altered.


  “I wouldn’t go spreading that kind of rumor,” said Darrin at last. “I’ll admit I’ve heard similar things, but you never know about the source. Being a priest is a hard life and, if he was drinking, he’s lost his faith. I’ve known a few apostates in my time and they were all miserable people. The more men repeat unwholesome things, the more easily they’re believed.”


  “Keep your eyes and ears open, Sorial, and be careful,” said Brindig. Then, echoing Warburm, he added, “We may be entering dangerous times.”


  With that, the three of them turned to watch the sun rise.


  As the day wore on and Sorial cared for the animals, he found himself gripped by a sense of uneasiness. Normally, conversations with Darrin and Brindig (to the extent that Brindig participated) raised his spirits. Not today, however. Some lads, like Visnisk and Rexall, would have laughed away warnings about “dangerous times.” They would have made sport of a drunk priest. They would have seen today as no different than the hundreds of days to precede it. But Sorial was of a more serious disposition. He took those things to heart. And it weighed him down. “Be careful” was Brindig’s admonition, and Sorial was determined to heed it.


  During the morning, he frequently stole outside to scan the grounds in case someone - or something - was lurking there. The dimly remembered scary stories told by his mother when he was a toddler loitered in the recesses of his mind.


  What would it mean for him if the gods had abandoned men? He was no longer as sure as he had been when he spoke those careless words to the priest about not caring. Dangerous times - what did that mean? Did anyone know or were they parroting something they had heard?


  It was early afternoon when a smartly dressed man entered the building. With barely a glance at the stableboy, he headed for one of the stalls. At first, Sorial thought nothing of it, but a look at the man’s clothing gave him pause. There was something odd… The cloak and shirt were cut from a more expensive cloth than that normally worn by patrons of The Wayfarer’s Comfort. The breeches, however, were old, dirty, and fraying near the ankles - peasants’ attire without a doubt. The boots were mud-caked, scuffed, and ill-fitting. Someone wearing such finery on top would have pants and boots to match.


  “Excuse me, sir,” said Sorial, “Can I help you with something?”


  The man turned to face the stableboy. He flashed a smile that was too exaggerated to be genuine.


  Be careful…


  Sorial took note of the newcomer’s features. His long wheaten hair was drawn back in a ponytail. An untrimmed mustache and bushy beard hid his lower face. His gray eyes were cold; the smile didn’t touch them. They radiated indifference, perhaps cruelty.


  “Just getting my horse.”


  It was a lie. The animal he approached had become skittish. Sorial recognized it as the property of Wickharm, a merchant who visited often and left good tips.


  “Sir, I think you may be mistaken. I know whose horse that is.”


  “Yes, yes. I was sent to fetch it. He’s in a hurry.”


  Another lie.


  “Perhaps if you asked him to come out…”


  “I told you, he’s in a hurry.” There were traces of irritation in the man’s voice. He was trying to place a saddle on the horse’s back, but the animal was being uncooperative. Sorial looked on, dumbfounded. It was his duty to saddle the animals for their owners. No one ever readied their own beasts.


  “Could you tell me whose horse this is?”


  Horse thievery was a serious crime in Vantok, punishable in some cases by hanging. But it was usually accomplished in the dark of night. This, a daylight robbery in a public stable, was brazen. Sorial was a witness - the only witness.


  The man threw down the saddle in disgust and exited the stall. Any pretense at legitimacy was gone. He turned to Sorial and, when the boy looked into his eyes, he knew he was in trouble.


  The man lunged and, as he charged, something metallic glinted in his hand. Although Sorial was no stranger to fighting, this wasn’t a street brawler intent on delivering a beating. This was a methodical thug with murderous purpose. The attacker barreled into him, lowered shoulder impacting sternum, knocking Sorial to the ground. A sharp pain tore his right cheek from brow to ear. Warm liquid seeped from the gash, blurring the vision in one eye.


  His boot pressing on Sorial’s chest to limit the boy’s ability to struggle, the man stood above him, his expression unreadable. With maddening slowness, he cleaned his dagger on his breeches, leaving behind two swaths of fresh blood before re-sheathing it at his belt. Then, from under the cloak he withdrew a pistol. It was a simple gun, the kind Sorial had seen before. He felt a rush of fear. Be careful. Dangerous times. Well, he had been warned…


  Slowly, as if he had all the time in the world, the man went through the process of priming the weapon for shooting. He poured black powder into the muzzle then dropped in a small ball. “Stupid boy,” he muttered under his breath. “All you had to do was ignore me.” The boot’s pressure increased, threatening to crush his chest. He tried to scream but the only sound to emerge was a croak.


  Dizzy and slipping toward unconsciousness, Sorial was unsure what happened next. The report of a gunshot echoed through the stable but it didn’t come from the man’s weapon. The thief was in the process of using a small rod to pack in the projectile and powder; his pistol wasn’t yet ready to fire. The intruder staggered and fell, landing half across Sorial and lying still. The smell of spent gunpowder was strong in the boy’s nostrils. The last thing he remembered before losing consciousness was hearing Warburm’s voice commanding someone, “Get the fucking Watch and summon a healer!”


  CHAPTER TWO: VISITORS


  Sorial lay in one of the inn’s beds, ordered by a healer to “convalesce” for a minimum of three days before he could return to light duty. The right side of his face was heavily bandaged and the wound had caused his eye to swell shut. His chest hurt where the intruder’s boot had held him down, although the healer proclaimed he hadn’t broken any ribs. Warburm was unhappy about the temporary loss of his best stableboy. Visnisk was even less happy since he now had to work double shifts, giving him perhaps six hours off each day. Not having seen the incident or its aftermath, he believed Sorial to be a malingerer.


  Sorial’s sick room wasn’t among the inn’s finest. In fact, it hadn’t been used - or cleaned - in weeks before the injured boy was tucked under the discolored sheets. Other than the bed, the room was bare except for a tattered throw rug and a rusted metal washbasin. Dust bunnies of alarming sizes had gathered in the corners. Despite a respectably sized window, gloom pervaded. Not only was the aspect north-facing but the grime was so thick on the inside and outside that even direct sunlight would have had difficulty penetrating. Nevertheless, Sorial wasn’t about to complain. As dingy as his temporary quarters were, they were better than the stable. Mice weren’t nipping at his toes, roaches weren’t swarming over him, and the straw of his mattress wasn’t enhanced by shit and the assorted bugs it attracted. All-in-all, it was an undeniable upgrade.


  The door swung open to reveal the smiling features of Annie, The Wayfarer’s Comfort’s most cheerful - and many said “accommodating” - barmaid. Annie was nearly twice Sorial’s age and had taken a big sisterly interest in him. She was pleasingly plump (the “pleasingly” being a phrase Sorial had heard more than one man use to describe her) with wide hips and ample breasts barely contained by her work uniform and smock. Her face was ruddy, as much from working long days in the hot kitchen as from her natural complexion. Her long copper hair was curled into a bun under her cap.


  She brought a cold mug of the inn’s finest watered down ale. Sorial suspected Warburm didn’t know she had come bearing gifts.


  “How are you today, sweetie?” she asked, handing him the mug and bending over to check his bandages. Sorial’s eyes were drawn to the cleavage revealed by the gap in the front of her blouse. He had seen breasts before but none this close. The tightening between his legs was a welcome reminder that his injury hadn’t damaged certain things.


  She straightened, knowing where he had been looking. “When you’re older, maybe I’ll let you get a proper gander. Gods know I ain’t shy about showing them off. But that’s for another time,” she said with a wink. Sorial blushed furiously, although it was too dark in the room for her to notice… he hoped.


  “From the look of that, you’ll be back to work in no time. Could be tomorrow, I suppose, but we’ll fool old Warburm into giving you another day or two. Gods know he’s worked you to the bone these last years. You deserve a vacation. Half a day off a week! It’s ridiculous.”


  Sorial didn’t mention that he thought it was a good deal. Annie wouldn’t agree with him. She got the best wages of anyone who worked for Warburm and was off two full days each week. She thought everyone should be treated the same. But no one else brought in the customers the way she did. She was one asset Warburm couldn’t afford to lose.


  “Put that under the bed when you’re done with it,” she said, indicating the mug. “I’ll pick it up later. Cheer up, sweetie, I’m sure I won’t be your only visitor today.”


  In that, she was correct. During the two days he had thus far been here, he had been visited by a stream of well-wishers, including the innkeeper, a priest he had never before met, several of the barmaids, and his friend Rexall, a stableboy at The Delicious Dancer. Visnisk had stopped in as well, but his motive had been to make sure Sorial’s injury was genuine.


  No one told Sorial anything about his attacker. When he asked the innkeeper, Warburm grumbled something about a dirty horse thief. Be careful. Dangerous times. In retrospect, the earlier warnings seemed prophetic. Although his injury was more inconvenient than serious, Sorial knew he had barely escaped death. The intervention of luck or providence had saved him. Had Warburm not been there with a pistol, he would be lying on a funeral pyre not an old bed. Apparently, the innkeeper had heeded his own advice about being watchful.


  Resting in the near darkness, Sorial had time mull over the events of the past few days. Maybe it was the disruption of a routine that had defined his days and nights for years, but it seemed as if something fundamental had changed. He knew he would never be as comfortable in the stable as he had been in the past. The specter of the attack would loom over him. But it was more than that. The encounter with the priest had unsettled him more than he would have imagined possible. And the attack coming so soon after warnings from Warburm and the watchmen had to be more than coincidence, didn’t it?


  Sorial’s next visitors arrived several hours later while he was dozing. Darrin and Brindig made enough noise coming down the hall that he was alert when they entered. Darrin’s expression was one of compassion and sympathy. Brindig’s countenance, as usual, was as implacable as rock.


  “You’ve caused us a great deal of trouble,” said Darrin. “A boy knifed and nearly shot in our district - people have been saying we don’t do our jobs. It’s a damned embarrassment, that’s what it is. When you get back to the stable, you’d best make sure nothing like this happens again. Besides, if you get yourself killed, who would we have to gossip with on our rounds?” A smile belied the harshness of his words.


  “We do not ‘gossip’,” countered Brindig. “We are members of the Watch. We accumulate and dispense information.”


  “Look, Sorial, I hate to get all professional, but there’s a couple of questions we needs to ask you. Routine things. You up to it?”


  Sorial nodded, wondering what they could possibly be interested in since the thief was dead.


  “Did you notice anything odd about your attacker?”


  “He didn’t belong in the stable. He wore a gentleman’s cloak and a peasant’s breeches and boots. The horse didn’t trust him and I knew he didn’t work for Mr. Wickharm.”


  “Did you recognize the man? Had you seen him before, or someone like him?”


  Sorial shrugged. “Thieves, you mean? A few but never with a gun. I nearly pissed in my breeches when I saw that. Don’t think he’s been around before though it’s tough to say with all the people who go in and out of here.”


  “It’s the pistol that disturbs us,” said Brindig. “We don’t see a lot of common thugs with them. Normally the weapon of wealthy ex-adventurers like your innkeeper. But since you were attacked, seven people have been shot dead within the city limits. Most were disreputable rogues loitering in back alleys where people sometimes end up face down, but two respectable merchants have been killed as well.”


  “We’re concerned it could be part of a pattern - maybe a new gang in possession of pistols has moved into Vantok. We examined the body of the man who attacked you and couldn’t find any distinguishing marks or indications where he came from. We hoped you might have seen him before,” said Darrin. “Think hard.”


  Sorial shook his head, although he couldn’t be sure. What if the man had been lurking around the stable, waiting for an opportunity? And if it was a gang, might they try again?


  As if reading his mind, Darrin said, “We don’t think they’ll target this inn a second time but, in case, we’ll keep a closer watch.”


  “We also advise that you be more vigilant than usual. These are dangerous times,” said Brindig. Those words again: dangerous times. “But you know that.”


  “We don’t mean to frighten you,” said Darrin, noting Sorial’s unsettled expression. “We just want to prepare you.” Changing the subject, he added, “We understand you’re about to become a rich young man.”


  “I am?” That was news to Sorial. Welcome news, if true.


  “There’s been talk of a reward for saving Wickharm’s horse from the thief.”


  “Oh, that. One of the barmaids told me. She also said Warburm took it as payment for my using one of his rooms for three days and on account of my not being able to work in the stable.”


  “Skinflint,” muttered Darrin. “When you’re of age, leave this place. Come and join the Watch. They pay good wages, provide you with a warm place to sleep, and give you a day to your own every week.”


  “Until then, keep your eyes and ears open, and let us know if you see or hear anything,” said Brindig. With that, the guards departed, leaving Sorial alone in the dark with a host of uneasy thoughts, most focused on how dangerous the times had become and whether there might be worse ahead.


  That evening, Warburm arrived in the company of the healer, who changed Sorial’s bandages and pronounced him fit to return to work.


  Warburm considered. “Because you be a good worker and don’t give me no trouble, I’m going to let you spend one more night inside. But as of sunrise tomorrow, I expect you back at your post. Visnisk’s complaining be getting on my nerves and some of the customers don’t like his attitude. Yesterday, one of my regulars, a spice trader from up north, went to get his horse and found Visnisk rutting with a whore up in your loft. Clambered down with his breeches off, saddled the horse, then went right back up there. We all need a good fuck now and again, but that lad needs to wait till he be off duty.” On his way out, he announced, “You got another visitor.” To Sorial’s surprise, his mother entered.


  Kara bet Lamanar would have been a great beauty had circumstances favored her with a less harsh life. Even as things were, her natural grace and loveliness shone through the tarnish. Physically, she bore the characteristics of her Syrene heritage. She was short in stature, a full handspan under five feet, with a slim build. Her long, unstyled hair was jet-black and, despite her age of nearly five decades, there were no traces of gray or white. Her features were delicate - the kind a sculptor might delight in replicating. But there was a hardness to her ebony eyes that bespoke of a lifetime’s tribulations and her skin had been darkened to umber by long hours spent in the fields of Sorial’s father’s farm.


  Throughout his life, Sorial and his mother had experienced an uneven relationship, although it was more harmonious than the one between the boy and his father, Lamanar. Sorial’s memories of the time spent living with his parents were hazy and neither Kara nor Lamanar had answered basic questions about his family, such as whether he had brothers or sisters. They were equally mute to queries about their pasts. His father told him such things didn’t concern him. His mother said he would learn the answers when he needed them, whatever that meant.


  While Lamanar tended his fields throughout the year except during the coldest, darkest parts of Winter, Kara worked many jobs. During the busy Planting and Harvest seasons, she helped her husband on the farm. In between, she would do other things, including working in the market as a whore. In Syre, prostitution was considered to be an honorable profession. This gave Sorial cause to wonder whether Lamanar was his true father - something that would explain the man’s coldness toward him. Sorial had taken to visiting his mother when his father was unlikely to be around. Encounters between them were often unpleasant.


  Had Kara’s desire been the only consideration, Sorial would have lived on the farm and worked beside her and Lamanar in the fields. That was not to be. As a result, she saw her son only on those occasions when he visited the farm. In any given year, that might be three or four times, comprising a handful of hours. They were like strangers, their conversations forced and filled with uncomfortable silences. Sorial had tried his best to reconnect with her, and he knew she was desperate to build a lasting bond, but circumstances were against them. After those awkward encounters, he sometimes wondered if a clean break might be best for all involved. He was sure Lamanar would agree.


  “Sorial… are you all right? I didn’t hear about the attack until today or I would have come sooner.”


  He was surprised she had learned about the incident at all; knifings of stableboys typically didn’t reach the town criers’ lips nor did such news filter through the city’s most effective way of transmitting information: word-of-mouth. If a noblewoman muddied the hem of her dress, the gossip would spread like wildfire, but there was considerably less interest in the misfortunes of peasants.


  “It still hurts, but I’m getting better. The healer says I can go back to work tomorrow.”


  “I wish…” she began. Sorial thought he saw tears pooling in her eyes but he couldn’t be sure in the gloom. There was no doubt that her voice caught. “I asked your father if he would consider buying out your final years here. He’s getting old and it’s becoming more difficult for him to work the land by himself. You could make a difference. You like farming. You’re good with the earth. I remember that was true even when you were little, always covered in mud and dirt.”


  “What did he say?” Sorial didn’t know how to feel about the prospect of returning to live at home. The stable was familiar; the farm wasn’t. And there was no thrill about the possibility of living with Kara and Lamanar, although it was something his mother obviously wanted. Still, he couldn’t deny there was something appealing about the idea of farming. Sunshine and bright skies. The smell of dirt. The feel of it between his fingers. No more being trapped within the confines of a stable. From now on, he knew he would be wary of every customer he didn’t know. There would be no such worries on a farm, where visitors were few and far between.


  “He’ll consider it.” By her tone, Sorial could tell it was unlikely. “Maybe in a few years, when you’ve come of age, you could return to live with us.”


  Sorial reflected that maybe this was a long-held fantasy of his mother’s - someday, when he was old enough to make his own decisions, he would come back. It wasn’t in his future plans as of now, nor would it likely ever be. But he wasn’t going to tell Kara that. There was no need, especially not here and now.


  “Warburm is a fair master and the work ain’t too hard. I’ll be fine,” he said.


  She took his hand in hers and pressed it to her cheek. He could feel the wetness. Very softly, she said, “I would ask the gods to protect you if there were any gods left to do the protecting.”


  Sorial’s blood turned to ice. Those words, so similar to what the priest had said… He pulled back his hand and tried to read her expression, but the darkness of the room defeated him.


  She bent to kiss him on his uninjured cheek. “Be careful. Trust no one but yourself. The world is changing.”


  “Mama, don’t be sad.” He could think of nothing else to say. If it wasn’t what she wanted to hear, he could do no better.


  At the doorway on her way out, she stopped for a moment. “I love you, Sorial. Visit as soon as you’re able.” Then she was gone.


  * * *


  When Sorial relieved Visnisk before dawn the next morning, the older boy expressed a combination of relief and annoyance. The stable was in a deplorable condition. Visnisk wasn’t as fastidious as Sorial and several days of his sole stewardship had put the place in an unacceptable state with mice roaming boldly and clumps of dung obvious amidst the straw. Sorial wondered what his bedding looked like up in the loft, especially if that’s where Visnisk had been entertaining his whore.


  After watching the sun rise, Sorial got to work and it took him most of the morning to right Visnisk’s wrongs. With the horses watered and fed, the rodents chased away, and the hay cleaned and turned, Sorial sat on a bale of straw to take a deserved break. That was when the visitors arrived.


  There were three of them - a man dressed in finery, riding as grand a horse as Sorial had ever seen; a brutish looking fellow who was obviously a hired guardian; and, mounted on a pony, a well-dressed girl perhaps two years younger than Sorial. The stableboy surmised their likes had rarely if ever been seen at The Wayfarer’s Comfort.


  “Young man,” said the rich stranger, dismounting from his animal, “Is your master a man named Warburm?”


  “Aye, sir. That he is.”


  “Then this is the right place. Would you care for my horse and my daughter’s pony?”


  Without a word, Sorial went about his business, leading the steed to one of the empty stalls and the smaller animal to another.


  “Alicia, you must stay here with Vagrum. This inn is no place for one such as you.”


  “I don’t want to!” demanded the girl, her voice midway between a shout and a screech. “It smells. And he’s dirty.” She pointed accusingly at Sorial who had the good manners not to look in her direction, although his teeth clenched involuntarily at the insult.


  “You will do as you’re told.” A note of steel entered her father’s tone. “Vagrum, see that she obeys and no harm comes to her.” Turning to Sorial, he added, “Boy, if there’s any trouble, run to the inn and inform me immediately. Vagrum can handle most problems, but these are uncertain days.” So saying, he disappeared out the stable door, heading for the inn’s common room.


  One thought occurred to Sorial at that moment: Who was Warburm that he was attracting such visitors?


  As he cared for the horse and pony, he was able to steal enough glances at the newcomers to form pictures of them.


  Vagrum was a mountain of a man. His bare arms and legs were thick with corded muscles, although his midsection, covered by a garment made from animal skins, showed the telltale bulge of a sizeable gut - a frequent consequence of middle age in fighting men. His pate was shaved and oiled, but salt-and-pepper hair sprouted unevenly on his upper lip and chin. His face was a mass of crisscrossed scars, including one that had rendered his left eye useless. His nose, broken more than once, was misshapen. His right ear had no lobe and part of the top had been cut (or bitten) off. A worn scabbard belted at his waist contained a short sword and a sheath at the top of his right boot held a dagger. Sorial considered that if he was going to hire someone as a protector, Vagrum would be an excellent choice. Just one look at him would dissuade all but the bravest (or most foolish) of assailants.


  Sorial guessed Alicia to have seen ten or eleven Summers, although she was small for her age. Dressed in a fine dark green riding outfit, she was the picture of a noble’s daughter. Her braided hair was the color of spun gold and her pale features showed signs that she would develop into a woman of uncommon beauty. Her green eyes sparkled with mischief but her lips were pursed in an expression of ill-contained distaste. She stood frozen in one spot as if afraid that moving might cause her soft leather boots to come into contact with something unpleasant.


  “You can sit on one of those bales, if it please you, miss.” Sorial gestured in the direction of where he had been resting when she and her father arrived.


  Alicia started, surprised to be addressed by a stableboy. “Are you speaking to me?” Her tone was affronted. She glanced at Vagrum as if expecting him to do something. He remained unmoving and seemingly unconcerned, his expression impassive. He might have been a statue, although Sorial recognized he would act with lightning speed if he perceived a threat to his charge’s safety.


  “Aye, miss. The straw is clean.”


  “You will not speak to me unless I speak to you. Haven’t you ever been taught how to act in the presence of ladies?” Her tone was aggrieved.


  “No cause for that, miss. There ain’t many ladies as come here. Those that do ain’t so particular about where they sit or step or how I talk to ’em.” Sorial believed he caught the beginnings of a smile crinkling Vagrum’s features when he said that, but it might have been his imagination.


  Alicia appeared scandalized but said nothing more. Sorial went back to caring for the horse and pony before moving to other chores. He was aware of Alicia and Vagrum’s continued presence but paid them no heed. Although he had been repeatedly warned to be watchful, he didn’t think he had anything to fear from these two. Strangers they might be, but not of the dangerous kind. If anything, Vagrum made him feel more secure. The big man’s presence would be enough to deter most troublemakers.


  After nearly an hour, Alicia spoke to him. “Are you sure these are clean?” She indicated the bales.


  “They are, miss. I was sitting on them myself before you came.” It didn’t occur to Sorial that she might not consider that an endorsement.


  With a show of profound distaste, Alicia lowered herself to sit on one. His work for the moment done, Sorial joined her, although flopping down on a different bale. Vagrum glanced at him but did nothing more.


  “Do you think my father will be long?” asked the girl.


  Sorial blinked. Was she talking to him? He had no idea and told her so.


  “This Warburm, your master, what does he do?”


  “He’s the innkeeper. He owns this.”


  Alicia frowned. “I’m not a dullard. I know that. What else does he do? My father wouldn’t come here to visit an innkeeper. There are many more refined establishments in Vantok, places where he would not have to come incognito and where I would be welcomed in the common room rather than left in the stable.”


  That crystallized Sorial’s earlier musing that there might be something going on at The Wayfarer’s Comfort he was unaware of. He would need to ask Annie about it later. She knew everything that went on here, and if she didn’t know, she had ways of finding out. “I don’t know. Ain’t my concern. My duties are to clean the stalls and care for the animals, and that’s what I do.”


  “This is what you do? All day?”


  “And most nights. I sleep up there.” Sorial gestured to the loft.


  Alicia was aghast. Her bright eyes went wide with a mixture of surprise and horror. “You live in here??”


  Sorial nodded, unable to understand her reaction.


  She turned to her guardian. “Vagrum, did you hear that? He lives here. This is his home!” Her tone urged him to contradict the circumstances of Sorial’s life, as if such a thing as living and working in a stable was an affront to humanity.


  “Aye, Milady. I heard. ’Tis true of many such as him. Better’n living on the streets. ’Tis cleaner and warmer and he may got no choice till he comes of age.”


  Sorial sensed a knowingness in Vagrum’s words. The big man was of Sorial’s class and perhaps had once been in a similar situation.


  For a while, Alicia seemed to be at a loss for words. Finally, she turned to Sorial and said, “I’m sorry.”


  He was surprised. “For what?”


  “For this.” Her gesture encompassed the stable. “No one should be forced to live like this. When I’m grown, I will make it right for all boys like you.”


  Sorial was amused but didn’t show it, knowing that in her own misguided way she was being sincere. Her naïveté wasn’t her fault; her sheltered upbringing was to blame, as it was with many boys and girls of her class. “But this is the way it is, miss. ’Tis always been like this. I don’t think anyone can change it.”


  “My husband will be a great man. He’ll change it.” The words were spoken with such certainty that Sorial was tempted to believe her. Then, suddenly, she let out a high pitched shriek and fled behind Vagrum.


  “What is it, Milady?” demanded the man, his body tensing for action. Sorial had risen to his feet and was scanning the inside of the stable for signs of danger.


  “A mouse! I saw a mouse!”


  Sorial breathed a sigh of relief and resumed his seat. Vagrum relaxed and was visibly struggling to hold back a smile.


  “This is a stable, Milady,” he explained. “There are mice here.”


  “And rats,” added Sorial unhelpfully. “And other things. They sometimes share my bed. As long as there aren’t too many of them, they’re nice to have around. The babies are ugly, though - all pink and wiggly and hairless. Don’t you have mice in your house, miss?”


  When Alicia didn’t respond, Vagrum answered for her. “We have them, but Milady has probably not seen them. The servants do a good job of keeping them hidden from the family.”


  At that revelation, Sorial thought she was going to faint. To Alicia’s credit, she gathered the shreds of her composure, but for the rest of her stay in the stable, she remained silent, white with fear, and huddled behind her amused guardian.


  When her father at last reappeared, his countenance grim, she rushed to him and wrapped him in an embrace.


  “Here now, what’s all this?” he asked, his eyes darting accusingly at Sorial, as if implicating the boy in whatever had disturbed his daughter.


  “Mice,” explained Vagrum succinctly. “Milady doesn’t like them.” He winked conspiratorially at Sorial.


  “Oh, that’s nothing,” said Alicia’s father with a laugh. “Come, my dear, it’s time to go. We have things to do and if we’re not home by sundown your mother will become anxious.”


  At that point, Sorial had an opportunity to compare the man with his daughter. Physically, there was little of him in her. He was dark where she was fair. He was big where she was small. He was robust where she was dainty. But their eyes were the same piercing green and there was something alike about their lips.


  Sorial led the pony and horse from their stalls and was rewarded with a copper stud for his efforts. Watching Alicia, her father, and their protector depart, Sorial was sure he would never see them again. He was wrong.


  CHAPTER THREE: THE KING’S CONSCIENCE


  Why couldn’t he cry? Why wouldn’t the tears come?


  He touched her gently - the supple flesh still pliant, warm yet cooling to the touch. She hadn’t been dead long, and her passage from life had been peaceful - far more gentle than he expected for himself when his last hours came. For her, it had been an unawareness of slipping away, a quiet slide into final darkness. She had no reason to suppose that her husband would lace her bedtime drink with a lethal dose of poison for which there was no known antidote.


  Were he any other man in any other circumstances, he might go to the gallows for this. But he was Azarak, King of Vantok. He wasn’t above the Law; he was the Law. He had acted out of necessity in his role as sovereign, suborning his personal preferences. He loved this woman, yet he had executed her. So why couldn’t he cry? Why wouldn’t the tears come?


  They were alone in their bedchamber, in the grand canopied bed they had shared since their marriage three years ago. Comfortable things surrounded them: plush carpets, colorful tapestries, chairs with overstuffed pillows and a divan where they had made love more than once when the queen was in one of her playful moods. The ceiling-to-floor windows were shielded by draperies of the deepest crimson, although it was early enough in the morning that there was no outside light to filter into the palace. A single lantern hanging near the door illuminated the room, casting shadows longer and darker than the king’s mood.


  At the age of 22 in his fourth year on the throne, Azarak had just become Vantok’s most eligible bachelor. His face was an impassive mask - cool blue eyes, tousled reddish-brown hair with a goatee, and rough features that would be more at home on the visage of a warrior than a statesman and scholar. Azarak had a chiseled body to match - he had learned the arts of war as a boy and continued practicing them even after taking the throne. His father had taught him that diplomacy was a king’s first weapon, but the value of the sword as a back-up should never be discounted.


  Lying next to him for the last time was Amenia, his wife of three years. Her life had ended just days before her nineteenth birthday. A curtain of blond hair covered her face as she lay on her back in what appeared to be a peaceful repose. Her lips were slightly parted but they no longer drank in air. Her breasts neither rose nor fell.


  Azarak felt physically sick but he couldn’t cry. This had been necessary. His friend and chancellor, Toranim, had assured him of this. They had decided that taking the queen’s life in this manner would spare the city the ordeal and scandal of a trial. For, if her crimes were made known, a trial would be inevitable.


  There would have been three charges against Amenia, all of which carried a mandatory sentence of death. Azarak had made sure of her guilt before pronouncing his private judgment, but there was no doubt: she had defiled their marriage bed, conceived a child as a result of that adultery, and committed espionage by providing secrets to her lover, Ambassador Ravensforth of Basingham. The foreign dignitary would be found dead in his bed later this morning, the apparent victim of a robbery. Crime was on the rise in Vantok; no one would question this death. Other than the king and his chancellor, no one knew of the connection between the doomed lovers.


  Amenia had nearly completed her deception by passing off her unborn child as Azarak’s heir. Eight short weeks ago, upon learning of her pregnancy after returning from leading his army on a victorious rout of a troublesome band of rogues harassing the city’s “satellite” villages, he had been elated. Amenia’s claims to be a full season gone had gone unchallenged, even though her belly had been bigger than one might expect for one so early in her pregnancy. Questions put to her attending healer had revealed the truth: she was closer to eighteen weeks than twelve, placing the conception during a period when the king had been away on a lengthy diplomatic mission. Her surprising lack of discretion had allowed him to discover all he needed to know about her infidelity. Perhaps she had believed his unwavering devotion would be her shield. If that was the case, she hadn’t known him. Nothing was more important to Azarak than his city. He would have died for Amenia, but he would kill for Vantok.


  Now the die was cast. Amenia had been removed in a manner that would cause minimal turmoil. The people of Vantok would be distressed; they loved their lively, beautiful queen almost as much as her doting husband did. Azarak’s council would be less disappointed. Many felt his choice had been ill advised, with Amenia bringing little in the way of political capital to the marriage.


  Azarak bent over his wife’s body, brushed her long hair to one side, closed her eyes, and kissed her on her ruby lips for one last time. An image teased his memory of the first time he had kissed those lips in the darkened corner of the palace ballroom after their third consecutive dance. They had both been breathless and bright-eyed, a 14-year old ingénue and an 18-year old newly crowned sovereign. Even at that early stage when they had spoken no more than a handful of times, Azarak had been thinking of marriage. A year later, they had been joined as king and queen, the happiest rulers on the continent. Or so Azarak had thought. Now he knew at least some of it had been an illusion. His feelings for Amenia had never been feigned, but what about hers for him? He would  never know the truth; it was sealed forever beyond his reach.


  With a deep sigh, he rose from the bed, donned a breechclout, and rang a pull bell he rarely used. It would summon his chancellor directly. Only the guards outside his chambers would know of Toranim’s late-night visit and they were as loyal as men could be.


  Less than a minute passed before there came a respectful knock at the door to the outer room of Azarak’s private suite. The chancellor’s quarters were next door and Toranim had been awaiting the king’s summons. Azarak slipped on a robe and slippers before answering the knock. Standing outside was his closest advisor, appearing not to have slept at all. He was dressed in sleeping attire - a sable robe and night cap - but it was obvious from the clarity of his gray eyes that he hadn’t been disturbed from his repose. His thinning hair showed no signs of having being disarrayed by a pillow. His chin and lip were free of stubble, almost as if he had shaved while awaiting the summons he knew would come.


  Nodding to the two guards outside, the king closed the door and led Toranim to the bed. The chancellor bent over the queen to confirm her condition, then faced his liege.


  “Are you all right, Sire?”


  “I did what had to be done. Had there been another way…” His voice drifted off. The sense of grief and loss were palpable, but the tears wouldn’t come.


  “Your Majesty, this was her doing. She committed these crimes and condemned herself. We all wish this hadn’t happened, but you’ve done the best and most honorable thing in the circumstances.”


  Azarak shrugged. “It seemed that way when we concocted this scheme. Now… I could have pardoned her, given her another chance. Divorced her quietly and sent her away.”


  “We discussed those options and rejected them for simple, practical reasons. If it had only been adultery… but the treason made her actions unpardonable. Depending how much information made it into the possession of King Durth, we may not have seen the worst of the damage.”


  “Is Ravensforth dead?”


  “I’m awaiting confirmation, but the men I sent are reliable. You can be assured that, come morning, all will be as it was planned.”


  “And now?”


  “Now we let it be known that the queen died of an unexpected illness caused by her pregnancy. We go through the usual process of a royal funeral. The healers can examine the body - they won’t find anything. The poison can’t be detected; that’s why it’s the best, and they won’t be looking for it, at any rate. As far as anyone is concerned, you and she made love last night then curled up in each other’s arms to sleep. When you awoke, she wasn’t breathing so you summoned me. No one will question you. They know you adored her.”


  “It’s too bad the feeling wasn’t mutual.”


  Toranim looked at his friend and liege with sympathy. He knew what it was like to be cuckolded. But that had been many years ago and he didn’t like to think of it, nor of the woman who had made it impossible for him to love or trust one of her sex again. “I don’t think your marriage was a sham, at least not at the start. I remember watching the two of you together. When you courted her, I believe she was as infatuated with you as you were with her. But the life of a queen isn’t an easy one, with you absent for such long stretches. Who knows how it started? In the end, all that matters is that it did start and she couldn’t stop it before it became more than a way to relieve lonely nights.”


  “You make it sound like it’s my fault.”


  “No, Sire. A queen, like a king, is bound first by duty. She may have said the words and sworn the oath, but she proved to be false. She betrayed not only you but herself, her oath, and her people. You acted as duty required. She didn’t. None of this is your fault.”


  “This won’t be easy to get past. Giving her that drink, lying there listening to her last labored breaths. Wanting to wake her and explain to her, to apologize…The headsman’s ax might have been easier.”


  “You know as well as I do that wouldn’t have been the case. Her screams for mercy would have haunted your nights for the rest of your life. You’ll overcome this, Your Majesty. It may not seem that way now, but time will harden your resolve. I know this to be true. I wouldn’t serve a lesser man.”


  “I guess we’ll both find out if that faith is well placed.”


  “I don’t doubt it, Sire. Now, let’s begin the unpleasant process of announcing the queen’s tragic and untimely passing.”


  * * *


  The next week was a blur for Azarak. Publicly, he did all that was required of a grieving king with respect to his wife’s funeral and burial. He observed the expected 24 hour vigil by her corpse as it lay in state the day before she was consigned to the king’s crypt and made a touching speech that perhaps half the city turned out to hear. Privately, the king wrestled with his guilt. However often he reminded himself that it was justice, some small part of his soul refused to accept that. He thanked the gods for the sure, stable presence of Toranim, who leant him strength during those trying days.


  The official mourning period lasted a fortnight. During that time, all audiences were canceled, the bells in the city’s temple tolled every hour, and the market was closed. Within the palace, activity gradually returned to normal with the queen’s personal staff being reassigned to other duties.


  Some days after the funeral, Azarak and Toranim were seated in the king’s private sitting room, each occupying a plush chair facing the fireplace, which housed a roaring blaze. The drapes had been drawn since twilight. With Harvest waning and Winter coming into prominence, the nights were becoming colder and longer. Soon, snow would begin falling even this far south on the continent. Soothsayers claimed it would be a long, unpleasant winter. In his heart, Azarak believed this to be true.


  “So, do you agree with them?” asked the king, exasperated.


  Toranim paused before responding. He knew this was a sore area for his friend, but the issue of the succession couldn’t be ignored. Azarak had no siblings or children. If he died without siring a blood heir, there would be civil war. Dozens of claimants would vie for rulership and the city streets would run red with blood. “It’s not a matter of agreeing or disagreeing. It’s tactless for them to press the matter so soon, but you can’t allow it to lie fallow for much time.”


  “I should choose a peasant girl from the streets or a Syrene witch. That would fix them.”


  “We’re not trying to ‘fix’ anyone. And, despite what you may think of them at the moment, they’re your advisors. They’re looking at things from a clinical point of view, filtering out the human element.”


  “It would be easier to take another wife if I hadn’t killed my first one. I need time.”


  “There are ways to stall your council. Let them think you’re considering candidates. That will delay them for a while, at least until after the Midwinter holiday. Smile at all the daughters of earls and counts and foreign dignitaries. Dance with them at state functions. Let your subjects believe you’re looking for someone to replace Amenia.” Toranim didn’t add what he was thinking: Maybe, in the process, you’ll find someone suitable.


  “When I next marry, it will be for the good of the city. I wed Amenia for love and look how it ended. That folly won’t be repeated.”


  Toranim was glad to hear that. He had made a show of supporting his friend’s first marriage despite his misgivings. She had been beautiful and lively but the wedding had purchased little political gain for the king. This time, it would be different - either closer ties to one of his most important vassals or forging a link with another city. King Dax of Earlford would be sending his youngest daughter on a “diplomatic” mission to Vantok in the late Summer or early Harvest season of next year. Although not yet 15, she would be of marriageable age when she arrived. Such a match would make sense for Vantok and its distant northeastern neighbor. Rangarak of Obis, the so-called “Iron King” of the far north, had sired three daughters. The eldest was already betrothed but the middle girl, Princess Myselene, was of an age when she could be courted. Vice Chancellor Gorton had already contacted him by bird-messenger about arranging a meeting.


  Changing the subject, the chancellor said, “There’s an issue that will require your attention when you return to public life. Civil unrest is growing because of a series of disturbing religious rumors.”


  “Let the priests handle religious matters. I have a city to run.”


  “The problem is that the priests are not handling the matter, at least not in a consistent fashion and it’s having repercussions. Some of the watchmen feel the rise in crime is directly related to this. You’re free to ignore it, Your Majesty, but I think it will fester until it is cauterized, and that will require your attention.”


  “Tell me about the rumors.” The king sighed, knowing this would likely force him into meetings with Prelate Ferguson, one man in Vantok with whom he would prefer not to converse.


  “According to a growing sect, the gods have turned away from the world. There have always been religious dissidents, but this movement is more persistent than anything before. Two weeks ago, the prelate of the temple in Basingham resigned with a public proclamation that ‘prelates are not needed in the new order.’ This led to riots and a quick denunciation by his successor. The official ecclesiastical position is that nothing has changed and we are as much in the gods’ favor as ever, but a growing number of priests dispute this and it is creating unrest amongst the general populace.


  “For many people, the consideration of the gods’ favor in an afterlife keeps them restrained in this one. With that check removed, many would risk all for greater power, wealth, and pleasure. It may be that a new breed of criminal is rising - men who have come to accept that the gods have either turned away their favor or ceased to exist. So they live for today, no longer concerned about a spiritual future. The strong have always preyed on the weak but now there may be fewer checks on that preying. It doesn’t matter whether this sect is right about the gods. All that matters is whether they attract converts.”


  “The riots in Basingham - how bad were they?”


  “Bad, Sire. Dozens dead. Three priests dragged out of the temple and strung up in the streets. Two guards killed putting down the mob. King Durth was forced to place the city under martial law for a time, although the most strict measures have since been lifted.”


  “And you believe the same thing could happen here?” It seemed unlikely, but perhaps no more so than that the king would quietly execute his queen in their bedchamber. “Have you canvassed our priests about their position?”


  “We’ve been in touch with the Temple, but they aren’t forthcoming.” A trace of irritation entered Toranim’s voice. There had always been conflict between the ecclesiastical and secular leadership in Vantok but it had grown increasingly contentious since Azarak took the throne. “Prelate Ferguson dismisses the dissidents as deluded and disaffected and claims there are none amongst his clerics. However, rumors claim several have been relieved of their duties in the last two weeks and clandestine meetings have been held at an undisclosed location within the city. The nature and purpose of the meetings are unclear, but it is suspected they are related to this new ‘godless’ sect.”


  Azarak considered. He could see why Toranim was concerned. This kind of disturbing belief could have widespread ramifications. There had been similar movements over the years but few had gained traction. If people were heeding the words of the dissident priests, there would be consequences. Religion was a cornerstone of law; without the former, the latter could crumble.


  “Why now?” asked the king aloud. “Why do people accept this now when heretics preaching in the past have found poor reception?”


  “People heed the dissidents because their doctrine matches the current situation. Religion is strongest in times of prosperity. We are now in a cycle when poverty and crime are rising, weather has been foul for several years, and there is a growing sense that prayers are no longer being answered. The number of miracles acknowledged continent-wide by the Temple declines year after year. No miracle has been confirmed within Vantok in a half-decade. All these things contribute to a portion of the populace accepting that the creed of godlessness may have a foundation in reality.”


  “So, a few miracles and good weather and the movement will collapse?”


  “Perhaps not ‘collapse,’ but at least lose its potency, Your Majesty.”


  Azarak sighed. There was no getting around it, he supposed. “Then it’s time I speak with Prelate Ferguson about these matters. Please convey to him my desire to have a private audience at the palace. Do it gently.” Azarak knew he had to tread carefully. The degree to which Ferguson was subject to civil law had never been defined. Officially, as long as Ferguson practiced within Vantok, he was Azarak’s subject, but tradition dictated that prelate and king shared separate-but-equal status. So, although Ferguson was technically required to answer a royal summons, he might ignore it unless it was properly phrased. And, although Azarak needed to see the prelate, he wanted them to meet not as antagonists but as allies. They both had a vested interest in seeing that this crisis passed quickly.


  Understanding the meaning of his liege’s words, Toranim nodded. “It shall be as you request, Your Majesty.”


  The chancellor rose and departed with a bow. Once his back was turned to the king, his features relaxed. Perhaps he had overstated the nature of the problem, but at least Azarak now had something to occupy his attention beyond the guilt gnawing at his conscience.


  * * *


  In Azarak’s experience, old men fell into one of two categories: those whose age diminished them, turning them into wizened gnomes, and those who carried their years with dignity and were the better for it. Despite being ninety years old, Prelate Ferguson, His Holiness of Vantok, was as sharp and vigorous as a man half his age. Both of his blue eyes functioned perfectly, although he needed the help of a hand-held lens for reading. His full mane of hair, the same snow white as his neatly trimmed mustache and beard, flowed to his shoulders. Despite deceptively simple clothing - the robe donned by all priests - Ferguson commanded attention. His bearing was as regal as that of any secular ruler. He understood the advantages of authority and was unafraid to apply them.


  The king elected to meet the prelate in a private audience chamber rather than the ostentatious throne room. Many of Azarak’s notable agreements had been hammered out here, with negotiations taking place across the wide, worn wooden table while ale and wine flowed freely. The table was huge, occupying most of the chamber with a footprint covered by a fine, plush carpet. There were thickly padded chairs for reclining in each corner and a fire blazing across the hearth to the left of the door. Since the chamber was deep within the palace, there were no windows. Those who entered this room left the outside world behind.


  Prelate Ferguson inclined his head slightly as he entered. Azarak rose from his seat, an extra-wide padded wooden chair facing the door across the table, to execute a similarly perfunctory bow. He motioned for the prelate to sit opposite him. No words were spoken until the servants had filled two golden chalices with the king’s best vintage and withdrawn.


  “I assume Your Eminence is aware of why I requested this meeting,” began Azarak.


  “Come, Your Majesty, let’s not mince words. You summoned me here. You could have easily come to the temple but you ensured this meeting would be at a time and place of your choosing.”


  Azarak sighed inaudibly. So it was going to be one of those meetings. He had hoped Ferguson would put aside petty politics to concentrate on issues that concerned them both. He could have protested that he had just lost his wife and was still in the official seclusion of mourning, but he knew Ferguson would brush that aside as an excuse.


  The prelate continued, “Of course I know why you ‘requested’ that I ‘join you for a discussion of some importance.’ In fact, I’m surprised it took you so long, although perhaps it’s understandable given your bereavement. But you were right to consult me before acting. This is first and foremost an ecclesiastical matter.”


  “Is it true?”


  “The rumors? Which one - that the gods have abandoned us or that they no longer exist? Are you a man of faith, Your Majesty?”


  Azarak thought of his dead wife lying next to him in bed. “I once was, Your Eminence.”


  Ferguson seemed satisfied with the response even though the king had used the past tense. “Then let your faith guide you in this matter. I cannot say for certain one way or the other but I believe the gods are immortal and they would not turn their faces from us.”


  “Why do so many believe it?”


  “There is no doubt that the favor of the gods has decreased markedly in recent times,” conceded Ferguson. “Hints of this date back twenty years. It’s most likely a temporary circumstance, the punishment for some transgression. Superstitious peasants, spurred by heretical priests and so-called prophets, stoke the fires of disbelief. But I have faith, Your Majesty, that we will come through this and when the gods have restored their favor, belief in them will be stronger than ever.”


  “That may be the case, Your Eminence. You’re certainly in a better position to make the determination than I am. But in the meantime, this disbelief is contributing to lawlessness. Something must be done to curb that.”


  “On that subject, you would be better advised to speak to those who maintain law in the streets. Perhaps the captain of the Watch?” There was no sarcasm in the tone but the words alone were enough to push Azarak to the brink of his patience.


  “If the rule of law collapses in this city the way it did in Basingham, your temple may be the first target of violence. Knowing that, Your Eminence, how can you make such a statement?”


  “We trust in the king to protect us.”


  “Then help me do that duty.”


  “I’m at your disposal, Your Majesty. If it is within my capabilities…”


  “In your estimation, what would it take to allay the fears of the populace?”


  “In philosophical terms, greater faith. In practical terms, better weather, answered prayers and more miracles.”


  “I can’t think of anything we can do about the first but we can ‘correct’ the other two. Wouldn’t you agree, Your Eminence?”


  The trace of what might have been a smile played across Ferguson’s lips. “Are you suggesting I mislead the people into believing signs that have not been provided?”


  “I’m suggesting you search out things that might be construed as answered prayers and miraculous occurrences and make those known throughout the city.”


  “And if I am unable to find these things? Should the priesthood fabricate them?”


  “That’s an ecclesiastical matter, Your Eminence. I wouldn’t dream to interfere or suggest how you resuscitate the people’s faith.”


  “Of course not, Your Majesty. It’s dangerous for a secular ruler to dabble in religious matters.” There was a hint of warning in the prelate’s tone.


  “Do I have your support in resolving this matter, Your Eminence?”


  “I will do what my conscience directs me to do. If faith is found lacking in the people, I will seek to bolster it by any means which would not cause offense to the gods.”


  “Then we understand each other?”


  “We do, Your Majesty,” said Ferguson, rising and bowing slightly to the king. “We do indeed.”


  CHAPTER FOUR: HINTS OF THE PAST


  Festival! No word was more welcome to the weary citizenry of Vantok than that one. More than a holiday, such events came rarely - perhaps twice or thrice in a decade - and only when the king decreed one. On festival days, there was a general amnesty from work. Even serfs could not be forced to attend to their chores. The markets were closed and every round of beer, ale, and other spirits purchased in the city’s registered inns and taverns was placed on the Crown’s tab.


  The occasion of this festival, held only three weeks after the Midsummer’s holiday of the year 1583, was the announcement of an heir to the throne. Since King Azarak was without offspring and showed no inclination to remarry and secure the rulership for his bloodline, his advisors had persuaded him to name a faithful retainer to the position of Crown Prince. The assumption was that Azarak would eventually choose a new queen and have a brood of blood princes but, until that happened, provisions were necessary to secure the succession in case the unthinkable occurred. If the king died without naming a successor, chaos would ensue with every noble pressing a claim, no matter how tenuous. Thus, the naming of a temporary Crown Prince was a reason for celebration, especially since the man in question, Duke Ferwan, was well liked by nearly everyone in Vantok from the most influential noble to the lowliest peasant.


  For Warburm, the declaration of a festival day was a nightmare. Since he couldn’t compel any of his employees to work, he was forced to pay double or triple wages. Annie, the most popular of his barmaids by far, was getting four times her usual pay. The issue was complicated when it came to his most reliable stableboy, Sorial. Since Sorial didn’t receive wages, Warburm was forced to negotiate an alternative agreement, and the boy, delighting in his first taste of power, drove a hard bargain. The innkeeper had to promise two full days off - Marktetday and Restday. At age 13, Sorial had discovered his criticality to the inn’s commerce. It wouldn’t be long before he started looking elsewhere and Warburm would have to find someone new to train. That, or offer a strong enough incentive to keep him.


  Sorial spent the festival day as he spent most days - greeting customers, caring for their mounts, and observing the goings-on around the inn. Since the stable was nearly full, there was little time for breaks or moments to himself. Mucking the stalls, feeding and watering the horses, and brushing the elegant breeds kept him busy. He missed being part of the celebration, however. It seemed that everyone in the city was having fun except him. His friend Rexall had been horrified upon learning that Sorial agreed to work. His admonishment highlighted what Sorial was missing: “Whores are giving it out for free! Trapped in that stable, you’ll never get any!”


  The atmosphere around Vantok was, as expected, jubilant. Since being at its darkest during the early days of the previous Winter when unsavory rumors and religious unrest were at their height, there had been steady improvements. Crime was down and the citizens were less skittish. The weather had been favorable for Planting and the Temple had become zealous in pointing out answered prayers and apparent miracles. Yet there remained an undercurrent of unease. On the surface, things appeared to be as usual, but something wasn’t right. No one else noticed or, if they did, they brushed it aside. But Sorial felt it nearly every day. Customers, especially strangers, weren’t as open as they once had been. He watched everyone who entered the stable cautiously, always mindful of the attack that nearly ended his life. He wouldn’t be taken unawares again.


  The inn’s reception of unusual visitors continued. The Wayfarer’s Comfort was a low-class establishment where laborers could grab a pint or a lass after finishing a hard day’s work and itinerant merchants could spend a night with a roof over their heads. Yet, over the past two seasons, Warburm had entertained priests, high class merchants, knights, and nobles. This was not the clientele Sorial had become used to serving during his previous years. Something was going on, but he didn’t know what.


  He confided his confusion to Annie. Often, Warburm would seclude himself behind locked doors with his guests and occasional shouts of anger could be heard from within. But Annie didn’t know any more about the specifics than Sorial and even the nosiest and most gossipy of her co-workers were unsure. Whatever Warburm was up to, it was being kept secret. Sorial considered discussing this with his watchmen friends but he didn’t want to get Warburm in trouble. After all, he owed his life to the innkeeper. His physical wounds were healed but he hadn’t forgotten his debt.


  Festivities ran late into the night, and Sorial was still hard at work an hour before sunup. Outside, the normally quiet pre-dawn streets of Vantok buzzed with the traffic of inebriated celebrators. It would take at least a day for things to get back to normal, especially with so many revelers needing to sleep off hangovers. Sorial had never been drunk but he had seen enough people so afflicted to realize it was among the most uncomfortable of human conditions.


  “Good morn, Sorial,” came a voice from just outside the stable doorway. Standing there were Darrin and Brindig, the former smiling while his compatriot wore his customary scowl. Darrin continued, “We just wanted to check that things here are all right.”


  “Shouldn’t they be?” asked Sorial.


  “Hell of a day and night. Bad business at one of the other inns,” said Brindig. “That’s the problem with festivals. People take things too far. Stupid thing to do, giving everyone a day off to drink and whore.”


  Sorial wasn’t surprised to learn Brindig didn’t agree with the concept of a citywide celebration. “What happened?”


  “The Hoof and Foot burned to the ground. Three people died, including the innkeeper, and there was rumors of a gang of armed bandits seen round the stable just before it happened. It weren’t no accident,” said Darrin. “Considering what happened to you a while back, we wanted to make sure things here was okay. But everything on this street seems quiet enough.”


  A chill crept up Sorial’s spine as he recalled that day. It wasn’t something he liked thinking about. The stable wasn’t the safe, comforting place it had been before the attack. “Will you two be around in case…?”


  “‘Course.” Brindig sounded insulted. “But the city’s calmed down. People crawled into their beds to sleep it off. Watch is back to full strength now that the mandatory stop-work is over.”


  “Don’t worry, Sorial. We won’t let nothing happen to you. The Hoof and Foot’s all the way ’cross the city. Even if the ruffians tried to make more mischief, it wouldn’t be this far away, and the whole Watch is looking for them. Just be careful like you always is.”


  “Since that day, I don’t trust no one I don’t know.”


  “Good.” Darrin was satisfied by the answer. “We’ll be around if’n you need us.”


  The rest of the night and the next day passed uneventfully. Sorial heard occasional rumors about what happened at the Hoof and Foot. No one had been caught but no other inns had been targeted, leading some to believe the torching was related to a personal score. The innkeeper, it was said, had tossed out several unsavory types shortly before the fire.


  Sorial awoke early on Marketday, but took longer than usual rising, savoring the sweetness of being able to lounge in the straw without having to rush down to replace Visnisk, who was working double shifts today and tomorrow to cover Sorial’s absence. When Visnisk protested the added hours, Warburm offered to relieve him of his duties permanently. “I ain’t thinking it’ll be too hard to replace someone who spends half the time sitting on his ass and the other half fucking some whore in an empty stall.” That put an end to Visnisk’s grumbling.


  Digging deep beneath his bedding, Sorial groped until he encountered a cloth pouch. It contained his life’s savings - all the monies garnered from his share of the meager tips doled out by The Wayfarer’s Comfort’s customers. It was enough, he thought, to buy a trinket for his mother. He had never before given anyone a present and was excited by the idea. The coins meant little to him. They weren’t sufficient to buy his freedom from Warburm and, even if they had been, he wasn’t sure he was ready to face the world on his own. Where would he go, after all? Not back to the farm, where Lamanar’s baleful stare would follow him day and night. He could visit there but it wasn’t his home, nor would it ever again be.


  Later that day, when Sorial entered Vantok’s bustling outdoor marketplace at the height of its activity, the assault on his senses was overwhelming. The array of goods being bought, sold, and bartered astonished him. The clamor ensured that one had to shout to be heard. The scents of horses, shit, and unwashed bodies mingled with the fragrances of spices and incense and the alluring aroma of cooked cubes of skewered meats that some vendors were hawking. There were more people crammed into the large square than Sorial could have imagined possible. He had passed through this place many times before, but never on Marketday or when there were more than a handful of stalls open for business.


  In the market, distinctions of class were wiped away. Money was the equalizer and Sorial’s possession of a small pouch gave him more clout than a penniless duke. He clutched it tightly in his left hand, wary of any who might try to relieve him of his hard-earned treasure. As he approached stalls, sellers caught sight of the purse and screamed their pitches at him, shouting that he couldn’t pass up this or that opportunity and he wouldn’t find a better deal elsewhere. Sorial was naïve, but not so naïve as to believe a word they were yelling.


  His eyes were drawn to the baubles offered by a busy vendor whose wares varied from cheap broaches to expensive rings. He spent a long time examining the merchandise, annoying other customers who coveted his prime spot next to the stall, but he wouldn’t be rushed in making his decision. Finally, he selected a silver bracelet encrusted with aquamarine gemstones.


  The seller nodded vigorously at Sorial’s choice. “Very good. Very good.” He smiled and bobbed his head. Sorial didn’t miss the look of avarice that passed over his features. Perhaps all the thieves in the market didn’t operate by cutting purse strings. “Normally, I sell this for 25 brass studs but because you look like a nice boy and remind me of my son, I let you have it for a mere 18 studs.” His tongue flicked across his upper lip.


  18 studs was more than Sorial had expected to pay for his gift, although there were enough coins in his pouch (barely) to meet the price. He thought it over briefly then, with a shrug, began counting the money. The vendor’s expression was a cross between disbelief and triumph. That’s when a high-pitched voice stopped him.


  “Don’t you know anything? You’re not supposed to pay that. You have to haggle!” The tone was aggrieved, as if Sorial was committing an unpardonable sin. He turned to see who the affronted party was.


  It was a girl, perhaps two years younger than him. By her clothing, impeccably tailored and made of fine material, Sorial could tell she came from a wealthy family. Her boots had lifts to keep the hem of her skirt from brushing the muddy ground. Something about her tickled his memory but he couldn’t place her.


  The girl giggled at his bemused reaction. Then he noticed her companion, who was as unforgettable as could be. Recognition dawned as he recalled their visit to The Wayfarer’s Comfort’s stable the previous Harvest, nearly a full year ago. The Lady Alicia had matured noticeably, mostly in good ways. Her features were more refined and her unbound golden hair was longer but the green eyes still flickered with a suppressed sense of mischief.


  “You do know what haggling is, don’t you, stableboy?” she asked, her tone a blend of condescension and amusement.


  He nodded dumbly. Of course he knew what haggling was; he just wasn’t sure how to do it, at least properly. Turning from Alicia, he looked back at the shopkeeper who was staring blackly at the girl.


  “Sir,” began Sorial. “I believe that price is too high. Maybe if you lowered it…”


  “Of course. I understand. Times are hard. You can’t blame a poor merchant for trying to get the full worth for such a beautiful piece. But you must know this bracelet belonged to my dear mother. (May the gods bless her departed soul.) It’s difficult for me to part with it. As your friend says, it’s traditional to argue over prices, but this is an unusual item. I couldn’t sell it for less than 17 studs.”


  “17!” shouted Alicia, loud enough to be heard over the din. She elbowed her way next to Sorial. “17 for this shit! And I wager your mother (may the gods bless her departed soul) is resting at home not in a grave. He’ll give you nine, and not a stud more! Even that’s more than it’s worth.”


  Sorial glanced at Alicia in surprise. She was waving her arms and stomping her tiny feet and her face was red with outrage.


  The merchant appeared horrified. His mustache twitched and his ears wiggled. “Nine! My dear young miss, I couldn’t possibly part with this treasure for so little. I would be the laughingstock of the marketplace!”


  “In that case, stableboy, I believe we should go elsewhere. I can guarantee another vendor will be able to give you better value for your studs than this usurer, who clearly drank too much during the festival and has yet to recover his wits.” She took his hand and began to pull him in another direction. Sorial didn’t know what to do. She was obviously comfortable in this element, but he wanted that bracelet for his mother.


  “Wait! Wait!” called the vendor. “Don’t be hasty! I’m sure we can come to an arrangement!”


  When the game was over, Sorial’s purse was lighter by 13 studs but he had made the purchase.


  “That’s how it’s done,” said Alicia when she, Sorial, and Vagrum had retreated to a place where they could speak without having to shout. Using a coin provided by Alicia, Vagrum procured three skewers of venison cubes for them to snack on.


  “You did that well.” Sorial was unsure how to respond. He knew she had saved him five studs, but he wasn’t sure why. “Thanks.”


  Vagrum chuckled, his laugh a deep rumble. “It’s a hobby for her. Her father taught her, but the pupil has surpassed the teacher. She’s the best I’ve seen ’specially considering her age. All that shouting and stomping. You didn’t even get to see the tears. I almost feel sorry for the merchants she comes up against. I’d wager some of them lose money to her.”


  Alicia beamed at the compliment.


  “You remembered me?” asked Sorial.


  “Of course. How many stableboys do you think I’ve met? Or do you imagine I spend all my time sitting on bales of hay in stinky places? You didn’t know me, though, at least at first. I saw that look. Am I that unmemorable?” She batted her eyelashes.


  Sorial shrugged. He saw lots of people at the stable but, even with all the odd comings and goings at Warburm’s, there had been no one like her. Women were unusual, girls were a rarity, but a girl from nobility was a one-of-a-kind.


  “I can’t tell any of the noble boys apart but you’re very different. Isn’t he, Vagrum?”


  “If you say so, Milady. I’ve seen plenty like him. Used to be one myself, matter-o-fact. But I suppose he’s different for you.”


  “Seen any more mice?” asked Sorial, not sure where to take the conversation. Talking wasn’t one of his talents even with someone he knew.


  She smiled sheepishly. “You must think I’m a silly girl. I’m no longer afraid of mice.”


  Vagrum raised one eyebrow. “At least not much,” he amended.


  “That’s not fair!” She rounded on him. “It took me by surprise. How was I supposed to know it would be in the kitchen.”


  “Her shriek was so loud that her father thought she was being abducted and came running with his sword drawn. The mouse was suitably frightened and ran away before he could behead it.”


  “You can come back to the stable if you want to meet a few more. They’re all around and very friendly,” offered Sorial.


  Alicia’s mood turned stormy as she realized she had become a source of amusement. “It seems to me you might show a little more gratitude to someone who just saved you five brass studs. I should charge a commission. But I guess it’s too much to expect manners from a stableboy. You were rude when I met you last time and you haven’t changed. Come, Vagrum, I think we’ve wasted enough time here. I don’t know why I bothered.”


  So saying, she stalked from the marketplace, not even looking back to make sure Vagrum was following her. With an apologetic shrug, he hurried after her, leaving behind a perplexed Sorial.


  * * *


  The next day, he arrived at his parents’ farm several hours after sunrise. It was late enough to prevent an unwelcome encounter with his father, who would devote the day’s every daylight hour tending to the fields. Since his mother’s visit to the inn following the attack, he had seen her more regularly. The loneliness he sensed in her that day had stirred his compassion, so he had made it a point to spend more time with her - something he knew she wanted. Sorial no longer found it a chore to come to the farm, which he did once every two or three weeks. For the most part, he was able to avoid Lamanar, making the trips less burdensome.


  “Good morning, Mother,” said Sorial, entering the front room of the two chamber cottage shared by Kara and her husband. It was a spartan hovel, with little in the way of décor. The wall opposite the door housed a fireplace and there were two rough-hewn wooden chairs set facing each other near it. The floor was packed dirt. The second room, a bedchamber, contained only a straw mattress. At one point, Sorial had lived here, but his only memories were of the fields. The dwelling was foreign to him; nothing in it stirred even the faintest recollection.


  Kara’s face lit up as her son came in, and she rose to hug him. A recent growth spurt had allowed him to match her height. When he was full-grown, she knew the top of her head would come only to his shoulders.


  “This is for you,” he said shyly, handing her the bracelet Alicia’s bargaining had won for him.


  Surprise, quickly chased by joy then a bittersweet sadness transfixed her features. As she took the present with trembling fingers, tears pooled in her eyes. Sorial nibbled on his lower lip, unable to decide whether she liked it.


  She turned it over in her hands but didn’t put it on. With her head bent, her long dark hair fell around her face, obscuring her features so Sorial couldn’t read her reaction.


  “Is it okay?” he ventured after a long moment’s silence. “A girl in the marketplace helped me choose it. I thought it looked pretty.”


  Kara slipped the bracelet on her left arm then looked up at her son. “It’s wonderful.” Her voice was unsteady. She cupped his face in her hands and kissed him on the forehead. “Oh, Sorial, you don’t know how much this means…”


  They sat facing each other in the cottage’s lone chairs, their knees inches apart. Since it was Summer, there was no fire. In fact, the room was suffocatingly hot. Sorial wondered whether they might be more comfortable outside.


  As was often the case, their conversation started with neutral topics like the weather, the king’s decision to name a successor, and whether the fields were likely to produce enough grain to see Kara and Lamanar comfortably through Winter. Eventually, however, Sorial steered the discussion toward a subject that had been gnawing at him for some time, but which he hadn’t felt comfortable talking about until now.


  “Mother, I hope this question won’t make you mad. I see how Father frowns at me every time we pass on the trail when I visit you. I know there’s something about me he don’t like and I can only think one thing. Is Lamanar my father?” It seemed a reasonable explanation for the negativity displayed by the man he named “Father.” After confiding the suspicion to Rexall, the other boy had agreed it was possible. For her part, Annie had tried to pacify him but, when pressed, she had admitted there was nothing of Lamanar in his appearance. There were likely only two people who knew the truth, and Sorial wasn’t going to approach one of them. That left his mother.


  Kara sighed and, even in the dimness of the cottage, Sorial could see her face lose some of its color. This was a topic she had been avoiding. “I knew one day you’d ask that, but I prayed the gods to delay it. I’m not sure they answer prayers any more. But you’re too old to be lied to - maybe not yet a man, but mature enough to learn the truth rather than relying on fairy tales.”


  “Then he ain’t.”


  Kara shook her head. “Lamanar cannot have children. An… accident… when he was a young man left him as a eunuch.” For Sorial, that answered many questions. “There are many things in my past I’m not proud of, but the liaison that led to your conception isn’t one of them. You’re not the product of some dark alleyway dalliance or tawdry backroom coupling. You were planned and the day of your birth was one of the happiest of my life. It hurt Lamanar because he loved me but couldn’t fill the duty of giving me a child.”


  “Who is my father?” It was a natural question. Although the name probably wouldn’t mean anything to him, Sorial felt it was important to know it.


  Kara didn’t reply immediately. When she spoke, she did so carefully, considering each word. “I can’t tell you. Not because I don’t wish to but because there are circumstances about my life that no one - not even my child - can know. I wasn’t always the person you see now, Sorial - the hapless wife of a struggling farmer. But there’s danger to reveal more and the identity of your father is a closely guarded secret. As far as the world knows, Lamanar is your sire, and you mustn’t let anyone believe otherwise.”


  The cryptic nature of Kara’s revelation elevated Sorial’s curiosity. “You can’t tell me that much and expect me to forget it! If my whole life is a lie, I deserve to know everything!”


  Kara flinched. “Deserve, Sorial? You presume too much. I’ve told you this because I believe you’re old enough to know. Don’t make me regret my decision. And never think your life has been a lie. Certain things have been kept from you - for your safety and the safety of others - but all in you that’s good and true is real. We aren’t always masters of our fates. I’ve been a pawn for much of my life and, in a way, remain so to this day. Someday, I promise, you’ll know everything that’s hidden, even if I have to return from the grave to tell you it.”


  “So Lamanar hates me cause I’m another man’s son. Does he know this man?” asked Sorial, trying another approach. A name. Just a name, yet so much more…


  “Lamanar has met your father. They shared talk and ale, but were never close. My marriage isn’t one of necessity, Sorial. And Lamanar doesn’t hate you. Rather, he fears becoming attached to you, so he keeps you at a distance. Someday, perhaps that may change. You might not believe it, but I think he’d like to bring you back to the farm and treat you like a proper son, but a sense of duty compels him to do otherwise.”


  “Do I have any brothers or sisters?” He was determined to find out everything he could, although he knew it wouldn’t be enough. A few drops of water couldn’t satisfy a parched man.


  “Two brothers and one sister, all much older than you. They were born before I came to Vantok, as were you. Your brothers are dead. I don’t know where your sister is, or whether she lives. She ran away long ago. I like to believe… but no matter.”


  “Why can’t you just tell me everything?” Sorial’s frustration was evident. Sitting across from him was someone with answers to all his questions, but she wouldn’t say. “Don’t I have a right to know?”


  “I wish to the gods I could tell you, but I can’t. Not now. Perhaps I’ve already said too much. You should have been allowed another year or two of innocence before your destiny found you.”


  “Are you really my mother, or is that another lie?”


  Kara placed her left hand on her belly. “For three seasons, I carried you here. My heart leapt with joy at every kick of your tiny feet and I wept with happiness when the midwife presented you to me. I’ll always be here for you, Sorial, no matter what.”


  Sorial believed her. In fact, he believed every word she had spoken to him, even if too little made sense. He hated riddles. Yet, like the strange visitors who secreted themselves with Warburm at the inn, here was something else to ponder while mucking stalls and brushing stallions.


  “How many others know about you and Lamanar?” he asked.


  “Only a few, those who need to know, and they have been sworn to secrecy on the most sacred of oaths.”


  An idea came to Sorial. “Warburm is one of them.”


  Kara was surprised, and the tremor in her words confirmed Sorial’s suspicion. “Of course not!”


  “You’re lying.” It was perhaps the first thing she had said to him today he was sure wasn’t true. She gave him a pleading look but said nothing.


  “How am I supposed to react to this, Mother? Go back to the inn and do what I’ve been doing for years? Keep coming here and pretend we’re just an ordinary son and mother?”


  The steel in Kara’s voice surprised Sorial. “That’s exactly what you’re supposed to do. This isn’t a game, Sorial. I’ll apologize as many times as you think necessary, but neither of us can change what is. It isn’t fair, but you’re old enough to know that little about life is fair. What you and I - and others - are involved in is in deadly earnest. Dangerous times.”


  At those words, Sorial had a sickening flashback to staring down the muzzle of a pistol.


  CHAPTER FIVE: COOLING OFF


  The night after the pivotal conversation with his mother, sleep eluded Sorial; for hours, an overactive mind denied his tired body rest as he tossed and turned on his lumpy straw bed. The next few days were days spent in a sullen funk. He did his chores but avoided contact with others, including his friends. Even the sunrises failed to provide their customary comfort. His mind churned, trying to figure out how things connected. But the evidence was too scant for him to piece together the fragments of a puzzle that would answer the most basic question of his existence: Who was he?


  The rest of Summer passed uneventfully but Sorial didn’t again visit Kara. She made no attempt to contact him at the stable, although a part of him hoped she would. He missed the bond they had been forming - an estranged son and mother coming together - but he knew an encounter now would be awkward. What could they have to talk about? The secrets were too much of a barrier. Until she was willing to open up and be honest with him… Sorial didn’t only want to know everything, he wanted to understand everything, but a tiny part of him acknowledged that Kara could be right and he might not yet be ready for the truth in its fullness.


  Harvest began with an unprecedented heat wave. The latter days of Summer had been uncommonly cool and rainy but the furnace blast from the south withered crops in the fields and unpicked produce on the vines. As always during times of excessive heat, the inside of the stable felt like an oven and stank to the point where even Sorial’s acclimated nostrils found the odor offensive. As someone who spent most of his time out of doors, Sorial had become used to weather extremes, but he preferred the cold to the heat. One could always pile on more furs or light a fire; there was only so much one could take off, even if propriety wasn’t a consideration.


  On Restday morning - the ninth day of the heat wave - Sorial was doing his final cleaning of the stable in preparation for his afternoon off when a voice called his name from outside. “It stinks in there. I ain’t coming in.” It was Rexall, Sorial’s closest friend.


  “I bet it’s worse at The Delicious Dancer,” replied Sorial, referring to the inn where Rexall worked as stableboy. He speared a mound of straw with his pitchfork and tossed it in the direction of one of the horse’s legs. The animal didn’t notice.


  Rexall, a tall, stout boy of about Sorial’s age, stood resolutely outside, his freckled nose wrinkled with disgust. An immigrant from the eastern city of Earlford, Rexall bore the characteristic traits of the place of his birth: red hair, a fair complexion, and green eyes. His recent growth spurt, which had added a full handspan to his height, was accompanied by the first indications of facial hair. Rexall was trying to grow a mustache and beard. Thus far, all he had managed was a reddish shadow on his upper lip and a few wayward whiskers on his chin. It wasn’t impressive.


  “C’mon,” urged Rexall. “We need to cool off. I’m sweating my ass off.”


  “I’ll be done quicker if you help.”


  “No thanks. I didn’t rush to finish at The Dancer so I could help you shovel shit.”


  “Where we going?” Sorial always let Rexall plan their excursions; he knew far more places in which they could find trouble than Sorial could guess at. Spending an afternoon in Rexall’s company guaranteed an adventure. Together, the boys had gotten in scraps, been chased through the city streets by irate merchants, and nearly been arrested by the Watch. Normally quiet and reserved, Sorial became another person when paired with Rexall.


  “Swimming.”


  Sorial groaned. In heat like this, the riverbanks would be clogged with people and the water would be an impenetrable brown from disrupted mud and waste. Normally, people swam to clean off. Now, they were more dirty after being in the water than before entering it.


  “Don’t make that face,” said Rexall. “I found a place where there ain’t no people and the water’s clean.”


  “This is in the real world? Not those dreams you’re always talking ’bout? The ones where the women strip and suck you off.”


  “It’s upstream from where everyone else bathes.”


  “Of course there ain’t no people! That’s private land, owned by the nobility. Get caught there and they’ll cut off your balls and feed them to their animals.”


  Rexall snorted in derision. “If they ain’t using it, I don’t see why we should be banned. It’s a crime against the gods to leave good bathing areas unused.”


  “So you wanna sneak past the guards and avoid the dogs just for a quick swim?”


  “There ain’t many guards and no dogs. The house is so far from the river you can’t see it. It’s perfect.”


  Sorial grimaced. This wasn’t the first time his friend had described a scheme as “perfect.” Sorial bore tiny scars all over his body as a result of past perfect plots that hadn’t run their course as projected. Nevertheless, Sorial couldn’t deny that a few minutes in the cool water away from the crowds would be welcome.


  “I’ve done it twice with no problems.” Rexall sensed a weakening of his friend’s resolve. “No people, no animals. The current is mild and the water ain’t no deeper than my chest. Worst case, we escape to the other side and take off through the high grass. On hands and knees, no one would be able to find us, even if they took the time to cross.”


  Sorial considered. The rational part of his mind argued that this wasn’t a good idea, but the seductive lure of a cool, cleansing swim was too sweet to ignore. “Let me finish here, then we’ll go.”


  An hour later, Sorial was stripping off his clothing and wading into the water. If anything, Rexall had exaggerated the difficulty of getting to this riverbank. There were no signs of dogs or human patrols. Perhaps the heat was limiting the activity of the landowner’s household guard. The two boys stayed in the high grass well away from the house and reached the river unchallenged.


  Rexall’s claims about the virtues of the river were accurate as well. It was deep enough for immersion but not so deep that Sorial couldn’t stand, his toes curling into the cool mud at the bottom. The water’s progress downstream was gentle, never threatening to carry him away. Reaching the other side would have been a challenge had it proven necessary since it was some distance away.


  “Told you! It’s perfect!” shouted Rexall, splashing his friend energetically. “This is the kind of place you find when you don’t play by the rules! The king should force nobles with land like this to open it to the public.”


  “If he did that, we wouldn’t have a ‘private’ bath,” remarked Sorial. Rexall wasn’t known for thinking through some of his pronouncements.


  After their swim, the two lay on the river’s grassy bank, their eyes closed and their naked bodies bared to the sun’s warm rays. Rexall’s fair skin was reddening but Sorial’s darker complexion showed no ill effects.


  “D’ya ever think about the future?” asked Sorial, breaking the tranquility of their afternoon idyll.


  “Not if I can avoid it. Ain’t no purpose to it. I worry ’bout things as they come along. I may be dead by the time the future arrives.”


  “What’ll you do when you reach Majority? Stay at The Dancer or move on?”


  “Sor,” said Rexall, opening his eyes and propping himself up on his elbows so he could look at his friend. “That’s two years off. Why should I give a fuck what’s going to happen in two years? That far out, ain’t no difference between planning and daydreaming.”


  Sorial remained lying on his back, his eyes closed. “I dunno what I’m gonna do. Stay or go, it don’t seem to matter.”


  “Hold on! I thought you were gonna to move back to the farm with your parents. It wasn’t that long ago you were talking ’bout how great it’d be. You always say how much you like the idea of working the ground. ‘A born farmer’ - weren’t those your words?”


  “I don’t think that’s gonna happen. My mother… ain’t who I thought she was.”


  There wasn’t much Rexall could say to that. He had never met Sorial’s mother or father.


  “Maybe I’ll leave the city,” said Sorial. “Stay at The Wayfarer till I make enough to hire a pack mule and buy some supplies, then go. You could come with me. You’re always looking for adventure.”


  Rexall saw no harm in humoring his friend. Two years from now, they might no longer know each other. Why not daydream… “Sure. We could head north, cross the Broken Crags, and go all the way to Syre. They say the women there’ll spread their legs for any man and the things they do…” He stopped abruptly, remembering Sorial had once told him his mother was a Syrene.


  “If my mother’s an example, those stories are right.” There was bitterness in his voice. “She’s spread her legs for enough men.”


  Rexall was shrewd enough to backtrack from the subject. “I wouldn’t mind visiting my people in Earlford.”


  “I was thinking more of going south.”


  “South? Ain’t nothing south. The Forbidden Lands. You wouldn’t want to go there. You can’t stand the heat and it’s worse there than here. They don’t have Winter down there.”


  Sorial shrugged. “Maybe, but I’d like to meet an elf.”


  Rexall laughed out loud at that. “An elf? Don’t tell me you believe those fairy tales. Next thing, you’ll be saying you wanna be a wizard.”


  Sorial became defensive. “No one’s proven the elves are gone.”


  “What proof? D’ya know anyone who’s met one? Do I? If they ever existed, they’re long since dead. The only things you’ll find in The Forbidden Lands are snakes and bugs. Big ones.”


  Sorial wasn’t deterred. “You don’t believe nothing.”


  “Only what I can see.”


  They were quiet for a while. Rexall lay back down and again closed his eyes.


  After a lengthy pause, Sorial said, “So you’ll come with me? If I leave, I mean.”


  Rexall sighed. “Probably. That’s two years off. There’s lots of things I’m more worried ’bout now. Like getting laid tonight, for example. When are you gonna give me that introduction to Annie.”


  “She ain’t a whore.”


  “That just means she does it for free. I’m surprised you haven’t fucked her. She’s supposed to like ’em young.”


  Sorial wasn’t happy with the way Rexall spoke about Annie. It was disrespectful and, whatever her faults, she deserved better. “We’re friends. She helped take care of me when I was little, after my parents left me with Warburm. She’s been nice to me.”


  “I’m sure she has. And being shy like you are, you ain’t taken advantage of it. Believe me, Sorial, she won’t be offended if you try something. Arrange an introduction for me and I’ll show you what to do.”


  Sorial didn’t want to think of Rexall with Annie. In fact, he didn’t want to think of anyone with Annie, even though he knew she rarely spent a night alone. “She said something ’bout having a special present for me when I get to Maturity.”


  “You’re gonna wait two years to get laid?” exclaimed an incredulous Rexall. “Your cock’ll wither up and fall off from not being used!”


  “I can wait.”


  “Suit yourself. Waiting ain’t as much fun as doing it. Whores can be expensive, though, especially the clean ones, and it’s hard to find a woman willing to do it for free when you work in a stable.”


  “Visnisk gets regular visits from a whore. She’s a maid but makes a few extra coins working around the inn. I don’t think Visnisk’s her only customer. They do it in the stable. I sometimes watch from my loft.”


  Rexall shook his head. “Stop watching and start doing. Sorial, if it wasn’t for me, you’d spend your days sitting in that stable watching things happen around you without doing so much as dipping your little toe in. “


  “We’re talking ’bout a different body part than the toe. And mine ain’t little.”


  When it came to women, Sorial lacked Rexall’s forwardness and easy confidence. His friend didn’t have much more experience than Sorial - a few quick gropes in the dark with cheap whores - but that didn’t keep him from trying. Sorial, on the other hand, was intimidated by women. He wondered if he would ever feel comfortable enough around one of them to do more than stammer and stare. Looking down Annie’s blouse was one thing, but reaching out to touch… His face reddened at the thought. He could wait two years.


  * * *


  A week later, with the heat wave still in full bloom, Sorial visited The Delicious Dancer to ask whether Rexall was interested in repeating their riverside excursion. Upon learning that his friend wasn’t there, Sorial decided to go on his own. It was an uncharacteristically brazen decision on his part - breaking a law without Rexall to encourage him. After evading the guards, who were easily spotted and avoided, he spent an eventless day in the water and lying on the bank. The uninterrupted afternoon gave him an opportunity to think about his situation, something that was difficult to do within the confines of the stable, even when he was alone. Out here, surrounded by baking earth and cloudless sky, there was a freedom of the mind that couldn’t be experienced within the dim, suffocating interior of the stable.


  As usual, the conundrum of his parentage was foremost in his thoughts. He didn’t doubt that his mother loved him and he believed her claim that a prior commitment was keeping her from telling him everything he wanted to know. But that didn’t curb the frustration and resentment. The fact that Warburm was complicit in the situation complicated matters. On more than one occasion, he had considered approaching the innkeeper, but he didn’t know how to do it.  After all, Warburm was his master and would punish anything he perceived as insolence.


  His mother wanted him to trust her and believe in her, but those things were beyond Sorial at the moment. Her revelation that his past, at least as he knew it, was a series of fabrications, undermined his sense of identity. He itched to see her again; the separation was wearing on him. But some intuition told him the time wasn’t yet right - if he went to her now, she would have nothing more to say and he would leave even deeper in the grasp of bitterness. She wasn’t going anywhere and, at least for another two years, neither was he. There was time, although few things were more difficult to ask of a thirteen-year old than to wait.


  The questions remained. What was his mother involved in? Why was it necessary for her to live with a man she didn’t love in a sham of a marriage? How did Warburm fit into this? Had Lamanar sold Sorial for a decade’s wages or was there something more to the deal? And, most importantly, how could knowledge of these things be dangerous? Obviously, there was something of import going on, but he couldn’t imagine what it might be. How could the truth about his past put him in mortal danger? The more he considered these questions, the greater Sorial’s sense of frustration became.


  Eventually, lying beside the gently murmuring river, Sorial dozed off. The sun was setting by the time he returned to the inn, but the air was still hot and close.


  The heat, by now more oppressive than at any time during the past Summer, continued unabated for another week, causing doomsayers to claim the weather to be a result of the gods opening a blast furnace and giving their sinful subjects a view of what awaited unbelievers after death. Unharvested crops were useless, dried up in the fields. Fortunately, the growing season was over by the time the worst of the heat struck. There would be food scarcities during Winter but not widespread famine, as had happened in the past following disastrous harvests.


  For the second consecutive Restday, Sorial went alone to the river. He appreciated the quiet and solitude the place offered. He could clear his mind. After stripping off his clothes, he waded into the water, then floated on his back with his eyes closed, paddling against the current to keep from being carried downstream. After a while, intending to get out, he lowered his feet to the river’s bottom and opened his eyes.


  Alicia was sitting placidly by the riverside, her legs crossed and a smile splitting her face, looking far more relaxed than on either of the previous occasions he had encountered her. This time, unlike in the market square, he recognized her at once. Her hair was woven into a single braid tossed over one shoulder. She was wearing something dark and frilly that covered her from collarbone to knees but left her legs and feet bare. Had he known the ways of the rich, Sorial would have recognized this as a swimming costume, but in his experience, people swam naked or in their small clothes. Standing directly behind her, implacable as ever, was her faithful guardian. Upon seeing them, Sorial’s surprise was so great that he momentarily lost his footing, went under, and came up coughing water.


  “How interesting to meet you here, stableboy,” Alicia remarked when he caught his breath and stopped sputtering. There was laughter in her voice. “Did you come to finally thank me for saving you money on your marketplace purchase last Summer? If so, then I’ll say ‘you’re welcome’, as is proper, although I may add that it took long enough for you to visit. Perhaps you had difficulty finding where I live?”


  Speechless, Sorial gazed across the fifteen feet separating them, his mouth gaping.


  “Perhaps no one told you, but the public baths are downstream. Living in a stable, you might not know that, but the presence of my father’s guards should have hinted this is private land.”


  My father’s guards… Inwardly, Sorial groaned. Of all the noble’s holdings he might have stumbled upon, he had found hers. At that moment, Sorial was certain the gods still existed and he was the object of one of their jokes.


  She turned to Vagrum who, unlike their previous encounters, didn’t appear pleased to see Sorial. “What do you think? Should we go easy on him and warn him or should we tell Daddy and let the guards deal with him?”


  “He’s a trespasser, and that’s punishable under the King’s Law. Besides bathing, we don’t know what else he might have been up to.”


  Vagrum’s words conjured up images of chains and stocks.


  “True. Tell me, stableboy, have you been poaching or thieving?”


  “Uh… no, Milady,” stammered Sorial. He inwardly cursed Rexall for having gotten him into this, although he had no one but himself to blame.


  “I’m inclined to believe him,” said Alicia, splashing the water with her toes. “He doesn’t appear to be hiding anything.”


  At that moment, Sorial became aware that the water was perfectly clear and the girl’s gaze was directed beneath the waterline. Her expression was speculative. His face colored.


  “Do you think him dangerous, Vagrum?”


  “He undoubtedly has a disregard for the law, Milady, but I doubt him to be dangerous. He did protect you from the mice, after all.”


  She shot the man a black look, then turned back to Sorial. Her voice remained playful as she addressed him. “You don’t have plans to hurt me, do you? Because if you did, dear Vagrum would tear you to pieces. He’s very devoted. Am I safe around you? Am I safe around that?” She pointed between Sorial’s legs, where nervousness and the coolness of the water had produced noticeable shrinkage.


  “Of course. I would never…”


  “I thought as much. Then I won’t allow your presence to interfere with my swim.” So saying, she unfolded her legs and slipped into the water, the motion so fluid that it barely caused a ripple. Vagrum stepped forward as if to grab her, then thought better of it and lowered his arm. His eyes locked with Sorial’s, the mute warning evident. The boy remained frozen in place as Alicia waded toward him. While the water lapped against Sorial’s chest, it came up to her chin.


  She stopped a pace in front of him. Paralyzed, Sorial was torn between looking at her and watching Vagrum, who appeared ready to spring into action at the first sign of an inappropriate move on the boy’s part.


  Alicia was smiling and there was laughter in her green eyes. Where the water kissed her golden hair, it was a darker color. She regarded him carefully before saying, “You have nice muscles.” She reached out a hand and lightly touched his chest then his arm. Goosebumps followed the trail of her fingers.


  “Milady, I’m not sure it’s wise to touch him,” warned Vagrum.


  “He doesn’t mind.” Her eyes locked with his. “Do you, stableboy?”


  “Uh… no, I guess not,” replied Sorial, wishing more than anything that he was back in his hot, sweaty, smelly stable. Alicia’s touching was causing other parts of his body to react, and he could tell by her smile that she was aware of precisely the effect she was having on him.


  “Do you think I’m pretty?” The question was entirely unexpected.


  Sorial swallowed, then told the truth. “The prettiest girl I’ve ever seen.” And she was - even prettier than Annie, although not as ripe. Her swimming costume revealed only the barest hints of development. She might act the coquette, but she was still a little girl.


  Alicia squealed with delight then moved away from him before splashing him full in the face. “For that compliment, I’ll let you go without telling the guards,” she announced.


  “It’s your choice, Milady,” said Vagrum. Sorial thought the bodyguard didn’t agree with the decision.


  “So tell me, stableboy, why are you here?”


  “Sorial.”


  “What?”


  “My name. It’s Sorial.”


  “I don’t care what your name is. I’m the daughter of a duke and you’re a serf. I’ll call you what I want to.”


  “Sorry, Milady,” murmured Sorial, still rooted to the spot where he had stood since first spying Alicia.


  She suddenly disappeared under the water, only to reappear moments later, smiling and giggling and tossing her head from side to side to shake the water from her hair, her braid whipping like a living thing.


  “When you came, you weren’t looking for me, were you? Did you know I lived here?” asked Alicia.


  “No. My friend Rexall brung me here a few weeks ago. He ‘found’ this spot in his wanderings.”


  Alicia pouted at his response, although Sorial couldn’t tell whether her disappointment was genuine. “Why are you here, then? Public baths not good enough? Not enough pretty girls there? I’m sure most of them are wearing less than I am.”


  “The public baths are crowded and dirty. It’s cleaner and quieter here.”


  “Obviously, since my father doesn’t allow random vagabonds to swim in his part of the river. Otherwise, it would be crowded and dirty here as well. But I thought dirt didn’t bother you.”


  “It doesn’t, but I like being cleaner after swimming than before.”


  She pondered that for a moment. “You look nice cleaner. You should try bathing more often.”


  Turning to her guardian, she called, “Vagrum, throw him his clothes so he can put them on in the water. I think he might be shy about climbing out to get them.” To Sorial, she added, “Not that I haven’t already seen everything.”


  Shortly thereafter, a dripping Sorial was standing near Vagrum on the bank while Alicia continued to drift in the water. “You can go.” With that curt dismissal, she seemed to lose all interest in him.


  As Sorial turned to flee, Vagrum had a word of advice. “You shouldn’t come back, with or without your friend. Not everyone you might encounter would be as forgiving as Lady Alicia. You’re fortunate she’s got a soft spot for you. Anyone else’d be hauled in front of the Duke for trial. I’ll honor her wishes but if’n it was up to me, there’d be a reckoning for this. I’ve broken more than a few laws in my time, so I’m sympathetic but, without punishment, ain’t nothing to prevent this from happening again.”


  That was enough to convince Sorial that, no matter how much Rexall prompted him in the future, his days swimming in the river were over.


  As he retreated toward the city, Alicia again took notice of him again. Her laughing voice pursued him: “See you soon, stableboy!”


  CHAPTER SIX: THUNDER


  For the second time in less than a week, Sorial was staring into those green eyes. This time, however, they weren’t dancing. As on the occasion of their first meeting, Alicia’s father left her and Vagrum waiting in the stable while he attended the latest of Warburm’s mysterious closed-door sessions. The attendance for these was so varied that they were beginning to excite speculation among the innkeeper’s employees, but no one knew what they really meant. The most frequent topic of conjecture - that it was a conspiracy against the Crown - was dulled by the participation of some of the king’s most loyal supporters, including Alicia’s father, Duke Carannan.


  Alicia was less inappropriately attired to spend time in a stable than on her previous visit. Instead of a gown, she was dressed in light colored skirts that ended just above the knees and a plain, loose-fitting top. A light green ribbon braided in her golden hair matched the color of her eyes. Her face was twisted into an expression of profound disgust. For a moment, Sorial thought it was his appearance that offended her - stripped to the waist, he wasn’t a picture of decorum. Straw and dirt clung to his sweat-dampened torso like a second skin. But Alicia’s sense of sight wasn’t under assault. With a strangled cry, she fled through the door to the inn’s courtyard. The sound of retching followed.


  Vagrum’s tone was neutral. “It smells ranker in here than the privy in a brothel. Had to clean one of those once and this is worse.”


  Sorial nodded. The big man wasn’t exaggerating. Everyone mentioned it but there was little Sorial could do beyond what he was already doing. It wasn’t enough, he knew. Visnisk’s whore refused to set foot in the place and more than one rider handed over their reins while still outside.


  “Something died,” noted Vagrum.


  “Mice. Or rats. No more’n usual but the heat rots ’em quicker and makes the smell worse.”


  Her face as pale as the grave, Alicia re-appeared at the door but didn’t cross the threshold. “I’ll wait for my father outside.”


  “You will not.” Vagrum’s tone was stern, brooking no refusal. Admittedly, Sorial hadn’t spent a lot of time in the girl’s company, but this is the first time he could recall when Vagrum didn’t defer to her or address her as “Milady.”


  Alicia was taken aback.


  “Your father left you here because he wanted you out of sight. If he intended for you to wait in the courtyard, he’d have left you in the courtyard. You can stay close to the door, but you’ll wait in the stable.”


  “If I stay in here, I’m going to be sick again.”


  “Then you can step outside to throw up.”


  Alicia scowled but didn’t say anything else. After staring moodily at Vagrum for a few moments, she turned an equally black look in Sorial’s direction, as if blaming him for her current state of discomfort. He pointedly avoided meeting her eyes and returned to his work with a pitchfork.


  Vagrum noticed that Carannan’s and Alicia’s mounts were the only ones occupying stalls. “Is business down?”


  “Fewer late-Harvest merchants. With the end of the season crops withered, ain’t much buying or selling. Warburm’s trade ain’t down, though. Fewer overnighters but the common room is always full. People will always need to drink, he says, and the worse things get, the more they drink.”


  Vagrum grunted his agreement. “It’s like that the world over.”


  “Where are the mice?” asked Alicia. Sorial turned back to her and noticed she was scanning the floor.


  “Some are dead - you can smell ’em - and others are burrowed under the straw where it’s cooler. They come out at night.”


  “Sometimes, I think it might’ve been better being born a mouse,” mused Vagrum, sounding almost philosophical. “Eating, drinking, shitting, fucking all day and night. Wouldn’t be a bad life, even if it was a short one.”


  “That’s all you do, anyway,” retorted Alicia.


  Vagrum chuckled. He asked Sorial, “In this heat, does the innkeeper let you sleep indoors?”


  “No. I never asked about it. Except in the cellar, it’s hot all over. The inn is cleaner but noisier. I’m used to sleeping here.”


  “But the smell…” interjected Alicia.


  “The whole city stinks. Every privy pit smells ten times worse. Out here, it’s shit and dead mice. Inside, it’s stale ale, vomit, piss, and sweat. Once you’re asleep, you don’t notice.” Admittedly, though, getting to sleep could be a problem. Tossing and turning had become commonplace of late.


  “Something just moved,” squeaked Alicia, backing away from where she had been standing.


  “Under the straw, there’s a nest with a mother and her new litter.” Sorial walked over and kicked away the covering, revealing a brown mouse and a half-dozen pink, hairless babies. Alicia initially took another step backward, then inched forward for a closer look.


  “They’re ugly,” she pronounced.


  Sorial covered them back up. “All babies are ugly.”


  “Not people,” said Alicia.


  “Including people. It just ain’t polite to say so. But human babies are as ugly as those mice.”


  “True. Even you, Milady.” Vagrum was more visibly relaxed than on his previous visit.


  Sorial returned to work. He had just finished feeding and watering the horse and pony when Alicia, who was lingering near the wide entranceway, observed, “There’s a storm coming.”


  Vagrum and Sorial followed her gaze. The sky to the north was thick with clouds as black as pitch. Even at this distance, their underbelly was tickled by frequent flashes of lightning. Sorial thought he could detect the faint echoes of thunder. It had been weeks since Vantok had seen anything but blue skies and clear nights.


  “At least we’ll get some rain. Maybe it will break the heat,” said Sorial.


  “Not likely. It looks like a dry storm.” Vagrum frowned. “Haven’t seen one of those in years - maybe not since afore you was born. Bad things, they are. Wind and lightning and hail, but no rain. The lightning starts fires, the winds whip them up, and there ain’t no rain to put them out. City’s bone dry as it is. We’re in for a bad time.”


  “What’s the point of a storm without rain?” asked Alicia. “I’d love to run naked through a downpour.”


  Sorial caught himself thinking that was something he wouldn’t mind seeing.


  “And you, stableboy, could use a bath - one that doesn’t involve trespassing on someone else’s property.”


  “Don’t see many of these.” Vagrum stared at the slowly advancing mass of impenetrable darkness. When the clouds arrived, they would blot out the sun and turn day into night. “It’s an ill wind that blows one here at this time. I wonder what we did to anger the gods.”


  “Some say the gods are no more, that we have to look after ourselves.”


  Vagrum grunted in response. “How sturdy is that roof?” he asked, gazing dubiously at the rafters.


  “I thought you said there wouldn’t be any rain?”


  Vagrum shrugged. “Ain’t rain I’m worried ’bout. I’m sure this stable’s been rained on thousands of times. No, it’s the hail.”


  “What’s hail?” asked Sorial.


  Alicia gaped at him, as if he had said something incomprehensibly ignorant.


  Vagrum ignored her expression. “Ice balls. Strange as it may seem, hail usually happens when it’s hot. Not much hail in this part of the world, but I’ve seen some bigger’n a man’s balls. If the roof’s rotted, they’ll punch holes in it and we’ll be ducking for our lives.”


  “It should hold.” Sorial was dubious about the claim that there could be a storm of ice balls with the furnace-like temperatures outside. He was more concerned about lightning hitting the stable and starting a fire. The place was a tinderbox.


  The storm’s approach was slow but inexorable. By the time the clouds had filled half the sky, people outside began taking notice and scurried to find a safe port until it blew over. The rumbling of thunder was audible over the everyday din.


  “Would you like to sit down?” asked Sorial of Alicia, gesturing toward one of the many bales of hay.


  She took a step forward, but a look of consternation crossed her face. “I don’t think so.” He could tell by the droop of her shoulders that she was tired. The daughters of dukes apparently weren’t accustomed to spending long hours standing. Taking pity on her, he located his discarded tunic and laid it atop a hay bale, figuring she might be more willing to sit on it, even though it was just as filthy as the straw it covered.


  Without a word, she sat. Out of her line of sight, Vagrum nodded approvingly.


  Not much was said as the three watched the advancing clouds. When they passed in front of the sun, a false dusk descended. Since it was afternoon, none of the street lanterns were lit, making it seem darker than it actually was. Of course, the blackness wasn’t absolute, broken as it was at frequent intervals by flashes of lightning. Most of the bright white branches flickered from cloud to cloud, brightening the canopy above, but there were occasional downward bolts punctuated by loud blasts of thunder.


  “The wind is hot, but it still feels good.” Alicia undid the restraints on her hair and let it swing free so the breeze could catch it.


  Sorial was forced to agree. There was nothing refreshing in the arid wind, but any stirring of the air was welcome after the stagnant oppressiveness of recent days.


  With a crack of thunder so loud that it shook the stable’s rafters and caused all three of them to start, the hail began. At first, the chunks of ice were like pebbles, but they soon doubled and tripled in size. The noise on the roof was deafening and, in the streets, citizens were yelping in pain and fear as they dashed for cover. The lightning flashes came so frequently that the pulsating illumination was continual and the thunder was loud enough to compete with the cacophony of hailstones. Conversation was impossible.


  Vagrum endured the storm with an expression of seeming stoic indifference. Alicia also exuded a calm aura. Her eyes were closed, her head was tilted back, and her lips were slightly parted. She appeared to be enjoying the storm’s rage and wasn’t the least frightened by it. Sorial wished he could say the same for himself. At least the horse and pony shared his terror.


  The hail stopped almost as suddenly as it had started, but it took the thunder and lightning longer to subside, and still more time for the black clouds to peel back and the midday sunshine to return. As Vagrum had predicted, there was no rain, but the ground was littered with melting ice, almost as if it was the middle of winter. When the hail succumbed to the heat, it would provide, however briefly, desperately needed moisture for a parched earth. Sorial could almost feel the ground’s relief.


  “That was fun.” Alicia was smiling. Her unbound hair, tousled by the wind, made her look untamed - a far more wild girl than the one who had arrived at the stable earlier in the day.


  “We have different ideas of fun,” muttered Sorial, heading over to the stalls to check on the animals.


  “Don’t tell me it didn’t excite you?” demanded Alicia, affronted by his lack of enthusiasm.


  “I could go the rest of my life without being ‘excited’ like that again.”


  Vagrum, who had momentarily stepped outside, announced, “Judging by the smoke, there are fires, but not as many as I feared. We’re lucky most of the lightning remained in the heavens rather than crashing to the ground. There was enough power in that storm to reduce Vantok to a pile of charred embers.”


  “A storm like that needs rain,” said Alicia. “Lots and lots of rain. Rain pouring down. That would have made it better than anything else.”


  Sorial gazed at her strangely. “Did you hit your head when I wasn’t looking?” He was having trouble understanding how she could be rhapsodizing about something that could have killed them. Even Vagrum appeared nonplused by her reaction.


  “Watch your tongue, stableboy!” she snapped, her imperious tone returning. “Of course, I wouldn’t expect someone who lives in a place like this to have respect for the majesty of the gods when it’s on display like this.”


  “Alicia, that’s enough,” said a baritone from the entrance to the stable. The duke had returned. “This boy didn’t ask to be born into poverty and raised here. We’re all where we are by the grace of the gods, and you would do well to remember that. At their whim, your positions could have been reversed, with you toiling away in the inn’s kitchens and him in our house. I thought I taught you better than to look down on those whose circumstances are less fortunate than your own.”


  Alicia’s fair skin reddened noticeably at the rebuke. She lowered her head and murmured, “Sorry, Father.”


  “Apologize to the boy, not me.”


  “Sorry, stableboy.” As she raised her eyes to look into his, Sorial noted that their flash was anything but apologetic.


  Turning to Vagrum, the duke said, “We were done a little while ago but decided to wait out the storm in the inn. Any problems out here?”


  “None, sir. I’d say there was something unnatural about the storm, though.”


  “You’re not alone in that opinion.” He tossed Sorial a small pouch of brass studs. “Thank you for helping keep my daughter safe during the foul weather.” Glancing at the tunic Sorial placed on the hay bale, he added, “And for providing her whatever meager comforts this place has to offer.”


  Sorial mumbled his thanks then, without another word, retrieved the Duke’s steed and Alicia’s pony from the stalls. In the wake of the storm, the animals were skittish, but their owners were able to calm them with soothing words. Soon, the three were gone and Sorial was alone in the strangely silent stable. Outside, activity was picking up again but many were afraid to emerge into the sunlight from wherever they had holed up. The crust of hailstones covering the ground was nearly gone. Subjected to the unrelenting heat from the sun, they couldn’t sustain long.


  Sorial wondered if he would see the Duke, Alicia, and Vagrum again. Logic told him it was unlikely but intuition hinted at an inevitability. Some whim of fate or prodding of the gods had bound them together for reasons Sorial couldn’t begin to guess at. His mother might know but… Sorial felt another surge of frustration at the idea that the answers - at least some of them - were so close.


  * * *


  The day after the storm brought little traffic to the inn. In addition to the unprecedented heat, there was now a concern among the citizenry that worse things than yesterday’s explosion of hail and lightning might be lurking beyond the horizon. Soothsayers warned of dire omens and a populace already cowed by rumors of the gods’ abandonment became more fearful. With merchant travel having diminished as a result of the city’s lack of saleable crops, Vantok was in danger of becoming isolated from the rest of the continent. Basingham, a mere two weeks’ walk to the northwest, was said to be experiencing normal conditions.


  For Sorial, the only thing to matter was that the slackening of trade meant less work to do in the stable. So any animal - even the piebald mare currently occupying the largest stall - received an inordinate amount of attention, if only as a way to stave off boredom. Sorial had just finished brushing her down and was approaching with a bucket of oats when he felt something hard and round pressed into the small of his back.


  In the moment of transition between confusion and panic, a harsh whisper hissed close to his left ear: “Don’t turn around. What you feel is the muzzle of my pistol. I have no wish to use it but will if I have to. You and I are going to have a talk.”


  Sorial closed his eyes and willed his heart rate to slow. His arms had gone slack from terror. But he obeyed the command and didn’t turn around.


  He couldn’t tell with certainty whether the stranger was a man or a woman, but the timbre of the whisper hinted at the latter. Sorial couldn’t think what she might want. No one with the resources to possess a gun could have any interest in stealing as unimpressive a mount as the mare.


  The object was removed from Sorial’s back but he remained stock still.


  “I’ve watched you from afar,” she said, her voice conversational. “You aren’t what I expected, but I suppose your mother has worked diligently to hide you. Truth be told, she hasn’t done a good job. Your identity is sought-after by some and, for the right price, any information can be bought. If I can find you, so will others… eventually.


  “I bear you no ill will, Sorial son of Kara. Quite the contrary. There is risk in my coming here, and some would dismiss this visit as a sentimental folly with no loftier motive than to sate my curiosity. Perhaps they’re right. Yet here I am, making contact rather than merely observing. The future will inform us both whether this was propitious or foolish.”


  Sorial found his voice. He was surprised that, when he spoke, it was steady, not the hoarse croak he imagined it might be. “You speak in riddles.”


  “I have reasons for not speaking plainly. You and I are pawns in a game started before either of us was born and I’ve come here at great personal risk to provide you with a warning and a gift.


  “The world is changing. I’m sure you’ve figured that out by now, although perhaps you dismiss it as a part of a natural cycle. It isn’t. This heat will fade with the onset of Winter but it will return with a greater vengeance next year. He who is behind it has extraordinary, almost inhuman, patience. He doesn’t demand results today, tomorrow, next season, or even next year. You’ve been put into play by your mother’s selfless devotion, however misguided, to certain principles, and protected by a belief that your enemies won’t find you if you are hidden in plain sight. I’m sympathetic to your plight and wish to aid you to the best of my abilities but without turning traitor against my allies. I walk a fine line, for there are eyes watching me as well.


  “My warning is this: Be wary of everyone, even those you think of as friends. At some time, you will be betrayed and, although many of those around you are true, trusting the false ones could be your undoing. There are powerful forces arrayed behind and against you, and it won’t be easy to differentiate those on one side from those on the other.


  “Take this gift. It doesn’t require much skill to use, but keep it close. Few would expect a stableboy to be thus armed. Sleep with it tucked in the straw of your mattress. When you walk the streets, conceal it under your tunic. Your greatest weapon may be your wits, but they won’t save you if someone bigger and quicker comes after you with a knife.”


  Those were the last words she spoke, and her sudden disappearance - as if into thin air - left Sorial with a dozen questions he didn’t get a chance to ask. He turned to find himself alone in the stable, but she had left behind proof of her corporeality. At Sorial’s feet was a small dagger with a worn leather pommel and a sharp, serrated blade. Although no longer than the palm of his hand, it was neither a toy nor an ornament. Instead, it was a serious weapon capable of delivering a vicious and possibly lethal blow - the kind wealthy merchants concealed on their persons for protection against thieves who made it past their bodyguards. With the same care he might reserve for a coiled serpent, Sorial retrieved the dagger and turned it over in his hands. When a prick of his index finger with almost no pressure drew blood, he recognized how well-honed the blade was.


  Later that afternoon, Vantok was visited by a rare rain shower. Unlike the day before, the skies didn’t turn black as night and there was no thunder. Even though the rain didn’t last long, there was much celebration outside; this was the first gift of any sort the skies had provided in weeks. Inside the stable, however, with only the mare for company, Sorial was too deep in contemplation to notice. His thoughts were dark and jumbled. If he had been confused about his past and identity from his conversation with Kara, how much more uncertainty had five minutes with a faceless stranger added?


  Although Sorial’s visitor had burdened him with riddles, she had also provided confirmation that his fears weren’t groundless. Whatever was going on involved him intimately, much as his mother had hinted. An anonymous stableboy, “hidden in plain sight” because of a legacy of which he was ignorant. Dangerous times, indeed. He wished he knew who the mystery woman was, why she had chosen to provide him with a cryptic warning, and whether she felt he would need to use the dagger. It hadn’t been given lightly.


  When he was a child, a visiting priest had remarked that the world didn’t change. The gods had made it such - solid, unyielding, and reliable. Men, easily lured astray from the true path, might alter but the world around them remained the same. Sorial no longer believed that precept to be true. The stranger was right - this was not some perturbation in the natural order. The rumors about the gods were not the exaggerations of deranged heretics. It was the only thing that made sense. The priest who had visited the inn in the grip of despair had seen the new reality. Now Sorial would have to find his place in it.


  He wondered if he would ever be given a chance to ask his visitor the questions he had formulated since their brief encounter. Would she continue to watch him?  Would she reach out again? If they both survived what was to come, perhaps their paths would cross, but Sorial had no way to determine how likely that “if” might be.


  CHAPTER SEVEN: THE EMISSARY


  Vantok’s heat wave broke five weeks into Harvest, nearly midway between Summer and Winter. Not even the oldest residents of the city could remember such a prolonged period of warmth after the height of Summer. Everyone, from the lowliest of peasants to the highest of nobility, accepted it as a portent of ill things to come. Even the king, who wasn’t inclined to acknowledge supernatural explanations for the vagaries of the weather, conceded that something wasn’t right.


  The past year had been a difficult period for Azarak. The death of his wife was followed by a troubled Winter spent quelling the rumors sponsored by anti-religious fanatics. Just as things were getting back to normal and he achieved a reprieve from the constant calls for him to re-marry by naming a successor, there was arson and murder at one of the city’s most popular drinking spots followed by the heat wave and a hail storm that caused widespread damage. Doomsayers predicted the worst was yet to come. This was thunder in the distance, lightning on the horizon.


  At least there was peace among the human kingdoms. Recent trade agreements between Vantok and its nearest neighbors, Basingham and Earlford, had resulted in closer cooperation and increased commerce. At the height of the heat wave, few merchants made the trek to Vantok - the returns weren’t worth the journey. Now, with cooler temperatures holding sway, the caravans were returning. A delegation from Obis, north of The Broken Crags, suggested a patrolled highway through the dangerous mountain range that would be jointly manned by the northern and southern cities. Presently, the only convenient route through The Crags was the aptly-named Widow’s Pass, which was treacherous in good weather and impassible for much of Winter. The ambassador from Obis also broached the possibility of a marriage between King Azarak and Myselene, the second princess of Obis, reportedly a great beauty and her father’s favorite. She was too young to be wedded or bedded at this time, but a formal engagement wasn’t out of the question if the king could be persuaded. A date would then be established when she was closer to Maturity. Chancellor Toranim, in favor of the match, was arranging for a royal visit by a contingent from Obis - a complex endeavor considering the great distance between the two cities. While Azarak’s libido was stoked by the possibility of a union with a young, nubile princess, his heart wasn’t in it. He wondered whether the true path to happiness might lie in marrying a harridan. At least that would limit the potential of infidelity. Would the sting of Amenia’s betrayal ever fade?


  A meeting with the royal family of Obis was many months - or even years - in the future, and Azarak had other concerns at the moment. As he sat in the sanctuary of his quarters, pondering the circumstances, there was a quiet knock at the door.


  “Come,” he called, knowing that if it was anyone other than Chancellor Toranim or his chamberlain, the guards would have stopped the visitor. No one else was allowed unvetted into this wing of the palace.


  “Good evening, Majesty.” Toranim slipped into the room. Having not yet seen his bed, he was still dressed in official clothing.


  “Good evening, Chancellor. What brings you here at this hour? I was about to write today’s entry in my diary then turn in for the night.” It wasn’t late but, since the death of his wife, the king had become an early riser, preferring the solace of the pre-dawn morning to that of late nights.


  “Unconventional as it may be, we have a visitor. The Prelate awaits your pleasure in the private audience room. He begs your pardon for coming at such a late hour but believes it better for him to arrive with the relative anonymity permitted by darkness. The fewer eyes that spy him, the less tongues will wag. At least I believe those were his words.”


  “Why has he come?” sighed Azarak. A meeting with Ferguson early in the day, when his mind was sharp, was bad enough, but at night, when he craved rest more than the riddle-solving that accompanied discourses with the prelate, it was torturous.


  “I don’t know,” admitted Toranim. “But he wouldn’t be here unless it was important. You know he detests leaving his fiefdom. Coming to the palace offers a reminder that he isn’t the most powerful man in Vantok.”


  Azarak nodded. This was the only place in the city where Ferguson couldn’t enforce his will. “Tell the prelate I’ll be with him presently.”


  Less than ten minutes later, Azarak swept into the private audience chamber. Although informally attired, he wore a silver circlet on his head as a reminder of his rank. The full crown, in addition to being damned uncomfortable, would have been overkill for this situation. But some form of ornamentation was necessary. When it came to encounters with Ferguson, details mattered.


  The prelate was seated comfortably at one of the chairs around the table, sipping a particularly fine vintage of red wine from a silver goblet. When Azarak entered, Ferguson rose and offered a perfunctory bow, which was returned. A servant proffered the king a full chalice of the same wine before disappearing.


  “Prelate, you honor the palace with your presence. I wish I’d known you were coming. I would have provided a welcome more appropriate to your rank.”


  “The fewer who know of this trip, the better, Your Majesty. I came at this late hour without an escort to assure that my arrival would not be noticed. We have a problem. At the moment, it is merely a nuisance but by Planting, it may become a serious issue.”


  Azarak stifled a sigh. This was all he needed. He hoped Ferguson was being overly dramatic, although that wasn’t in the prelate’s nature.


  “The holy augers have read the signs and believe the weather we are experiencing represents not merely a transitory heat wave, but the beginning of something ominous. During Winter, the mildness will be welcome and may be seen as a benison from the gods; it will save Vantok’s poorest families from the depravations associated with cold. Wells won’t ice over and fire wood carted in from the northeast will be plentiful. It will also allow farmers to begin sowing their seeds early. But when later Planting becomes as hot as this Harvest and the Summer’s conditions turn unbearable, we’ll face a major crisis of faith and practicality. As crops wither and food becomes scarce, the rumors about the abandonment of the gods - rumors that have never fully died despite the best efforts of the Temple to quash them - will re-surface with vigor. A year from now, we could face civil and ecclesiastical rebellion.”


  “How accurate are the predictions of your holy augurs?” asked Azarak. He had heard of these mysterious beings before, but only in shadowy talk. For Ferguson to mention them in open conversation spoke volumes about the level of his concern.


  “The future is difficult for any man to see, no matter how gifted he may be. Unlike the past, which is fixed, the future is fluid, constantly changed by the acts of the present. The further away one looks, the less sure the vision. But I have faith in the augers. When they speak, which isn’t often, I have found it wise to listen. Never before have they predicted something so dire. One of them, in attempting to gaze beyond the norm and glimpse how bad things may become, suffered a seizure and died.”


  “What can be done? We have no control over the weather. That’s in the realm of the gods.”


  “Indeed. That they would allow this to happen is a sign of great disfavor.”


  “Have they abandoned us, then? Are the alarmists and heretics correct?” Azarak was no more religious than the common man, but the thought of being alone was worrying.


  The question discomfited Ferguson. “We must see what comes to pass, Your Majesty. It is not up to ones such as us to question the will of the gods. We must continue to be faithful and true to them while at the same time seeking our own salvation.”


  “What does that mean?” Azarak didn’t expect a straight answer. Ferguson, like all mystics and priests, thrived on speaking in riddles. He sometimes wondered if there was a secret ecclesiastical law that forbade straightforward answers to uncomfortable questions. “How do we regain the favor of the gods?”


  “We must pray that any disfavor is temporary. But know that the gods do not act capriciously. The best approach is for each of us to live his life in the most pious and repentant manner possible.”


  “That’s it? You have no better advice than that?” The king was incredulous at the prelate’s apparent lack of insight.


  “We’ll talk more of this if the predictions of the augers bear fruit. I pray those discussions won’t be necessary. For now, however, I have chosen to provide you with this information so you may prepare as best you can. Consider what Vantok will need to survive a punishing Summer. It may be that next year the seasonal norms could be reversed, with planting occurring when harvests normally take place, growth during Winter, and harvest before the heat of Summer. With the scourge confined to Vantok, we may be able to import vital  resources from the other cities, although merchants will charge a premium. If this seems cryptic, Your Majesty, I apologize. There’s nothing more I can say at this time other than to hope you’ll take my warning to heart and not dismiss it because it lacks specifics.”


  Long after Ferguson had taken his leave, Azarak sat alone in the room, staring into an empty goblet. It was warm enough that a fire wasn’t needed, so the only light came from two lanterns, each of which cast monstrous shadows.


  The most disquieting thing about Ferguson’s visit was what the prelate had gone to great lengths not to say: the gods wouldn’t help. This was as close as he had come to endorsing the notion of abandonment. If Ferguson had been converted to that way of thinking, all hope was gone. Azarak had long suspected the Temple’s official position wasn’t in lockstep with the private views of many of its servants, but he wondered how long it would be before the continuing denial of abandonment made Ferguson and his subordinates seem obdurate and out-of-touch.


  The prelate was correct in his assessment. If the heat predicted by the augers came to pass, it would be a disaster. The usual result of bad planting and growth seasons - famine and disease - would be complicated by the despair that would accompany a loss of faith. Always before during bad times, people believed the gods would relent and lift the punishment if enough acts of contrition and prayers were offered. But if the gods had turned their backs on their creations…


  “Your Majesty,” said a voice, soft but respectful.


  Azarak started, surprised to discover he was no longer alone. Toranim stood just inside the doorway. “Yes, Chancellor?”


  “You have another visitor.”


  Azarak raised an eyebrow in startlement and consternation. It had to be nearing midnight. No one sought an audience at this hour - at least not without prior notice. “Chancellor, please make it clear that audience hours are over. I’ll see the supplicant tomorrow. For now, I need solitude and sleep.”


  “You may wish to see this ambassador now. I don’t think she’ll be here come morning.”


  “She?” Azarak was familiar with the ambassadors of the great cities, and none were women.


  “She calls herself Ambassador Eylene of the tribe of Farthan from the Deep South. The elf tribe of Farthan.” That one word, emphasized ever-so-slightly, removed any possibility that the king wouldn’t accept this meeting.


  It had been centuries since the last appearance of an elf in Vantok’s court, and almost as long since the most recent recorded sighting of a member of the ancient, reclusive race by any human being. Long ago, elves and humans intermingled freely across the civilized world but, with their numbers dwindling and their relations with humans becoming fractious, they withdrew from all the lands of co-inhabitation. Some were rumored to have receded to the frigid lands far north of Syre, the so-called “White World.” Others were reputed to have set sail for the distant, uninhabited continents across the ocean. And still others were said to have passed south into, or beyond, The Forbidden Lands. Common belief was that elves - like dragons, trolls, wyrms, djinn, and so many other creatures of the fabled mystical ages - had long ago died out. They lived on in children’s stories but any grown man who spoke of them in a present tense would be scoffed at.


  “An elf? Are you sure?” asked Azarak. It was a foolish statement born of surprise; his chancellor wouldn’t have made the assertion if he wasn’t certain.


  Toranim shrugged. “Why don’t you meet her? My experience with elves is no greater than yours. My assessment’s based on how she looks, and she could be a drawing from a book of fables come to life.”


  For an elf - if she was an elf - to appear at this time…it couldn’t be a coincidence. It was said that at the beginnings and ends of eras, momentous events occurred - events that reformed the foundations of creation. Azarak felt a sickness in the pit of his stomach. Since being a boy, watching his father rule the city from his great throne, he had yearned to be a king. But he never wanted to be one during a time such as this. Far better to be a commoner living in blissful ignorance when the end came.


  “Your Majesty, will you see her?”


  There could be no question of his response. “Show her in.”


  Toranim withdrew. He was scarcely gone long enough for Azarak to gather the shreds of his composure. When he returned, a slight form shadowed him. Facing the king, she bowed deeply.


  From the little he could see of her, Eylene more closely resembled a child than a full-grown woman. She was slender and short, with the top of her head not reaching Toranim’s shoulders. She was dressed in a dark green cowled robe; with the hood up, her features were hidden in shadow. Azarak rubbed his eyes; there was something odd about her appearance. She seemed almost out-of-focus. Perhaps it was the dimness of the light or the tiredness of his vision.


  “Am I speaking to Azarak, His Majesty King of Vantok?” She spoke the human language flawlessly, her pronunciation exact. Her voice was harsh, however - not at all what he would have expected for someone with such a delicate appearance.


  “You are.” Azarak rose and executed a perfunctory bow. His posture bespoke his wariness.


  “I am Eylene, scout of the Farthan. Please ask your chancellor to leave so we may speak freely.”


  At a nod from his king, Toranim withdrew, closing the door behind him. It was against protocol but the situation could hardly be considered normal.


  When they were alone, Eylene drew back her hood to reveal a countenance that matched Azarak’s expectations. Her features were refined, with high cheekbones and slender, pointed ears. Her upswept eyebrows and upturned nose framed emerald eyes. Her skin was more fair than portraits of her dead ancestors suggested and she had a full head of the most glorious red-gold tresses he had ever seen. Yet the more intently he stared at her, the more difficult it was to see her clearly. It was as if her face was constructed of vapors that solidified only when glimpsed in passing.


  “You are welcome to the court of Vantok, Ambassador,” said Azarak formally, gesturing for her to sit opposite him. Once he had retaken his chair, she lowered herself gingerly onto her seat, crossing her legs beneath her to provide a natural boost. Azarak wondered if it might be uncomfortable for her, considering the smallness of her frame.


  “I apologize if I have come at an inconvenient hour, Your Majesty, but the urgency of my mission does not allow for the luxury of observing the correct protocols. I have already traveled many leagues and have much farther to go before I can return to the Farthan.”


  “Forgive me if I seem surprised, but to my knowledge it has been centuries since my race has had contact with yours. There are many among humankind who believe the elves to have died out generations ago. Your appearance here is most unexpected, the resurrection of a fairy tale.”


  “I acknowledge that, King Azarak. The Farthan recognize that humans think our kind perished long ago. It is a belief we have encouraged because it allowed us to pursue our goals without outside interference. The time has come, however, when isolation may no longer be the most prudent course. The threat that rises endangers us all. Unity is the way to combat it.”


  “I’m sorry, Ambassador, but you have me at a disadvantage.”


  “Surely you have seen the signs? They are all around.”


  “The unnatural heat…”


  “It has parched fertile land and will continue to do so. It is evidence more conclusive than any that the eternal balance has been disturbed. You must see what that means.”


  Azarak didn’t, although he was wise enough to know it wasn’t good.


  When he failed to respond, Eylene spoke four words softly and distinctly. “The gods are dead.”


  “Dead?” sputtered Azarak, disbelieving his ears.


  Eylene nodded somberly. “Dead. There is no other explanation. The guiding hand they stretched toward us has been withdrawn, but not as a result of malice or neglect. Their awesome presence has vanished. Our mystics have confirmed this; in fact, it has been acknowledged for more than two decades. The precise date is known to those with a certain… sensitivity. Only now are we beginning to feel the effects.”


  “There have been rumors among the priests of abandonment…”


  “It is not abandonment. It is extinction. How or why this has happened is not divinable nor is it necessary to understand. Seek your prelate for insight into that - he knows the truth, though he may be reluctant to speak of it openly. The fact of their death, however, has grave implications.”


  Azarak was reeling. Ferguson’s prediction of drought, famine, and disease now seemed trivial. The arrival in his palace of an ambassador from a race believed long dead making a pronouncement of the unthinkable was too much for him to process at the end of a long day. Oh, to have ruled during an uneventful time…


  Eylene waited silently as the king absorbed her message, her head lowered so the slippery view of her face didn’t distract him.


  Finally, Azarak spoke. His words were measured, diplomatic. He didn’t want to give offense. “You’ll appreciate, ambassador, if I don’t blindly accept your testimony about such a matter. What you suggest is…hard to believe. As you counsel, I must consult with my religious leaders about this subject. Prelate Ferguson…”


  “… is fully aware of the situation. He does not preach the doctrine of ‘abandonment’ because he knows the truth is more drastic. But the urgency of my mission impels me to proceed whether you accept this conclusion or not. That will be for you to decide in the coming days. I am here to speak of practical matters; there is nothing any of us can do about the existence or non-existence of the gods. They are beyond us, as they always have been - living or dead.”


  “Very well.” He was curious what else she might have to say. He couldn’t imagine it being more momentous.


  “I am here to ask whether, should the need arise, Vantok would be willing to join its military might to ours. All is quiet at the moment, but if forces stir to the south…”


  “War?”


  Eylene nodded somberly. “Elves no longer possess the numbers to stand alone against any hostile element. We do not reproduce quickly or easily. We are long-lived but, despite that, we are a dying species. Humans, on the other hand, breed as freely as the mice in the fields. So I come to ask you, King Azarak, is Vantok’s army ready to stand against the fire? What force of arms could you bring to the field to join with ours?”


  In the years since he had become king, Azarak had grown skilled in the arts of diplomacy. But Eylene’s blunt approach, not couched in the flowery language normally employed by ambassadors, left him uncertain of the best response. Evade or match her candor with his own? “You will appreciate, Ambassador, that I can’t possibly give you an answer now. At present, I don’t have an army mobilized - only a series of small, privately funded militias and the City Watch. It has been decades since Vantok required a standing army. Should the need arise, I have no doubt we could raise a sizable force in less than a season, but a military alliance of the sort you propose… you must understand that it would take more than a clandestine audience with a single representative of the Farthan to set things in motion. I must consult with my advisors and Vantok’s prelate. This issue must be debated and considered and scouts must be sent south to determine if the situation is as dire as you say.”


  She seemed satisfied with the response. “All this is anticipated, King Azarak. We would not expect you to take any of this on faith. We come to you now because, while the situation is grave, there is yet time. Years will elapse before the crisis will come. This is an exploratory contact. I will return to my tribe to inform them of our meeting. When the need arises for a formal alliance, I shall return.”


  “Could you stay until the morrow and address my advisors? I can provide you with accommodations for the night.” If Eylene made an appearance in person, it would be considerably less difficult to convince the skeptics of her existence.


  Eylene shook her head. “It would not be wise for my presence to excite speculation. It is up to you how and when you wish to disseminate what I have told you, and how closely you will examine these facts.”


  “If we wanted to contact the Farthan, how would we do it? Where can we find you?”


  “You cannot,” said Eylene. “We are hidden from your eyes. You are blind and deaf to us. We will be found when we wish it to be so but not beforehand. You may search the whole of the Deep South for us and not find a trace.”


  “One last thing.” He knew that after Eylene was gone, a hundred questions would occur to him and he would curse himself for having been too addle-brained to ask them. “You ask me to take much on faith. Is there nothing tangible you can provide? How am I to encourage others to believe in crib stories?”


  “My presence should be sufficient to dispel the notion that elves are no more. I stand before you as evidence that though we rarely have congress with men, we are not extinct. And I do not suggest you place any faith in ‘crib stories,’ although there may be those among your advisors who will steer you toward old superstitions. Some humans yearn to return to the distant past, when select men used mystical portals to gain mastery over fire, air, water, and earth. But the gods stripped away those powers and to seek for them now is an act of desperation not sanity.”


  Azarak was enough of a student of history to recognize that she spoke of wizards. But if the elves, who had been absent for mere centuries, were viewed as make-believe creatures, how much more was that true of wizards, who had died out nearly a millennium ago?


  “Reject the counsel of those who would urge such things, no matter how highly placed or well-regarded they may be. Do not be distracted by their peculiar brand of madness. Seek solace in the strength of arms not the myth of magic.”


  So saying, Eylene replaced her hood and, with a deep bow, took her leave. A waiting servant escorted her to the palace gates.


  Moments later, Toranim returned. “Your Majesty?”


  “Ah, my friend. Would that I’d been born in a different time. I’ve had the weight of the ages laid upon me. If only a fraction of what I’ve been told tonight is true, we face a crisis the likes of which this age has never seen.”


  He conveyed the essential points from his conversations with Ferguson and Eylene. When he was done, Toranim’s face displayed frank incredulity.


  “It’s clear we have to consider all this information carefully,” the chancellor began after a lengthy pause. “It would be foolish to dismiss any of it, no matter how farfetched it may seem. But the testimony of an elf must be investigated before credence can be leant to it… if that’s what she is. History tells us elves don’t see the world as we do. What to them may be concrete enemies could be nothing more to us than drafts and ill winds. Gathering an army is an expensive task.”


  “If elves exist, an alliance could be invaluable. They could offer much.”


  “But do elves exist? We must tread carefully. There’s cause to doubt her motives. She bears no credentials other than what our eyes could see. She came alone in the dead of the night. Because she looks like an elf and claims to be one doesn’t mean it’s so. Her unwillingness to remain even one day to address your advisors and face potentially hard questions creates uncertainty. Something is amiss here, Your Majesty.”


  “Her words were… compelling. When the time is right, we must confront Ferguson with this information. I have the feeling he wasn’t forthcoming when I saw him earlier. He spins words like a spider spins webs, and his patterns are no less mesmerizing. He came with a warning but was evasive about particulars. I believe he may be open to the possibility that the gods have abandoned us.”


  “Or died?”


  Azarak nodded. “Eylene said as much, as if she knows him, or knew him. Abandonment or death - it amounts to the same thing. If they’ve rejected us, does it matter why?”


  “I suppose not. Either would be devastating to the social order.”


  “Not to mention the power of the priesthood. One can understand why a prelate would be reluctant to accept such an eventuality. Or, if he believes it, to publicly acknowledge it. ‘Seek your prelate for insight into that - he knows the truth.’”


  “And therein may lie out greatest challenge,” mused Toranim. “Any advice Ferguson gives will be tainted by his desire to retain what he has. A change to the status quo could render him impotent in a new order.”


  “Somehow, I think he’d find a path to power, no matter what the nature of the order.”


  “Nevertheless, I urge caution in approaching him. I agree he must be consulted but only when we’re better prepared. We don’t want him as an adversary in this situation.”


  “Agreed. What are my chances, do you think, of convincing my advisors of Eylene’s existence? Will they believe me or seek to have me replaced by my Crown Prince on the grounds I’ve taken leave of my senses?”


  Toranim considered. Without proof, making reference to “an elf” would be accompanied by political risks. Although Azarak was generally well-liked and respected by both the common people and the nobility, there were opportunists who would seize upon any chance to destabilize the throne. “Your Majesty, while I agree we must investigate the truth of Eylene’s claims, little benefit can be gained from speaking openly of her appearance. If necessary, we can cite anonymous intelligence. Stating we have a source within The Forbidden Lands would be credible; identifying that source to be an elf wouldn’t be. We can be vague without resorting to falsehoods.”


  “And what of her comments about wizards? She stressed that point particularly, as if it was a consideration I might have been exposed to.”


  “I must confess little knowledge of magic. In my studies, it fell under the rubric of ‘Legends of Antiquity’ rather than ‘History.’ If you want to discuss it with someone, Ferguson might be a source. It’s said he has a fondness for arcane matters. I can remember a time during your father’s reign when he requested a complete genealogy and list of binding restrictions on the ceremonial position of ‘The Wizard’s Bride’, of all things.”


  “‘No matter how highly placed or well regarded,’ she said. Could she have been referring to Ferguson? What’s her relationship to him?”


  “Clearly, Your Majesty, there are many things we don’t know.”


  “Toranim, you’re masterful at stating the obvious.” Azarak’s tired smile belied the cutting nature of the words. “As a boy, I never liked doing research. Spending time bent over dusty, moldy books seemed like such a waste when I could be training with a sword or riding a horse. But these questions may find their answers only in the scrolls and tomes of antiquity. It appears I must surrender my long-held prejudice against studying and re-introduce myself to the palace librarian and his vast collection of manuscripts.”


  CHAPTER EIGHT: A SECOND CHAMPION


  The first day of Summer was special for Sorial, not only because it meant he was one year shy of his Majority but because it was the first night since coming to The Wayfarer’s Comfort when he would have a room to call his own. No more sleeping in mice-infested straw. No more being awakened in the middle of the night by restless horses or Visnisk’s rutting. An arrangement with Warburm had provided him with an upgrade in quarters in return for agreeing to stay on an extra year.


  The innkeeper had come to see him yesterday, the day before the fourteenth birthday, stepping out of the hothouse of a tavern into the hotter realm of a sweltering midday sun. The only reasonably cool places in Vantok were deep cellars and the river. There was nothing to be done about the heat, though. One could complain but in the end it had to be endured. Life went on.


  Warburm had begun his visit by commending Sorial on his industriousness and diligence. It would be difficult, he had asserted, to find a replacement for such a hard worker. Then came the offer: If Sorial agreed to stay for one year past his Maturity, he would be given a room in the inn and a full weekly day off starting immediately. One year from now, he would begin earning a regular wage and could keep a higher percentage of all tips.


  Sorial had requested time to consider the proposition, but after only one more night of lying in his smelly, uncomfortable loft bed, he went to Warburm with his assent. Although his plans to depart Vantok hadn’t changed, he was willing to trade an additional year in the city for less immediate discomfort. Besides, it was unlikely he would have left Warburm’s employ upon turning fifteen. He needed to build a savings so he could afford to travel. His small stash of coins wouldn’t get him halfway to Basingham. His only other worldly possessions were his clothing and dagger.


  Annie came to see him during the slow hours between lunch and supper. The streets were lightly traveled during the day, with most people finding places to avoid direct exposure to the broiling sun when it was at its highest. The marketplace was closed from mid-morning until late afternoon. The weather had altered the way people led their lives. Many napped during the height of the day and worked late into the night.


  “Whew!” Annie exclaimed, wrinkling her nose at the smell - a common reaction among Sorial’s few visitors. Like everyone else, she was slick with sweat. The way her blouse clung to her chest left little to the imagination, but she didn’t pay it any attention. Modesty had never been one of her defining characteristics and in this weather it was less important. “Your room’s ready. Can’t say it’s cool or clean, but it’s a lot better’n out here. That was a smart move, Sor. Working for Warburm ain’t too bad. Plus, there’s plenty of fringe benefits to sleeping inside.” She winked at him.


  “Five of ’em?” asked Sorial with a smile. Warburm employed that many barmaids. His wife and daughter also worked in the inn, but they were off-limits.


  “Start with one,” she advised. “Five might be too many for a young lad like you. You’ll need to build up your staying power.”


  “Maybe you underestimate me.”


  “Maybe, but you’re young and most lads your age don’t last more’n a minute. I can remember a few that were spent before I had my knickers off. I expect better from you.” With a smoky laugh, she headed back to the inn. “Find me when you’re done your shift,” she called out. “I’ll show you to your room.”


  The stable was quiet for most of the day. After completing his chores and checking on the two animals quartered there, Sorial lay back on a bale of hay and daydreamed of his new bed. It would be hard and lumpy but luxury compared to what he was used to. The only time he could remember sleeping anywhere other than the loft was when he had been convalescing in the inn following his injury. That was nearly two years ago.


  “Good afternoon, Sorial,” said a familiar voice. Smiling, the stableboy rose to his feet and approached Duke Carannan. Lately, the nobleman had been a frequent caller at The Wayfarer’s Comfort, although his purpose for visiting remained mysterious. Even Annie didn’t know why he was here so often. He and Warburm would meet in secret, frequently with others in attendance. Maybe now that he would be sleeping inside, Sorial might unearth some clues.


  The smile died on his lips when he realized the duke wasn’t alone. Carannan’s daughter, wearing a gold-and-green dress to complement her hair, sat astride her pony. Her burly guardian was on foot.


  After dismounting and handing his horse’s reins to Sorial, Carannan said, “I’m sure you remember my daughter, Alicia. She provides a lasting impression and I’ve brought her here a time or two before. I’ll leave her and her protector in your capable hands while I’m inside. Alicia can be headstrong; if she gives you any trouble, you have my permission to tie her up and gag her. Vagrum will be more than happy to help, I’m sure.” Alicia looked mortified at this suggestion but her father was smiling.


  Only after Carannan departed did Sorial meet the girl’s eyes. Although it had been less than a year since their encounter on the day of the storm, Alicia was showing the rapid maturation evident in girls of her age. Her body was noticeably more curvy and her delicate features showed better definition. Those remarkable eyes, however, hadn’t changed. She might not be smiling, but they were laughing at him.


  “You realize, of course,” she said. “He wasn’t serious. My father has a peculiar sense of humor.”


  “Of course, M’lady. Your father and I’ve met many times. I ne’er took his suggestion as anything but a jest.”


  “Many times? Here?” She was incredulous.


  “He’s a frequent visitor to The Wayfarer’s Comfort.”


  She turned to Vagrum, who was following the exchange with his characteristic impassivity. “Why would Father come here? What could this place possibly have to offer to him?”


  At this question, Vagrum looked uncomfortable. He was aware that rich men such as the duke often arranged liaisons at inns of low repute, but how to phrase that in a way that wouldn’t offend his charge?


  Sorial rescued him. “He meets with Warburm, the innkeeper, and others. I don’t know their purpose.”


  “Men?” inquired Alicia. “Or women?” One eyebrow arched.


  “Men.”


  There was a break in conversation as Sorial led Carannan’s horse and Alicia’s pony into stalls and provided them with food and water. The girl, more relaxed than on her previous visits, hopped onto a bale of hay without the benefit of Sorial’s tunic as a blanket, and watched him as he went about his work.


  He emerged to find her staring at him. She started and looked away.


  “Hot work,” said Vagrum. “You still sleeping out here? Can’t imagine that’s easy.”


  “Warburm just gave me a room in the inn. Tonight’ll be my first chance sleeping inside.”


  “Won’t be any cooler, ’less it’s in a cellar. M’lord’s given me quarters underground with the wine and ale. Not as nice as the place I had upstairs, but more comfortable. Helps get me through these hot days. I’ll give up a posh room for a cool one any time.”


  “How’s it for you, M’lady?” asked Sorial, turning to Alicia.


  “Unlike everyone else, I adore the heat. Once you get used to sweating all the time, it’s fine. And there’s always the river.” She smirked. “You could use a bath.”


  Vagrum gave her what appeared to be a disapproving glance, but didn’t say anything.


  Sorial shrugged. The older he got, the less the dirt bothered him. It was an undeniable fact of life. “It rains once in a while, and that does me fine. If I went to the river - at least the parts I ain’t been forbidden from - I’d be more dirty after going in the water than before.”


  “My father and mother and me go swimming every day. Lately, I’ve been using your method of dress - which is to say, wearing nothing - and it’s an interesting way to swim. You wonder about fish going into your privates - or I do, at least. I don’t think my mother approves at all, but she’s a prude. It doesn’t bother my father. He finds it amusing; he asked if I learnt it from a commoner. Don’t worry - I didn’t mention your name, stableboy.”


  “The mice have missed you.” Sorial glanced toward Alicia’s booted left foot, where a little rodent was on its back feet trying to decide whether or not to leap for the toe. The girl jerked back her foot and jumped atop the bale of hay with a gasp, but she refrained from screaming. The startled mouse scampered for cover in a remote part of the stable.


  “Milady has been practicing being less frightened by them little shits,” said Vagrum. “She’s made a wee bit of progress, though not as much as she thinks.”


  Biting her lip and looking sheepish, Alicia returned to a sitting position. “It startled me,” she muttered.


  The next half-hour was spent in silence as Sorial went about his chores. He found it disconcerting how Alicia’s eyes followed him, scrutinizing him in a way that made him self-conscious. It was odd how the powerful Vagrum unsettled him less than his diminutive charge. The man remained upright but his eyes were closed, causing Sorial to wonder if he was sleeping standing up. When he was done with the horses, he asked Vagrum.


  “It’s an ole soldier’s trick. Everyone needs sleep and you learn to get it when and how you can. I don’t get much at night since I’m paid to stand the first shift outside her room. This seems a safe enough place to take a nap, an’ if anything was to happen, I’d be alert in an instant.”


  “The stable is safe. Usually.”


  Vagrum nodded. “I heard what happened to you a coupla years ago. You were lucky to have Master Warburm around.”


  That comment piqued Alicia’s interest. “What happened to him?” Turning to Sorial, she repeated, “What happened to you, stableboy?”


  He shrugged. “A bandit came in here to steal a horse. When I tried to stop him, he cut me open with a knife then almost shot me. Warburm killed him.” Sorial indicated the scar on his face. Since that day, he had never felt as at home in the stable as before.


  “A bandit did that? What about the other scar. The one on the other side of your face.”


  “Got that in a brawl.”


  “Milady, would you like an accounting of my scars?” asked Vagrum, feigning jealousy.


  “No thank you, Vagrum. I’m sure we don’t have that much time.”


  Sorial took a bucket of water and doused himself with it. It was neither cool nor clean, but it washed off the thickest layer of dirt. Alicia continued to watch him, her expression unreadable. Any time he met her eyes, she looked away.


  Shortly thereafter, Carannan returned, not looking at all happy. “Time to go,” he said to his daughter. Sorial brought out the steed and the pony.


  “Father, I’ve had an idea,” said Alicia. “Why don’t we let the stableboy use our part of the river. He doesn’t go swimming because the public part is too muddy and crowded.”


  “Alicia, we can’t invite every lad in the city to bathe in our river. Besides, don’t you think he might be a little intimidated?”


  “Oh, I doubt that,” said Alicia with a smile.


  Carannan considered for a moment, then turned to Sorial. “All right, young man. Since my daughter endorses the notion, I’ll inform the guards to let you pass. Don’t abuse the privilege. You may bring one friend with you, and one friend only, and I expect you to be respectful to the land and the river. And you won’t bathe while any member of my family is there. Is that clear?”


  “Yes, M’lord.”


  “Very well.”


  As they were leaving, Alicia turned to him. “See if your master will let you come tonight. Even after upturning that bucket of filthy water over yourself, you need a bath.”


  * * *


  If Sorial’s first night in his new room wasn’t all he hoped it would be, it was nevertheless a vast improvement over sleeping in the stable. Warburm elected to quarter him in the same place where he had spent his convalescence two years ago - and it looked as if no one had been in the room since then. A thick coating of dust covered everything and the grime on the windows was so thick as to be almost impenetrable.


  “Don’t worry,” said Annie as she surveyed it alongside Sorial. “I’ll clean it up for you tomorrow, and we can steal a better mattress from one of the other rooms. Good luck and good night.” She leaned over to kiss him on the cheek then, as if changing her mind, pressed her lips to his and let them linger like a promise of what might be.


  “Lock your door behind me.” She said this with a smile. “You don’t want one of the other girls sneaking into bed with you tonight.”


  “The mattress’ll keep ’em away.”


  “You’d be surprised. If you were a little older, it wouldn’t be enough to keep me away.”


  Sorial was up before the cock crowed and had replaced Visnisk by first light. He didn’t feel refreshed after a night’s sleep inside. It wasn’t noticeably cooler but at least it smelled of mold and mildew rather than rotting straw, mice, and horse droppings. Despite having washed thoroughly this morning, he felt sticky and dirty. Tomorrow was Restday; he decided he would accept the duke’s offer and bathe in the river. Maybe he would meet Alicia. It surprised him to discover he hoped that would be the case.


  The next day, Sorial made the pilgrimage to the river but encountered no one. The same was true on subsequent Restdays throughout the long, hot Summer. Any disappointment he might have felt at not seeing Alicia was washed away by the bliss of floating in the water - the only real respite from the heat he could find (unless he snuck down into the inn’s cellar when Warburm wasn’t looking).


  As the temperature climbed and the bright, cloudless sky provided little relief by way of rain, tempers shortened and work became unbearable. The streets bustled after dark but were nearly deserted at noon. Water was no concern - none of the city’s wells were running dry and the river, which found its source far upstream where the heat wave didn’t hold sway, was down only a little. Food, on the other hand, was scarce. Farmers were taking the brunt of the heat. Crops couldn’t survive and livestock was dying. Itinerant merchants traveling from the other cities often had their goods spoil before they could unload them and, without anything to fill their wagons for the return trip, they found minimal profit in pursuing the southern route. Warburm was no longer selling meals. His menu consisted of the basics: lukewarm ale, cooled somewhat in the underground cellars, and bread. Despite the meager fare, The Wayfarer’s Comfort was no less popular than it had ever been. It was a refuge from the sun during the day and a place to commiserate about the abandonment of the gods at night.


  Harvest brought a welcome respite from the heat and things returned to near normal. Some farmers, heeding the weather forecasts of augers, planted once Summer’s fury abated, hoping for a warm enough Winter that their crops would grow rather than be buried under snow. If it worked, Vantok might be able to stave off a season of starvation. If it didn’t, it would be a cold, hard wait for Planting.


  Lawlessness had risen to an unprecedented level, forcing the king to call up reservists in the militia to supplement the Watch. The anti-religious rumors were rampant, with the Temple’s “examples” of answered prayers and miracles no longer damming the growing fear of abandonment. People spoke of this new doctrine openly in taverns, brothels, and the market - an unthinkable thing as recently as a year ago. The heresy was too widespread to invite punishment and the priests had enough difficulty maintaining their own faith. Prelate Ferguson made several lengthy public speeches about the need for belief being greater during times of tribulation than during times of prosperity, but although many heard, few listened. If there were no gods, there was no afterlife, and that meant the here and now was all there would be. This allowed people to contemplate acts they might not otherwise have done.


  Although Sorial didn’t again encounter Alicia, he saw her father on a regular basis. Carannan visited Warburm’s inn every other week and engaged in friendly banter with the young man he considered to be “the most conscientious stableboy in the city.” At times, despite the duke’s wealthy garb, Sorial nearly forgot he was a member of the nobility. He had a way about him that allowed others to feel at ease in his presence, regardless of their class. Sorial observed this with others as well as experiencing it himself.


  One day, as Harvest bled into Winter and the year on the calendar changed, Sorial thought to ask Carannan about Alicia. The girl had infected his thoughts; even though he had only met her a handful of times, he found himself thinking about her with a disquieting frequency. Every time the duke arrived at the stable, Sorial couldn’t help but look beyond him to see if she was there.


  “Your Grace,” he began as he saddled the man’s horse following a two-hour meeting in the inn. “Might I ask how your daughter is?”


  The duke didn’t seem surprised or offended by the inquiry. “She’s well. She was disappointed not to have seen you during the swimming season. I’d bring her with me into the city more often but I don’t think sitting around in a stable for a couple of hours would be high on her list of favorite things, no matter how pleasant the company might be. And I daresay she’d try your patience. At thirteen, she’s more willful than ever.”


  Sorial was about to protest, but Carannan forestalled him. “She can be charming when she wants to be but, like all women, she can also be exasperating. I love Alicia dearly, but there are times when it’s pleasant to be away from her for a little while.”


  After the duke departed, Sorial considered his words. He understood Carannan’s point. Having not seen Alicia for two seasons, he missed her presence, but he recalled that on nearly every occasion they had been together, he had found her to be irritable and bratty.


  Winter passed lazily into Planting, with no more than a few flakes of snow drifting groundward. For the second year in a row, the Midwinter’s carnival was held without snow or ice on the ground. The holiday generated some badly need optimism and ability of the farmers to harvest crops during a time normally reserved for the fields lying fallow, allowed people to hope. But as the heat began to build with the onset of Planting, the pessimism and unrest once again began to pool. One ill-fated day, it impacted Sorial directly.


  It was an evening like any other and Sorial was doing what he did with the onset of night - a final mucking of the stalls followed by a few trips to the inn’s well to water the horses. There were three tonight, although the number might increase before midnight. He heard a noise outside - the sound of someone running - and turned to see a tiny figure rushing headlong toward him, a blur against the twilight background.


  It was Alicia, but unlike the composed girl of their previous encounters. Her clothes were torn and mud-spattered. Her hair was in disarray. Tears and grime streaked her cheeks. Caught between bewilderment and alarm, he allowed her to fling herself at him and seize him as if in a death grip. Burying her head against his shoulder, she wept uncontrollably - great, wracking sobs.


  Nonplused by the situation, Sorial, who had never been good coping with strong emotion in others, was at a loss how to respond. Tentatively, he closed his arms around her, wrapping her in a comforting embrace. She was shivering as if fevered and he could feel how fast her heart was beating. As if by instinct, one hand slid up her back to stroke her hair. He was surprised how soft it was.


  Sorial looked over her shoulder toward the entrance of the stable, searching to see if someone was following her. He could see no one, but dusk had descended. The two lanterns flanking the wide doorway offered poor illumination. He thought of his dagger, but it was hidden in the straw of his mattress, far beyond his reach at the moment.


  Eventually, the storm of tears lessened and Alicia disengaged herself from Sorial, stepping back a short distance. She took a deep breath to compose herself. “It’s Vagrum. I think he’s dead. I… I don’t know what happened… it was all so fast and confused… but we were set upon by ruffians. They pulled me from my pony then overwhelmed him before he could draw his sword. There were at least ten of them. He yelled for me to run. There was nothing I could do… there were too many. Shepherd was rearing and one of them plunged a knife into his side. The sound he made… Then I heard a gunshot and Vagrum disappeared beneath them.”


  “Come with me!” He grabbed her hand and half-led, half-dragged her toward the inn. Once inside, he raced into the kitchen, barely noticing the gapes of the customers and the shocked expressions of the serving girls and Mistress Ponari.


  Warburm was where he always was at this time of night, baking that last loaves of the day’s bread. He glanced up as Sorial entered. A sharp rebuke died on his lips when he saw Alicia’s condition. Sorial related the situation in rushed words that tumbled over one another. The innkeeper reacted swiftly, springing into action before Sorial completed the story. He stripped off his apron reached for the locked box where he kept his pistols.


  “Take her upstairs to your room. Bolt the door and don’t open it for no one except me or her father.”


  “But…”


  “Don’t argue, lad!” He turned to Alicia, who didn’t seem to be comprehending anything. “Alicia, I be going to get the Watch and your father. We’ll find Vagrum and get the scum who done this. For now, stay with Sorial. He’ll care for you.” Back to Sorial: “Upstairs! Now!”


  Moments later, Sorial and Alicia were alone in his quarters, a locked door separating them from the bustle of the inn. Comforted by the knowledge that the dagger was close by, he sat on the bed and gently drew her down next to him, putting a companionable arm around her shoulders. He could feel her trembling and, by the faint light of the room’s single lantern, saw the tears pooling in her eyes - eyes that reflected her pain and confusion. The illusory safety of her life as the daughter of one of Vantok’s most influential nobles had been shattered. Regardless of Vagrum’s fate, she would never be the same.


  “Alicia.” The sound of her name roused her and she looked at him. For a moment, he wondered if she knew who he was or where she was. “Alicia,” he repeated. “It ain’t your fault. There wasn’t nothing more you could’ve done. By running, you saved your life. More’n anything else, that’s what Vagrum would’ve wanted.”


  “Is he dead?”


  “I don’t know,” said Sorial. “Warburm’s going to find out, and get your father.”


  “I know Shepherd’s dead. I heard him whinny when they stabbed him. He didn’t deserve that. He was my closest friend.” She began to cry again. The sadness of that last statement touched Sorial. How lonely must Alicia’s life be for her pony to merit that distinction? He again drew her into an embrace, this time kissing her forehead as he might a young child. She didn’t resist.


  Eventually, the tears stopped and she pulled back. “Thank you,” she said after a while, her voice surprisingly steady. “I’m sorry to have acted like a baby. But he was such a good pony and I’m not used to things happening like that. You hear about the lawlessness, but I never thought that with Vagrum… He can’t be dead.”


  “He’s as tough as anyone I’ve met. It’s hard to imagine thugs could bring him down.” He didn’t add what he was thinking: If they had a gun, even Vagrum would have been in trouble.


  “I need to be stronger than this when something bad happens. My father says the worst is still years off, and things aren’t going to get better for a long time. But it hurts so much in here.” She touched her breast.


  Sorial was at a loss what to say or do. “If there’s anything you need…”


  “You’ll provide it?” She smiled sadly. “It’s a sweet thought, stableboy, but you’re not in a position to make such offers. Thank you, though. It may take a long time before I can repay you for tonight. What you did is worth more than a few studs in the marketplace or a few swims in the river.” It was perhaps the most honest and unguarded thing she had said thus far to Sorial.


  He was about to respond when a racket in the outside corridor attracted his attention. There was a loud knock accompanied by Warburm’s voice. “Sorial! Open up!”


  Alicia clutched his hand and they went to the door together.


  Warburm was red in the face and his hair was disheveled but, other than that, he looked no worse than usual. “Vagrum be alive,” he said. “He’s done taken a beating but he be too much of a brute for that to keep him down for long. One of them had a gun and fired but he weren’t hit. He ain’t sure what were.”


  “What about Alicia’s pony?”


  Warburm’s face registered surprise that his stableboy would be familiar enough with a duke’s daughter to mention her by name rather than title, but he didn’t remark on it. “The animal had to be put down.” He turned to Alicia. “Sorry, Milady. There were nothing we could do. He were too badly injured. Your father be on his way.”


  “What about the robbers?” asked Alicia.


  “They ain’t been caught, but the Watch be searching for them. They be part of a gang that’s been doing this ’round Vantok recently. They be getting more bold. In future, Milady, I suggest avoiding this quarter after dark, even when with Vagrum.” Warburm didn’t ask why the daughter of a noble would be in one of Vantok’s less reputable areas past dusk. “If you come down to the common room, we can wait for Duke Carannan there.”


  “If it’s the same to you, innkeeper, I’d like to remain here with your stableboy. He’s been very kind and I’m not up to being a public spectacle.”


  “Of course, Milady. I’ll bring your father when he arrives.”


  After Warburm departed, shutting the door behind him, Sorial turned to Alicia. “Why were you in this part of the city tonight?”


  She sighed. “It all seems so silly now, but I was coming to see you. I don’t know many people my age and I was feeling out-of-sorts. I wanted to be with someone who wouldn’t treat me like fragile pottery. Vagrum thought it was a good idea and my father approved. Now, it’s obvious I should have stayed home.”


  “There ain’t no way you could’ve known something like this’d happen. People should be safe to walk the streets at night without fearing being set upon. It ain’t right.”


  “Lessons of wisdom from my stableboy.” She took a step toward him, stood on tip-toe and touched her lips to his. Although surprised, Sorial didn’t pull back, and the kiss lasted longer than either of them intended. The sound of boot steps in the hall interrupted them. They drew apart, both a little embarrassed, as the door burst open and Duke Carannan rushed into the room, followed by two of his men-at-arms and Warburm.


  “Alicia! Thank the gods you’re all right!” he exclaimed, lifting her off her feet and hugging her tightly. “I never would have forgiven myself if something happened to you!”


  “I’m fine, Papa,” she said when he released her. “How’s Vagrum?”


  “Broken ribs, a lump on the head and a lot of minor cuts and bruises. Nothing he hasn’t experienced before. He’ll be fine in a couple of weeks. I’ll have to buy you a replacement for Shepherd, though. I’m sorry, Alicia. I know how much you loved him.” He removed his right gauntlet and extended a muscular bare hand for Sorial to shake. “Sorial, I owe you a debt I may never be able to repay. Keep this in mind: if I can ever be of service to you, if it’s within my power, you’ll have it. Someday, if it’s the will of the gods, you’ll be a father and you’ll understand the importance of what you’ve done tonight.”


  “You be giving the boy a big head,” said Warburm. Then, realizing he was being too informal in the presence of others, he belatedly added, “Your Grace.”


  “I think not. You have a good lad here, Warburm. And now my dear Alicia has two champions.”


  CHAPTER NINE: SORIAL’S MATURITY


  On his fifteenth birthday, his day of Maturity, Sorial was startled awake by a loud banging. At first, he thought it was inside his head, then he realized it was just someone wanting to get into his room. Groggily, he rose from bed, undid the latch, and opened the door. There, a big grin stretching his ruddy face from cheek to cheek, was Warburm. “Lad, happy Maturity Day! In honor of this asspisses occasion, I be givin’ you the day off. Go out an’ do whatever you want - see yer poor mom, get drunk, shag a few lasses. Jus’ remember to be at work on time tomorrow. You still owe me a year.”


  Sorial grumbled his thanks, shut the door, then collapsed back on the bed. As was often the case with a rude awakening, however, sleep remained elusive. Eventually, he got up a second time, splashed some tepid water from the basin on his face, and donned the cleanest shirt and trousers he could find. The unexpected day off provided him with something he almost never had in excess: time. He and Rexall planned to get together at night for a few rounds to celebrate the “asspisses occasion”, but suddenly he had the whole day to do with as he pleased.


  Warburm had mentioned one obvious option: see his mother. In the past year, he had been to the farm only twice, and neither visit had lasted long. His relationship with his mother hadn’t fully recovered from the damage imparted by her evasiveness and their conversations since then had remained superficial and mundane. Neither seemed able to bridge the gap and both knew that until Kara was more forthcoming about the circumstances of Sorial’s birth and early life, the distance would remain. On this day of all days, however, he knew he should probably see her, and he recognized she wouldn’t come to the inn. Except in an extreme situation, Kara wouldn’t cross into the world where she and her husband had set Sorial adrift. She would be expecting him and, as much as it irked him that she retained a hold over him, he knew he wouldn’t disappoint her, at least not today.


  Then there was Alicia. He hadn’t seen her in the weeks following the attack, although her father had stopped by recently to relate that she and Vagrum were both well. Sorial had been expecting her every day. When she didn’t come, he was left wondering if he had misread what passed between them that night. It had seemed intimate, but Sorial wasn’t an expert where girls were concerned. They had kissed, but what had the kiss meant? Had it been conceived out of her gratitude or was there a deeper foundation - something neither had been aware of until their lips touched? And why couldn’t he chase her from his thoughts? He wondered if he should travel to the Duke’s estate after seeing his mother. He doubted he would be turned away.


  “You think too much,” he murmured to himself, exiting his room and shutting the door behind him. In the hall, preoccupied as he was, he almost walked into Annie, who was hurrying toward the stairs. She favored Sorial with a peck on the cheek, a quick smile, and a promise: “See you tonight. Don’t drink too much - you won’t want to miss what comes after.”


  * * *


  “Happy Maturity, Sorial.” His mother stepped aside to admit him into her simple house.


  He hesitated on the threshold. It was still early. Perhaps she wasn’t alone. “Is Lamanar here?”


  “No. Normally, he would be, with the heat being too bad to farm at this time of the year. But he suspected you’d come and knew you wouldn’t want to see him. He’s more perceptive than you give him credit for.”


  Sorial grunted noncommittally and entered. He and Kara took their customary seats next to the unlit fireplace.


  “It’s been a while since you were last here,” she remarked, probing the wall between them.


  “I’ve been busy.” He offered no further explanation. Were they destined for another talk in which neither said anything of consequence?


  “I understand you decided to stay at the inn for another year.”


  “How did you hear that?” Sorial couldn’t imagine that such a small piece of information had made it into the city’s voracious gossip mill. The details of his life were interesting to the city’s rumor-mongers only when he got into trouble.


  “Lamanar and I have occasional contact with Warburm. He told us.”


  This seemingly inconsequential morsel of information piqued Sorial’s curiosity. He had devoted hours of speculation to the relationship between Kara and Warburm without arriving at a conclusion beyond the obvious: they had known each other before either came to Vantok. What that meant was another of his mother’s secrets.


  “I see,” said Sorial, his voice and expression neutral. “And what else has Warburm told you?”


  “He talked about your heroics related to a duke’s daughter. Apparently, she’s someone quite important. I didn’t need Warburm for that bit of news, though. The city was abuzz with it the next day.”


  That surprised Sorial. He had thought the duke kept everything quiet. It explained why so many people had been loitering around the stables after the incident. He hadn’t connected things until now.


  “Her name is Alicia.” He doubted his mother knew enough about the nobility for the name to have meaning.


  “A pretty name. Is she pretty?” It was a question any mother might ask a son when he expressed interest in a girl.


  “Yes. Very.”


  “There’s an old custom in Syre - it isn’t practiced here, of course - that when a man saves the life of a woman, she must marry him, even if he’s already married. The bond of salvation is greater than any other. That’s why there are some men in Syre who have two wives, and some women who have two husbands.”


  Was that a hint at another strand of Kara’s tangled past? Sorial couldn’t decide whether his mother was trying to tell him something or making idle conversation. It was frustrating. “We can be thankful this ain’t Syre. A duke would never let his daughter marry a commoner. Besides, my part ain’t what people say it was. I didn’t save her life. I helped her after she was attacked. If anyone saved her, it was her guardian.”


  “I wonder if you don’t underestimate your importance,” mused Kara.


  “Mother, I didn’t come here to talk about whether or not I saved Alicia. I thought that perhaps on this day, now that I’ve reached my Maturity, you might be willing to tell me some things ’bout who I am.”


  Kara let out a heartfelt sigh. He knew that wasn’t a good sign. Perhaps he was rushing but patience wasn’t one of his defining characteristics. “Sorial, your Maturity is only one of several things that must come to pass. As much as I long to lift your uncertainty, to do so would undo a goal a great many people have worked toward. There will come a time when I can answer your questions, but it isn’t today. Who your father was and why you were conceived… these are secrets of the past. You don’t need to know them now. For the time being, live your life as it leads you. You’re Sorial, my blood and the child I carried under my heart for three seasons. Let that be enough for the moment. When you need to be more, you’ll know it.”


  Frustration boiled within Sorial. “You speak like a seer.”


  “Syrenes are said to be naturally cryptic. It’s in our nature.” This was accompanied by a mirthless chuckle. “I wish I could be straightforward.”


  “I deserve to know. This is my life.”


  “Yes it is. And I’m trying to preserve it,” Kara replied calmly. “I’m keeping you from acting in a foolhardy way with information you’re not ready for. I know you’re angry and frustrated and may not want to see me again. If that’s the punishment I have to endure for keeping these secrets, I’ll serve the sentence. It wouldn’t be the first time I’ve had to suffer for the path I’ve chosen. But I’ll do what’s necessary to give you the best chance to survive and succeed, even if it drives a wedge between us.”


  “Maybe I should find Lamanar. Maybe he’ll answer some of the questions you won’t.” He doubted such a conversation would be fruitful or even that he would pursue it. But if the threat would loosen Kara’s tongue…


  “Lamanar has made peace with his role in this. You would gain no satisfaction from him. It would only upset and anger you both.”


  “And Warburm?”


  Kara smiled, although the underlying bitterness turned it into a grimace. “You’re welcome to try. You’d have better success getting ale from a water well. You know him. He’ll scoff and send you back to your chores.”


  “Is he my father?” Sorial didn’t think it likely, but it was a possibility he had considered. It would explain a few things.


  Kara looked shocked. “Whatever gave you that idea? Of course not. It’s absurd.”


  “There’s something between you two. If not my father, then…” He started to think aloud, gauging Kara’s reaction to his words. “You, Lamanar, and him knew each other afore you came to Vantok. You’re hiding me from someone. My real father? He needs or wants me for something and you don’t want him to have me. And it all has something to do with those secret meetings Warburm has with the nobles and foreigners and priests.”


  By the way the color drained from Kara’s face, Sorial knew at least some of his guesses - blind shots though they had been - were close to the truth. All she did, however, was rise and kneel beside him to offer him the ritual Maturity salute of three kisses - one on each cheek and one on the forehead. “Your intuition does you credit, but these are dangerous thoughts. Have patience, Sorial.” It was the last word she would say on the matter and, from that point, the conversation stagnated. They spoke as they had on his last two visits - about the weather, the state of farming, and whether the house would ever be properly repaired: things of no consequence that neither of them cared about.


  Within an hour he was gone, heading to The Delicious Dancer to see if Rexall was ready. Kara waited a decent interval after his departure before starting the trek into town, headed for The Wayfarer’s Comfort. A conversation with Warburm about serious matters was long overdue.


  * * *


  Much to Sorial’s surprise, Rexall wasn’t doing anything. Having finished his chores, which he accomplished as usual by exerting minimum effort, he was lying on a bale of straw taking a nap. When Sorial suggested a trip to the river for a swim in the sweltering afternoon heat, Rexall disappeared inside the inn to arrange a break with his employer.


  Less than a half-hour later, they were floating on their backs in the water. Sorial had hoped to meet Alicia on the banks, but there was no sign of her or any member of her household.


  “It’s a good thing you saved the duke’s daughter. There ain’t nothin’ sweeter than being able to swim in a place like this without having to worry about being chased off by guards,” said Rexall.


  “I thought that was part of the attraction for you - the danger of doing something you ain’t supposed to be doing.”


  The only response was a grunt.


  “It would’ve been nice if she’d been here, though. I ain’t seen her since that night.”


  Something in Sorial’s tone caught Rexall’s attention. “Were you two… you know…? On the sly, without the duke’s knowing?”


  “No.” Sorial objected a little too quickly. “I mean, we met a few times afore when she came to the inn with her father and she caught me once when I was swimming here. She didn’t call the guards or nothing.”


  “I’ve seen her. Skinny little thing. Short too. I suppose she’s pretty enough but not really my type. No tits - just nibbles. Not like that Annie.” He paused, then added, “Speaking of which, has she given you your present yet?”


  “Not yet but she said something about it when I ran into her this morning.”


  “That’ll be a night to remember. I wish my first time had been with Annie. Hell, I wish any of my times had been with her.”


  Sorial fell silent, his imagination conjuring up delicious possibilities for what awaited him after Annie’s shift was over.


  “If you really want to see your titless princess, though, why don’t you stop by the house when you’re done swimming. From what you said, you’ll be welcome. The duke’s men ain’t gonna turn away their mistress’ savior.”


  “I don’t know. It wouldn’t feel right, me going there.”


  “I’d go with you, but I don’t think they’d be as nice to me. I’m just a lowly rogue. Better for you if I don’t fuck your reputation by being seen with you.”


  “I told you. The duke…”


  “…ain’t like that. I know. Face it, Sor, he’s a noble. They’re all like that. Some of ’em do a better job of hiding it than others. He’s been nice to you, which is great, and now he owes you. But he’ll turn on you if you cross whatever invisible line of propriety he’s got drawn in his mind - and that would mean doing anything beyond talking primly and properly with his prim and proper only daughter.”


  “I think I’ll go there when we’re done,” decided Sorial.


  “Good. I have to get back anyway. The lord and master of the inn gave me an hour, not the entire afternoon. I’ll see you this evening. If, that is,” he added with a chuckle, “You can fit me in between your girlfriends.”


  * * *


  Sorial was about a hundred paces from the front door to Duke Carannan’s mansion when he was intercepted by two gruff looking guards. He realized he probably didn’t make a good impression with his hair still dripping water and his clothing damp, but their features relaxed when he told them who he was. One went to inform His Grace while the other remained with Sorial.


  This was the first time Sorial had seen Alicia’s house up close. It was immense, bigger even than The Wayfarer’s Comfort with possibly thirty rooms over three floors. Many of the front-facing chambers had tall, thin windows, although they were shuttered against the afternoon heat. The walls were as white as alabaster and as smooth as glass, reflecting the sun in a dazzling display of brightness. Staring at them forced Sorial to squint. He didn’t know enough about stone to guess at the material. The roof was made of overlapping red clay tiles and the front door was a sturdy iron-bound wood. The gardens surrounding the house had once been artfully laid out but they had withered and faded with the heat and drought. Only the heartiest plants - mostly weeds - survived, and even they didn’t thrive. A fountain had run dry. Several statues of impossibly endowed nude men and women lined the cobbled walkway that led from the guards’ position, where Sorial now stood, to the front door.


  This was perhaps the plainest noble’s house Sorial had glimpsed. Most members of the landed class liked to show off their wealth by building lavish homes that looked more like temples than houses. Absent from Carannan’s mansion were a columned front porch, frescos adorning the walls, and frozen gargoyles or other macabre creatures standing watch from the ramparts. This was no monument to excess.


  Sorial looked toward the door and saw the duke walking briskly in his direction, the guard trailing him by two or three paces. He was dressed less formally than Sorial was used to seeing him, wearing a loose fitting shirt and overalls. His hair was tousled and sweat stained the underarms of the shirt. His face wore a welcoming smile.


  “Good Maturity, Sorial,” he said by way of greeting.


  As his hand joined the duke’s in a mutually firm grip, his face registered surprise that Carannan knew the significance of the day to him.


  The duke chuckled. “Warburm told me some weeks ago. This day has been weighing on his mind for some time. Even though he managed to secure your services for another year, he’s beginning to fret what will happen to his stable when you move on, likely sooner rather than later now that you’re no longer beholden to him.”


  “I’ve thought of traveling,” ventured Sorial.


  “Of course you have! Every young man’s fancy, to see the world. I know it was mine when I was your age. Not that it will be an easy task if this weather persists. I suppose you’re here to see Alicia. It’s saved her a trip. She has a gift and intended to travel into town later to give it to you.”


  “I wondered why I haven’t seen her since… that night. Is she okay?”


  “Yes,” said Carannan. “Thanks to you. But she’s embarrassed. Mortified that you saw her like that. Alicia has always been a headstrong girl and it galls her to think she had to run to a stableboy for help. I told her you wouldn’t think any less of her for it, but she won’t listen. That’s how women are. They don’t think about things the same way we men do. Once you’re married, you’ll learn the hard way. Keeps life interesting, though.” He winked.


  Sorial was baffled by the informality and he could tell by the guards’ expressions that they were too. Here was he, a lowly stableboy, being addressed as an equal by one of the most powerful men in the city. During their previous encounters at the inn, Carannan had been cordial, but there had always existed a clear separation of class.


  “Come inside,” invited the duke. “Alicia will be pleased to see you, even if she won’t admit it.”


  A quarter of an hour later, Sorial was sitting alone in a cozy receiving room, awaiting Alicia’s attendance. Even the illusion of coolness suggested by the abundance of light blue couldn’t dispel the unpleasant stuffiness of the chamber. The walls were adorned with tapestries that depicted waterscapes. The drawn drapes were the color of the clear sky. The plush carpeting was a darker hue, as were the overstuffed cushions of the padded chair in which Sorial sat.


  “So you’re a man now, stableboy.”


  At the sound of Alicia’s voice, Sorial rose. She had slipped into the room behind him, entering through a side door.


  She was dressed in a simple blue frock that seemed designed to match the room’s décor and her feet were unshod. Her blond hair hung loosely, framing her face as it spilled over her shoulders. Even Sorial’s untrained eye didn’t miss the traces of rouge on her cheeks and lips. He wondered if he kissed her now whether the color would smear onto his own mouth. Not that such a thing was going to happen…


  “You’ve grown a lot since we first met.” She moved toward him, her hands behind her back, concealing something. “Hopefully, all of you has grown equally. Not that what I saw that day at the river made it appear anything was… underdeveloped.”


  Sorial wondered if his face was coloring. “I see you’ve recovered, M’lady.”


  “Obviously. I wasn’t hurt, though. It was Vagrum who took the beating.”


  “How is he?”


  “Grumpy. He’s my shadow. Everyone’s being excessively careful… paranoia and hysteria. I can’t even go to the river unaccompanied. I’m stuck here.”


  Sorial looked around. “That don’t seem so bad.”


  “Compared to a mouse-infested stable, perhaps not. But a prison is a prison, stableboy, no matter how comfortable it may seem. Don’t forget that. Anyway, you have my thanks for that night, but it’s something I’ve put behind me.”


  “I’m glad there ain’t no lasting effects.” He didn’t necessarily believe her but he was mindful of Carannan’s words.


  “As a token of my thanks and in honor of your reaching Maturity, please accept this.” The words sounded formal, as if they were rehearsed. She revealed what she was hiding behind her back by offering a dagger to him hilt-first.


  It didn’t take a trained eye to mark this as a singular weapon, far superior to the one he already possessed. The style was simple, as might befit one of his class, but it was a first-rate blade - strong and sharp. It was the length of his forearm and as wide at its widest point as two of his fingers. One edge was smooth, the other serrated. It could kill, cleanly and quickly, if wielded by someone with skill. He stared at it in awe.


  “Boys and blades,” noted Alicia. “You’re all the same. It was Daddy’s idea. He commissioned the best blacksmith in the city to make it and it probably cost more than you’ll earn in your lifetime.” She paused before adding, “You’d better take this too, or you’ll cut yourself.” In her other hand, she held a worn leather scabbard. “And don’t use it to skewer your dinner with. It’s not a table knife.”


  Sorial turned the dagger over in his hands, feeling its weight. It was surprisingly light. There was no comparison between this weapon and the one given to him by the stranger. That was a competent, well-honed blade; this was a masterpiece.


  “Thank you, M’lady. I don’t know what to say.”


  Alicia shrugged, although Sorial could tell by her concealed smile that she was pleased by his reaction. “Thank Daddy. It’s really his gift. I’m just the messenger. If it had been up to me, we would have given you some coins to spend as you saw fit in the market. Maybe I could have gone with you and gotten a few bargains. I doubt your haggling has improved since you demonstrated it to me all those years ago.”


  They continued idly chatting for a while, with Alicia trying to bait Sorial into a verbal sparring match. She seemed almost desperate to return their relationship, such as it was, to where it had been before the night of the assault: light, breezy, and inconsequential. However, he was so entranced by his gift that his responses were muted and she eventually gave up in disgust.


  After nearly an hour sitting awkwardly in a chamber whose opulence dwarfed anything he had previously experienced, he decided it was time to be on his way. The room was uncomfortably close and he was eager to get into the open air, even though it wouldn’t be cooler; only Alicia’s company had kept him here this long.


  As he rose to leave, she approached him, stood on tip-toe, and gave him the Maturity salute - a kiss on the left cheek, a kiss on the right cheek, a kiss on the forehead. Or at least that’s what it was supposed to be. Alicia improvised, letting her warm breath tease the hair follicles on his left cheek before brushing her lips across the skin. She repeated the process with his right cheek. Finally, after only a moment’s hesitation, she concluded not with his forehead but with his lips - long, lingering, and unquestionably arousing, at least for Sorial. Her arms snaked around his torso and she pushed her body tightly against his. He didn’t know if she was aware of the effect she was having on him, although he suspected she couldn’t miss the telltale signs.


  She stepped back with a saucy smile. Her green eyes were bright with something he had never before seen there. “Happy Maturity, stableboy.”


  After leaving the house, he encountered the duke on the path back to the main road.


  “I see you got it.” He indicated the sheathed knife Sorial was carrying. “I’m sure my daughter relished giving it to you. She’s been talking of nothing else all week. It’s a nice piece of work. Hopefully, it’ll serve you well.”


  “Thank you, Your Grace. Your daughter said you chose the blade. I’m grateful.”


  “Me? Alicia gives credit where it isn’t due. This is her gift. It’s true I made a few suggestions, but she gave the blacksmith his instructions and paid for it using her own coin. I suggested something a little more modest but she would have none of it.”


  “I… must have misunderstood,” said Sorial, although he knew he hadn’t.


  “Modesty from Alicia,” murmured the duke. “I didn’t think my daughter had a shy streak in her. Perhaps the gods are still working miracles. Anyway, add my wishes to Alicia’s gift. Happy Maturity, Sorial. I’ll drink to your health tonight.”


  Carannan wasn’t the only one drinking to Sorial’s health that night and when eight or nine rounds had been consumed and Rexall stumbled out of The Wayfarer’s Comfort’s common room to head home to his bed, Sorial’s view of the place was spinning.


  “Happy Maturity, Sor,” purred a voice to Sorial’s right.


  He groggily tried to focus. Eventually, Annie’s smiling features swam into view, accompanied by an enticing view down her loose blouse. He hiccupped. “Thanks. Wassabout my present?”


  She observed him critically. “Somehow, I don’t think you’d get the full benefit of it tonight. You may have overcelebrated. From experience, I can guarantee you’re going to have a very bad day tomorrow, and you probably won’t remember anything after Warburm gave you that free fifth round.”


  “No present?” pouted Sorial.


  “Not tonight, Sor. I want you to be in a state where you’ll enjoy it. Don’t worry, you’ll get what’s coming to you. Now let’s get you upstairs and into bed.”


  To accomplish that feat, Annie practically had to carry Sorial, even though he outweighed her by a half. She was an expert at this sort of thing, having done it numerous times before with inebriated guests. She dumped Sorial, by now nearly unconscious, on his bed and divested him of his boots. She went to leave, then changed her mind. Even if Sorial wasn’t up to his initiation into manhood, there was no reason for her to spend the night alone.


  She removed her work clothing but left on her shift then lay down next to him. It wasn’t a large bed, but by molding her body to his, she was able to arrange things so there was enough room. They fell asleep that way.


  Thus ended Sorial’s day of Maturity. When he awoke the next morning with a splitting headache and noticed that Annie was sharing his bed, he was sure he had missed something very important.


  CHAPTER TEN: THE PRELATE’S SPECULATION


  If Azarak hadn’t been a man of honor, he would have abdicated his position as king of Vantok and ceded control to his hand-picked successor. Under normal circumstances, the necessities of governing never disturbed Azarak, but he was aware that the city, and perhaps the entire world, stood on the brink of an abyss. He didn’t want to be accountable for the deaths of hundreds or thousands of his subjects. Better to let someone less burdened by personal grief take that responsibility. Yet there was too much honor in Azarak to allow him to traverse such a cowardly route. When he had accepted the crown in the midst of the pomp of his coronation, he had promised to respect what it represented to the day of his death, and for better or worse, his body hadn’t breathed its last.


  Ruling the city during this time when nothing was normal was an ordeal, and none of his advisors were better prepared than he was to cope with the circumstances. Commoners were robbed, beaten, murdered almost daily and it was difficult to apprehend the culprits. Eight weeks earlier, Duke Carannan’s daughter had been set upon in an open street. There were reports like that every day. Much as Azarak disliked the idea, he realized the time was fast approaching when he would have to conscript able-bodied men into the Watch to increase its numbers. Order had to be restored or there was no hope.


  It had been nearly two years since Azarak had received the elf ambassador and he still had no answer to the request she had made of him, nor had she returned to press the matter. Yet every day he delayed making the decision brought the reckoning that much closer. Although the subject had weighed heavily on his mind for these past seasons, he had spoken to no one about it except his chancellor, and then rarely. The time had come to broach the matter with Ferguson. He wasn’t looking forward to that conversation but recognized it could no longer be delayed. It was too serious a matter and he had already put it off for too long.


  It seemed there was no good resolution to the situation. If Azarak acceded to the request, he would be forced to raise and train an army - an expensive proposition that could bankrupt the city and result in his ouster from power when the royal coffers ran dry. If war didn’t come, Azarak would lose the throne and perhaps his head. Yet, if he refused the elves and a threat emerged from the Deep South, Vantok would face the danger unprepared. Azarak wished he possessed the decisiveness of the kings of legend but he found himself delaying and wavering, hoping something would occur to force the decision. Yet nothing stirred in The Forbidden Lands - or so said the few scouts Azarak had sent on exploratory missions. They saw signs of nothing other than a mountainous, largely uninhabited wasteland. No elves. Only nomadic human tribes, snakes and scorpions.


  This afternoon’s public audience had been tedious since nearly every complainant coming before the throne was embroiled in a dispute over water rights or access to the river. After handling a dozen of these cases, Azarak cut short the audience and retreated to his sitting room for a moment’s peace and a goblet of chilled wine, his patience strained to the breaking point. The beginnings of a headache throbbed between his temples, but such migraines had been a constant companion recently. With all the larger issues looming, he didn’t have time to adjudicate disputes over who had the better claim to a patch of land next to the city’s main waterway.


  “Shall I reduce Your Majesty’s public appearances to twice a week?” Toranim entered the room quietly, shutting the door behind him. He handed Azarak a small pouch filled with a powdery substance effective at muting the headaches.


  “No.” The king sighed, dumping the medicine into his drink. “It’s just a bad day today. My mind is elsewhere. There are times when all these petty rulings seem pointless.”


  “Yet to the people, they’re everything. They don’t see the bigger picture; all they see is how events twist their small world. Concerns about getting clean drinking water trump worries about a war that may or may not happen in the years to come. So they look to you.”


  “Sometimes I think you’re my conscience.”


  Toranim chuckled. “Hardly that. I’d make a poor conscience for anyone, myself included. I indulge too many pleasures of the flesh.”


  “The day you’re guilty of indulgence, my friend, is the day I take another wife.”


  Azarak shrugged out of the heavy robes of state and donned a lighter cotton tunic. He had to remember to have the palace seamstress fashion less cumbersome garments. The current ones had been designed for a climate when it was cold at least some of the time. In the Summer heat, he was sweating off more weight than he could replenish with a full meal and two mugs of ale.


  “I’ll be in the library,” announced the king.


  Unsurprised, Toranim nodded his acknowledgment.


  For more than a year, Azarak had spent nearly every free hour sitting at the single reading table in the royal library, surrounded by piles of rolled and bound parchments. The room contained the greatest collection of written works in Vantok, exceeding even what was available in the temple. The library was a repository of literary wealth - everything from the histories and philosophies of men dead for two millennia to the fictions that had become popular less than a century ago when writing became seen as a respectable pastime for those who were suited to, but didn’t enter, the priesthood.


  Azarak confined his studies to three areas: elves, prophesies, and wizards. The more he read, the more convinced he became that the world might be on the brink of some great change, although he didn’t yet know whether to accept Eylene’s explanation. By their nature, the words of augers and mystics were couched in riddles, open to multiple interpretations. The art of prediction was so inexact that those practicing it couldn’t afford to be specific.


  Azarak’s readings about wizards were enlightening. Those men once had walked the lands in actuality and weren’t merely part of ancient legends or tied to long-held traditions, such as Vantok’s persistence in naming one young woman of each generation as the “Wizard’s Bride.” They had been revered - even worshipped - because of their great powers. Wizards, however, were more apt to consider magic a curse than a blessing because the usage of their abilities ate away at their flesh, leaving them twisted and weak. Few lived to an old age. Most died before they saw thirty years, their bodies desiccated and broken. Once used, magic was said to be an addiction whose application couldn’t be slowed or stopped. The greatest wizard of all time, the feared and revered Malbranche, had vanished two days short of his thirty-fifth birthday. No one knew what had happened to him but there were stories aplenty, few of which Azarak considered plausible.


  Then, some 900 years ago, the magic died. No more men were born with the innate capacity to channel the energy. All who underwent the trial to activate their powers perished. People became so frightened of the sacred portals that they destroyed them. It was said that the gods removed magic from the world because men had begun to do more honor to wizards than to them. Was it possible that, upon their deaths, they had re-instated magic as a parting gift? Eylene had counseled against such a belief, calling it superstitious. There was sense in that advice, but what if the unnatural heat plaguing Vantok was magical in nature? The more he studied wizards, the more intrigued Azarak became by them. Despite Eylene’s warning, he wasn’t eager to summarily dismiss the possibility of magic’s return.


  Azarak had never been a scholar, as a boy preferring weapons training to studious pursuits. Consequently, his perusal of the ancient scrolls, many crumbling with age and nearly indecipherable, often led to frustration. The repeated use of the term “Otherverse” was one example of a cryptic word or phrase; he encountered it dozens of times but had no understanding of its meaning. But there were times when he experienced a flash of insight, as if the documents chose to reveal something to him. It was never sufficiently definitive to offer the king a solution to his most pressing dilemma, but it kept him from giving up his quest for hidden knowledge.


  The time had come to bring the matter before the prelate. Although Ferguson’s public stance hadn’t wavered, Azarak was certain the high priest’s personal faith in the everlasting favor of the gods would be found wanting. He knew more than he had revealed and the king wondered whether, faced with Eylene’s pronouncement, Ferguson might be prompted to provide additional insight.


  Less than an hour after entering the library, the king emerged, sought out Toranim, and ordered his carriage to be brought.


  “Where are we going?” asked the puzzled chancellor.


  “The temple. It’s time we paid our respects to the gods and their chosen representative among men.”


  * * *


  Vantok’s temple was the most grand structure in the whole of the city. Towering high above all other buildings, even the palace, it was a destination that attracted tourists from across the continent. Pilgrims from as far away as Andel and Syre came to the city to admire what was claimed by some to be the pinnacle of human architecture.


  The walls were formed from interlocked blocks of white marble and black obsidian, the colors alternating to suggest a balance between light and darkness. Of the four giant steeples topping the edifice, two were white and two were black. They surrounded a translucent golden dome that formed the ceiling of the main worship hall. The high-set windows, of which there were many, were circular panes of colored glass - blue for air, green for water, red for fire, and umber for earth. Each block of marble or obsidian depicted a scene out of mythology. The walls of the temple told the entire history of the gods and their interaction with men. Even in an era when religion was losing its importance in the day-to-day lives of Vantok’s citizens, no one approached the temple with anything less than reverence. Its appearance encouraged humility, if not necessarily piety.


  The king arrived with minimal ceremony, but his emergence from the palace had generated enough interest that word of his approach preceded him to the temple. Flanked by two dozen of the palace militia, he was met at the gilded double-door main entrance by the prelate himself, dressed in full ecclesiastical regalia. Wearing the robes of state and the crown of Vantok, Azarak dismounted and inclined his head in respect. The gesture was reciprocated. Then, with the growing throng gaping, for this was the first time since the death of his wife the king had visited the temple, the two most important men in the city vanished inside, followed by various aides and guards.


  Thirty minutes later, Azarak, Toranim, and Ferguson gathered in the Prelate’s private study. The form and function displayed in public, as well as the bulky robes and uncomfortable accoutrements of rank, were cast off.


  “Your visit surprises me, Your Majesty,” began Ferguson after they were seated in upholstered chairs around a circular wooden table with a map of Vantok carved into its surface. His tone was neutral, not indicating whether the surprise was a welcome one.


  “You’ve come to the palace often enough, Your Eminence. I thought it was past time for me to return the honor. A conversation between the two of us is overdue. Since we last spoke, the grim predictions of your augers have borne fruit.”


  “For all that I might wish you were incorrect, Your Majesty, you are not. But if you’ve come seeking additional wisdom about the future, I am afraid there’s little I can offer. The augers have been silent for more than a year now.”


  “You mistake the meaning of my visit. I haven’t come to ask about the future but to reveal it.”


  The prelate’s reaction was characteristically impassive, as if he had expected such a pronouncement. “Very well,” said Ferguson, one eyebrow lifting.


  “Some time ago, I received a most unusual visit for a late night audience at the palace. She came and left in secrecy. She identified herself as an elf, ‘Eylene of the Farthan tribe,’ and her appearance was consistent with what we know of the elves from historical descriptions and paintings. She offered her people’s insight into our current situation and what may be to come. Unwilling to take her claims on faith, I began a systematic program of research that has kept me sequestered in the royal library for long hours. Although my studies haven’t enabled me to verify her statements, I’m convinced the peril she hinted at may be real.”


  “A most unexpected development indeed. I shall, of course, rely on your identification of this ambassador as an elf. It doesn’t seem as unlikely to me as it might to others; I have long doubted their rumored extinction even though they have absented themselves from human congress for centuries. Of greater interest is that they have chosen this time to reveal themselves.”


  “Then you believe her to be legitimate?”


  “I didn’t meet her, Your Majesty, so I cannot say for certain. But why would anyone go to the trouble of impersonating an elf? What would be the point and purpose?”


  Azarak had considered this argument and, despite the seeming unlikelihood that a creature of children’s stories had walked into the palace and requested an audience, he had decided to accept Eylene as what she claimed to be unless evidence to the contrary could be produced. Her motives, however, were inscrutable. There almost certainly was a purpose to her visit beyond inquiring about a potential alliance and warning him about a threat to the south.


  “What information did the ambassador offer?” Ferguson’s voice betrayed only a mild curiosity.


  “She said the gods haven’t abandoned us, at least not in the traditional sense. They’re dead.”


  Ferguson’s reaction wasn’t what Azarak might have predicted from the highest religious authority in the city. He showed neither outrage nor shock at the blasphemous statement. Instead, his expression was serene and perhaps a little speculative.


  “I have held this suspicion this for some time now,” said Ferguson after a lengthy pause. “The evidence has been building over the years. This isn’t a sudden thing. All the high ranking priests across the land fear the same thing. The communion we enjoyed with the gods is gone. It has been thus for two decades. There’s no sense of any living presence at the other end when we pray or meditate. Even abandonment wouldn’t yield such a bereft feeling. You’ll agree, I’m sure, that this information should not be disseminated outside this room. The impact on public morale…”


  “The public already suspects…” began Toranim, speaking for the first time.


  “Suspicion is a very different thing from knowledge,” said Ferguson curtly, as if irritated that someone other than the king had possessed the effrontery to address him directly.


  “I know this must be difficult, Your Eminence…” began Azarak.


  “Your sympathy is unnecessary, Your Majesty. It has taken many hours of soul-searching and meditation, but I have long since made peace with my loss. My calling demands that I minister to my people in this time of crisis. Their faith must not waver.”


  “Faith in dead gods?” Toranim was incredulous.


  “Yes. And in the precarious balance upon which the future rests. If it’s faith that holds the chaos at bay, then I will nurture that faith. People have a need to believe. It’s bred within them. Take that away and you rob their lives of meaning. Outside this room, to speak of such things would be branded as heresy.”


  “Even if they’re true?” asked Toranim.


  “Truth, my dear chancellor, is a flexible concept. If the gods don’t exist, we must invent them. Fact or fiction is ultimately irrelevant. Religion is the only force that will keep man’s base nature from rising to the fore. People will believe because they want to believe, not because the thing they believe in is rational or can be proven to exist. That is, after all, what faith means.”


  Azarak decided that now was not the time for a theological argument. “So you think there’s merit in the ambassador’s counsel?”


  “Elves were said to enjoy a closer relationship with the gods than humans. They would likely know before us if the gods are no more. What else did she say?”


  “She mentioned an alliance. She wanted to know if Vantok would join its military might to that of the Farthan if a threat rose in the south.”


  “If or when?”


  “She indicated it was only a matter of time before there was movement against Vantok. She mentioned ‘the forces of fire.’”


  “You are aware, Your Majesty, that most human cities would balk at such an alliance? In our modern world, the elves are at best a curiosity and building armies to go to war alongside them wouldn’t merit serious consideration. A public declaration along those lines would at best result in your sanity being questioned. At worst, it could lead to your ouster from the throne.”


  Azarak nodded. Were it not for the damnable heat, he would have long since dismissed Eylene as a relic of the past. But the situation was too precarious for such a convenient luxury.


  “Your Majesty, regardless of whether you intend to pursue an alliance with the elves, the path forward is clear. An army must be raised. Conscription will be necessary and it won’t be popular, especially in times such as these.”


  “I haven’t made a decision, Your Eminence.” Azarak was irritated at the presumption.


  “Of course you have,” scoffed Ferguson. “You’ll go through all the motions of agonizing over the choice, then arrive at the obvious solution. If a force antagonistic to the cities is building somewhere deep within The Forbidden Lands, we have a responsibility as leaders to be prepared.”


  “And if it’s not true, I bankrupt my city and lose my crown.”


  The prelate shrugged. “Pray it’s false. Better a bankrupt city and a new king than the kind of war that represents the alternative.”


  Put that way, it was a sobering thought. “Perhaps you’re right. Perhaps the decision is predestined,” acknowledged Azarak. “The question becomes how to do it without alarming the population.”


  “That much is simple. Arrange for conscription cycles for all men between Maturity and twice that age. Six weeks training followed by twelve weeks off then six weeks service, and so on. Exemptions for farmers during Planting and Harvest. The stated goal will be to stiffen the Watch to stamp out lawlessness. The reality is building a fighting force that can be mobilized quickly.”


  “It’s workable, Your Majesty.” Toranim was impressed almost against his will. “You’ve been considering plans to expand the Watch. This has added benefits.”


  Azarak nodded thoughtfully. “Do what’s necessary to get it underway,” said the king to his chancellor. “But wait until the worst of the heat is over. Anyone currently in the Watch or in a private militia will be exempt, as well as the farmers.”


  “What have your scouts reported?” asked Ferguson.


  “What scouts?”


  “The ones you presumably sent to The Forbidden Lands.”


  “Nothing. They haven’t gone deep into the territory, but they’ve found nothing out of the ordinary in the northern mountains.”


  “Forgive me for being indelicate, Your Majesty, but there’s also the matter of securing the succession of Vantok. If there’s to be a war, you need to find a suitable wife, bed her, and impregnate her. Your hand-picked choice of a popular crown prince is admirable and workable in times of peace but, should it come to an armed conflict, a blood heir will be necessary to keep uneasy political alliances from fracturing. Should you die in battle, only the existence of a son or daughter of your body will keep civil war at bay.”


  Azarak didn’t reply because he disliked facing the obvious truth of Ferguson’s analysis. Having a named crown prince was only an interim solution. Remarriage was no longer an option; it was a necessity.


  Ferguson frowned. “You have as much duty to your people in the bedroom as on the battlefield, although I don’t mean to equate the two.”


  Uncomfortable about the subject, Azarak changed it. “Ambassador Eylene mentioned something else, something curious. She hinted there are those among humans who might seek to resurrect the ancient ways of wizard selection, but that embarking upon such a path would be ‘an act of desperation’ and ‘madness.’”


  Ferguson’s normally imperturbable features showed a flash of anger. “She is presumptuous and speaks from a position of ignorance and jealousy. Millennia ago, a rift developed between men and elves because the gods granted the gift of Otherverse magic to humans but not to the older races. The resentment faded only after the gift was withdrawn. Assuming the gods knew their end was near, they would provide for their creations. The best way would be to open pathways to the ancient powers; when the wizards were in their ascendancy, balance existed without the gods needing to interfere.”


  “So you’re a believer, then? You think another era of magic is upon us?” No matter how highly placed or well regarded they may be… Eylene had been speaking of Ferguson. How had she known?


  “I wouldn’t discount it. The difficulty may be finding likely candidates. If you’d permit me, Your Majesty, this is an area in which I may be able to provide assistance. The temple has a vast selection of genealogical records and we may be able to trace the bloodlines of some of the most powerful wizards of old. It’s well known there’s a strong hereditary component to the use of magic.”


  Azarak nodded, grateful to be able to delegate something. Whether or not he believed in the potential revival of wizards, there seemed to be little harm in preparing for the possibility, Eylene’s warning notwithstanding.


  “In a sense, it’s fortunate that this city, alone among all, still fills the honorary position of The Wizard’s Bride. This tradition, which has been the bane of one girl of every generation for centuries, may allow Vantok to offer an enticement that none of the other cities can match. Power, position, and a noble wife - all for a simple declaration of allegiance.”


  “I almost abolished the position at the request of my late queen. Allowing a woman to grow old waiting for someone who won’t come… It seemed cruel and arbitrary.”


  “No longer?”


  “Perhaps. Toranim, who is the current Wizard’s Bride?”


  “Lady Lavella of the family Darmania. One of the city’s most attractive women, although a little old for her position. She’s thirty years of age.”


  “Perhaps Lady Lavella will become the first Bride in 900 years to find her bridegroom.”


  Later that evening, Azarak and Toranim sat in the king’s quarters, enjoying their nightly tankard of ale. It was sweltering inside but, even with the sun having set, things were hotter without, so the windows remained closed and shuttered. Hopefully by midnight, the king would be able to open them and allow a cool breeze to circulate.


  “So the die is cast,” commented Toranim after a lengthy silence.


  “Indeed. I hope I haven’t doomed this city to a future of poverty and strife.”


  “As the prelate argued, you have no choice.”


  “About many things. We need to arrange this long-delayed meeting with the Princess of Obis to determine her suitability. Myselene is said to be attractive, intelligent, and attentive. By all accounts, she would make a fine wife, at least when she achieves Maturity.”


  “Which is in less than two seasons. Obis can bring more to a marriage than a breeder of royal princes and princesses.”


  Azarak nodded. “If it comes to war, it’s not only the elves who will need allies. No one among the human nations is more skilled at war than the king of Obis. If his daughter is Vantok’s queen and his grandchild is destined to sit upon Vantok’s throne, it’s fair to assume he would march.” Then again, King Rangarak wasn’t known for rationality or consistency.


  “Distance and geography would be the enemy of a quick response. Widow’s Pass is the reason there’s never been a sustained or serious war between the North and the South.”


  “All the more reason to make our own preparations. Still, having an intimate relationship with the King of Obis can’t hurt.” Azarak reflected that this was how royal marriages were supposed to be arranged. The bride was largely irrelevant. What mattered was what she could bring to the union - men, gold, alliances. Those were the important things. Whether she was fair or homely, thin or fat, intelligent or stupid made little difference when it came down to the primary use he would make of her person.


  “So, while Ferguson searches his bloodlines and the Watch begins training unskilled peasants in the art of war, what do we do?”


  “That which is hardest for men of action to do in the face of impending disaster,” said Azarak. “We wait.”


  CHAPTER ELEVEN: ANNIE


  Sorial recognized a good thing when he found it. The past few weeks had been the most fulfilling of his life. His relationship with Annie, which began as a night of hedonistic bliss, had developed into something more substantive. In what was a surprise to Sorial, she seemed as taken with him as he was with her. Since their first coupling, she had spent every night in his room, often staying until first light. Warburm knew about the situation and didn’t seem pleased but the innkeeper made no move to stop the liaison between his stableboy and favorite serving girl. Annie still flirted outrageously with the customers and wore revealing clothing, but the word had gotten around that it was now a “look, don’t touch” situation and not all the regulars were pleased with this development.


  Sorial wasn’t foolish enough to believe he had discovered love with Annie, or she with him, but their situation offered companionship and mutual pleasure: two elusive yet desirable qualities in any relationship. They were sexually compatible, with his stamina and enthusiasm matching hers. They enjoyed each other’s company out of bed; the introduction of a physical element hadn’t impacted their friendship. They were both hard workers who took pride in their jobs. The age difference didn’t bother Sorial. He knew of many couples in which the husband was more than a decade years older than the wife; he didn’t see why it wouldn’t work if the roles were reversed. Admittedly, it was far too early to give serious consideration to marriage. But, with all the unanswered questions about his past, it made sense to think about the future, so the idea occasionally crept unbidden into Sorial’s mind as he lay next to Annie. During those post-orgasmic moments, he could see most clearly a future with this funny, ebullient, outgoing woman. A permanent, stable life with Annie was more realistic than something similar with Alicia - not that he had ever given the latter thought. Age differences were far more easily overcome than class barriers.


  Working in the stable had become less of a chore now that he had something to look forward to at the end of the day. Often, when the sun was high in the sky, Annie would bring him a tankard of beer or ale to slake his thirst. On their mutual days off, they would spend time together at the river, walking the marketplace after twilight when the stalls opened, and having sex for hours while the common room below buzzed with the noise of patrons.


  “Sorial.” Warburm’s voice startled him out of his reverie.


  “Sir?”


  “Finding life at The Wayfarer’s Comfort a wee bit more pleasant since your Maturity?” The innkeeper said this with a smile but Sorial mistrusted the purpose of his visit. Warburm didn’t like the stable and came only when a matter of urgency required his presence. He was here for more than to ask whether his stableboy was happy with his new lot.


  “Aye. It feels different somehow getting paid. Then there’s Annie…”


  Warburm interrupted with a curt gesture. “Yes, I know ’bout you two. You ain’t been hiding it. Don’t get me wrong, Annie be a great girl. For a roll in the hay, you couldn’t do no better. You needed it to keep yer cock from shriveling up. But I’ve noticed it turning to something…serious. She ain’t for you, lad, least not for marrying.”


  Sorial frowned. He hadn’t expected more than token opposition from Warburm. Didn’t the innkeeper recognize Annie as an inducement who could keep Sorial at The Wayfarer’s Comfort beyond the year remaining in his agreement?


  “She be what she be and fidelity ain’t in her nature. She may be with you now but how long’ll that last? She were my mistress for a while, so I know what she can do for a man under the sheets. But after a while, that’ll fade, and then what? So dinna become attached. Treat it like what it should be: a fling. Fuck her for a while. Spread your seed. Then move on.”


  Sorial searched the innkeeper’s face carefully. Was the man speaking as a father figure or an ex-lover?


  “Can’t rightly say what the future holds, Sir. Mayhap you’re right and what we have will fade. But mayhap it won’t. I know Annie’s been with many men in the past, but I think that’s behind her. I think she’s ready for something else. We enjoy bein’ with each other and we’re both hard workers - that’s more’n can be said for many couples. In time, love might grow. For someone like me, she’s probably the best catch I can hope for. And it means I’d keep workin’ for you for a while.” If he hoped the last point might soften the innkeeper’s stance, he was wrong.


  “Think this through carefully, lad,” advised Warburm. “You and Annie - it willna last, mark my words. You be too much of an innocent for her and she be too old for you. By the time you reach twice Maturity, she’ll either be wrinkled or in her grave. She’s done been ill-used by the world and it’ll catch up with her. You need someone closer to your age.”


  “I ain’t gonna propose today or tomorrow.” Warburm was taking this entirely too seriously. Marriage was a thought in the recesses of his mind, not an immediate concern.


  “Thank the gods for that.”


  “But, in time, who knows? Once we’ve been together long enough, if it feels right, I might ask her. And if’n she says yes…” Warburm was no longer his master. His opinion was important to Sorial but it didn’t rule his life. For many years, the innkeeper had been able to tell him what to do and how to do it. No longer. For the first time, Sorial controlled the direction of his future.


  Displeased, Warburm grunted. Before turning to leave, he said, “Just think about my words. I know you’ve had a hard life, Sorial. Don’t make your future as lacking in promise as your past. You be better’n Annie.”


  Less than thirty minutes after Warburm’s visit, Annie appeared with a scowl instead of her customary mug of ale. “What the hell did you say to him?” she demanded without preamble. One hand reached up to brush aside a sweat-soaked lock of hair that had fallen across her forehead. Her eyes blazed with indignation.


  “Say? You mean to Warburm?”


  “Of course I mean to Warburm. ’E just cornered me and told me in so many words to stop fucking you. Either that or consider looking for another position.”


  “He’s jealous.”


  Annie shook her head. “I doubt it. I was his bit on the side for a while but he lost interest. Since then, he ain’t shown any desire to renew things, and there’ve been opportunities. This is something else.”


  “Maybe he’s afraid you’ll get pregnant and he’ll lose his best serving girl.”


  “Maybe, but why talk about throwing me out on my ass? Did you tell him you want to marry me?”


  Sorial squirmed uncomfortably. “I let him think it could happen someday.”


  Annie smiled for the first time since entering the stable. She sidled up next to him and planted a gentle kiss on his lips. Her eyes softened, the fire extinguished. “That’s sweet. Not realistic, but sweet. Let’s give it a season or two before we start thinking beyond what we got now.”


  “What about Warburm?”


  “What ’bout him? I’ll fuck who I damn well please and there ain’t nothing he can do about it. If he fires me, I doubt I’ll have trouble finding another job. I’m the best serving wench in the city. He don’t rule our lives - not mine and not yours either no more.”


  Later that day, as Sorial was mucking out the empty stalls, Duke Carannan rode in. Dismounting, he greeted the stableboy.


  Sorial returned the salutation. “Good day, M’lord. I hope all’s well.”


  Carannan shrugged. “The damned heat’s a problem. And there are other things afoot. I suspect that’s why Warburm wants to see me.”


  An hour later, Carannan left the inn looking less happy than upon his arrival. The storm clouding his features alarmed Sorial. He had never seen the duke so displeased.


  As Sorial was saddling the horse, Carannan spoke. “Bad days, Sorial. I don’t know what the world is coming to. Keep your eyes open. It’s worse out on the streets than ever before. I would have brought Alicia with me but the truth is I’m worried about taking her into the city proper. She wanted to come. She likes you, although she’d never admit it. She’s never had any friends her own age until you.”


  It surprised him that Alicia considered him a “friend.” True, there had been moments of closeness, but they hadn’t met more than a handful of times. Alicia truly must be lonely if their intermittent relationship had elevated him to such a lofty level.


  “Can’t Vagrum keep her safe?”


  “Even with him at her side, I don’t like her going far. I used to think a brute of a man like him was all the protection she’d ever need. I was wrong.” He mounted up then, as he leaned down to hand Sorial a half-dozen brass studs, he said, “She’d love it if you stopped by the house. Next time you get a spare day…”


  “Maybe,” said Sorial noncommittally. Somehow, now that he was with Annie, it didn’t feel right spending time with Alicia.


  “Think it over. You’re always welcome.”


  “M’lord, there was something I wanted to ask… a favor.”


  “Sorial, you know I’m in your debt. Whatever you want.”


  “My girl sometimes comes swimming with me but she and I often ain’t free at the same time so she don’t get to bathe as much as she’d like.”


  “I’ve noticed women like bathing more often than men.”


  “I was wondering if you’d give her leave to go to the stream by herself.”


  “Of course. As long as it’s just her. Who is she?”


  “Her name’s Annie.”


  “Warburm’s serving wench?” Carannan looked impressed. “Well done. She’ll be able to teach you a thing or two, I’d wager.”


  “She already has.”


  This earned a chuckle. “I’ll tell the guards to let her pass. And remember to stop by and see Alicia some time. Bring Annie with you. I’m sure my daughter would love to meet your woman.”


  Sorial wondered if that was true. He supposed it depended on Alicia’s definition of the word “friend.”


  * * *


  That night, Sorial was fast asleep when Annie entered his room. She shut the door quietly behind her, disrobed, then climbed into the small bed beside him. He awoke when he felt her press against his sweat-slickened backside. Even with the tiny window propped open, it was insufferably hot in here; the air was stale and still, unstirred by even the faintest of breezes. Not for the first time, Sorial had considered sleeping outside. That was now a common practice around the city, especially for those whose dwellings had little ventilation. He also wondered about the cellar, but Warburm and his family had set up pallets down there and his presence wouldn’t be welcome.


  “Sorry I snapped at you earlier,” Annie said. Her playful hands began roaming.


  “You’re right. It’s too soon to think ’bout marriage. It’s just that with you I finally found someone I can trust. It ain’t something I’ve had a lot of in my life. You know how my mother and father dumped me here when I was young. Warburm’s been fair but not what you’d call kind. And my only friend is Rexall. You’re the first person who’s cared about me for who I am and not for what they can get from me. I don’t want what we have to go away.”


  “It don’t have to, Sor. But you don’t have to marry me to keep it. I’m saying this for your good, not mine. I couldn’t find a better match, leastaways not a long-term one. Five years from now, I’ll be past my prime with my tits sagging and my ass dragging, and you’ll be looking elsewhere.”


  “People like us get married all the time. There ain’t nothing to stop us - no barriers of class or wealth.”


  “No barrier ’cept age. My looks’ll fade, Sor, and you’ll be left with a fat, wrinkled woman with udders.”


  “You don’t know your charms. It ain’t all about how you look.”


  “Judging by what I have in my hands, I know what I’m capable of.”


  Later, as they lay holding one another, Sorial said, “I spoke to the duke today. He said you could use the river when you’re by yourself.”


  She kissed him soundly on the lips. “Thanks, Sor. I always feel dirtier after the public baths. Now I can get properly clean every morn.”


  “He also wants you to come with me to visit his daughter.”


  “Lady Alicia? Poor thing. I bet she’s a captive in that house. After what happened to her, she’ll never be let out again without the duke’s entire militia watching over her.”


  “Her father said she considers me a friend and it would be nice for me to visit. That’s when he said I could bring you.”


  “I’m sure she’d love seeing you. I ain’t sure she’d feel the same about me.”


  Two weeks later, fate intervened in the matter of a meeting. On a mutual day off, Sorial and Annie decided to go together to the river. Like every other Summer day, it was blisteringly hot. The earth and air were equally parched. The world waited breathlessly for Harvest, when the heat would abate enough to make it bearable outdoors during the daylight hours.


  During their casual stroll along the path that led to Duke Carannan’s estate, Annie remarked, “I been swimming every day but I go in the early morn, just when the sun’s rising. It ain’t so hot then. This walk is brutal at mid-day.”


  “We’re lucky the duke lets us come here. Rexall told me things are getting worse at the public baths and several nobles with property along the river have posted extra guards. A trespasser was shot on Duke Amalzigar’s land two days ago.”


  “Can it get much worse?”


  Sorial didn’t have an answer. If the reason for the heat and drought was what nearly everyone supposed it to be - the disfavor of the gods - then this might be only the beginning. The greatest fear, one that few voiced, was that the wells would begin running dry. Food shortages and heat were problematic but people couldn’t live without water, and what flowed in the river wasn’t safe to drink. People who tried ended up with bad cramps or worse.


  “We could leave,” said Sorial. It wasn’t the first time he had suggested it but this time he meant it. “You and me, I mean. I talk to merchants from the North all the time and they say the weather’s normal in Basingham and Earlford. The heat seems to have settled over Vantok for some reason.”


  “I dunno. I can’t believe this heat’s going to last forever. Things have to get back to normal. And if we was to go on the road together, that’d be a pretty serious commitment. I ain’t sure either of us is ready for that. Even if we wasn’t married, it’d be like we was.”


  Sorial smiled a little shyly. The more he turned over the possibility of being with Annie on a long-term basis, the more it appealed to him. “It makes all the sense in the world to me. We like each other. We have fun. Sure, you’re older but with the way things are going, that may not mean nothing. A priest told me the other day to stop worrying about the future and live for the day. A priest said that.”


  “Your words are like honey, Sor.”


  “Does that mean you’ll consider it?”


  “I’ll think about it. But I ain’t making no promises. Let’s wait and see what things are like in a season or two.” She paused, then pointed to the bank of the river they were approaching. “Look. We got company.” Ahead, a mountain of a man stood on dry land while a girl floated on her back in the water.


  “Good to see you,” said Sorial as Vagrum approached them. “How you doin’?”


  “As always, lad. Gout’s been playing me up but that’s the way it is when ya get older. Take my advice and stay young.” He paused and let his eyes roam over Annie. There was a hint of recognition in them. “Won’t ya introduce me to yer pretty companion?”


  “This is Annie. Annie, this is Lady Alicia’s protector, Vagrum.”


  Annie smiled. “We know each other.”


  “That be the truth,” acknowledged Vagrum. “I wondered if you’d remember me.”


  Facing Sorial, Annie explained, “Vagrum and I had a…dalliance…a number of years ago afore you came to the inn.”


  Sorial nodded. It wasn’t the first time he had encountered one of Annie’s previous lovers. There were quite a few of them and that was something he would have to come to terms with if he was going to have a future with her. Sometimes it bothered him, sometimes not. Everyone had a past, he told himself (although his own was shrouded in mystery). What mattered was the present. She was with him now. Not Warburm. Not Vagrum. Not any of the others. Still, it could be unsettling to think of other men in bed with her.


  At the sound of a throat being cleared, all three turned to find that Alicia had emerged from the water and was standing next to them dripping wet, her swimming costume plastered to her body.


  It had been two years since Sorial had last seen Alicia wearing this little and, in the intervening time, her body had changed. She no longer had the form of a little girl. The outfit emphasized her breasts which, although small, were nicely shaped. Sorial couldn’t help but stare. Annie noticed his gaze and a small smile crept across her features.


  “Good day, Milady,” said Annie, executing a perfect curtsey. “My name’s Annie. I’m a friend of Sorial’s.” An expert at reading body language, she could tell there was something between these two, even if their class difference prevented either from acknowledging it. In Vantok, a permanent liaison between a duke’s daughter and a stableboy was improbable.


  Alicia regarded her speculatively then turned to Sorial. “What does she mean by ‘friend?’”


  Sorial, less astute than Annie, saw no reason for evasion. “We work at the inn, spend time together, and occasionally share a bed.”


  “Cozy,” said Alicia tartly. “Does that make her a stablegirl?”


  “A serving girl,” said Sorial.


  “Ah! I know I’ve led a sheltered life, but I believe that’s another name for a whore.”


  “I once was that, Milady, but those years are behind me. And I don’t charge Sorial any coin for our nights together.”


  Alicia appeared taken aback by the frankness of her response. “You appear well matched,” she eventually acknowledged. “Do you plan to wed?”


  “I don’t see that’s any…” began Sorial.


  Annie interceded smoothly. “We’ve talked ’bout it but it’s too soon to make such a decision, ’specially with things being what they are.”


  “My father tells me I’m already betrothed. I don’t get to find out who it is until my Maturity when there will be some sort of public announcement. I understand it’s a big deal.”


  That surprised Sorial. He had no idea Alicia was promised to someone. It made sense, though, based on how the world worked. In the nobility, marriages were politically or financially motivated. Love-matches were the province of commoners. Landed folk couldn’t afford the self-indulgent luxury of an attachment that didn’t bring a tangible return.


  “I likely won’t meet him until the day of the wedding.” Alicia didn’t sound happy about the prospect. “That’s how it was with my father and mother. Things haven’t turned out well for them. They hardly ever see each other and never talk.”


  “I feel for you,” said Annie. “At least when I choose a husband, if I choose one, I’ll know he’s someone I can build a life with.”


  Vagrum appeared as uncomfortable with the turn of the conversation as Sorial. Both men were left standing idly as the woman and the girl, their tones increasingly more friendly, turned toward the water. Alicia stepped in while Annie doffed all but a thin shift.


  “Do you ever swim?” asked Sorial of Vagrum, watching Annie and Alicia.


  “Only after she’s abed. I ain’t never really off duty but I get some time to myself at night. A man needs to cool off in this damned heat.”


  Sorial considered. He had never thought how demanding Vagrum’s position must be. In some ways, the big man was more of an indentured servant than Sorial had been in the stable before his new contract.


  As if reading the younger man’s thoughts, Warburm said, “She’s like a daughter to me. I first took the job ’cause it paid better’n anything else out there and there ain’t many good positions for a scarred-up war horse like me. In one year, I get more’n five times the earnings of a Watch commander. But it didn’t take her long to win my heart. I been with her since she was two years old, and there ain’t nothing I won’t do for her. She don’t have to worry about marrying the wrong man. If he don’t treat her right, I’ll snap his neck.”


  “Do you know who he is?” asked Sorial, mildly curious.


  “I got some ideas. I like you and I owe you a debt for how you kept her safe that night, but there are some confidences I can’t betray.”


  “Did you ever want to marry, Vagrum?”


  He was silent for a while before answering. “I were married.” His eyes swept over the river, but he was no longer seeing Alicia and Annie splashing playfully. “She were everything a man like me could want in a wife. But that were a long time ago. Another lifetime, almost.”


  “What happened?”


  “What oft happens in the North. Too little food and too much cold one Winter. She were never a hearty woman to begin with, not like me. I came back from a hunting expedition to find her cold and still in our bed. The next day, I burned her body, offering her to the gods, then headed south. Alicia is the daughter she couldn’t give me.”


  The intervening years - more than a dozen of them - had dulled the pain in Vagrum’s voice, but Sorial could see the sadness as those eyes gazed at images unseen by anyone except him. The stableboy wondered if it would ever be possible for him to care as deeply for a woman as Vagrum had for his lost love.


  * * *


  Later, on the way back to the inn, Annie remarked, “She likes you, you know.”


  “Who? Alicia?”


  “Of course, Alicia. She likes you a lot. More than she’s admitted to herself. More than’s probably good for either of you.”


  Sorial snorted. “She thinks of me like a pet. Her property. Her stableboy.”


  “That’s unkind. Think of what her life is like. She may have money and a big house, but she ain’t happy. She got no friends. She’s gonna marry a man who’ll see her as a means of breeding his line. What does it say to you when her two closest friends are a stableboy she barely knows and a man who gets paid to watch her? Be glad you ain’t her, Sor.”


  That night, as he and Annie lay together under the sweat-soaked sheets in the aftermath of their lovemaking, Sorial held her tight to him as his thoughts drifted to a mansion across the city and a girl lying alone in a bed big enough for three.


  * * *


  Several weeks later, on a day like any other in a world turned into an endless Summer, Sorial finished up his last chores of the evening and went into the inn to find Annie. It was her day off and she had gone shopping in the market before making her daily pilgrimage to the river. Sorial accompanied her when his schedule allowed but today Warburm had burdened him with a mountain of things to do. Perhaps she had met Alicia. Since their initial encounter, the two had become unexpectedly chummy and contrived to meet as often as possible for their daily swims.


  “She ain’t back,” said Betsy, noticing Sorial scanning The Wayfarer’s Comfort’s common room. “I ain’t seen her since this morning.”


  Sorial was puzzled. It was rare for Annie to be out past sundown. He went upstairs and checked her room and his own. There was no sign of her. He briefly considered going out to look for her, but decided against it. She would return when she was ready. She was a grown woman and entitled to go where she wanted when she wanted. He had no claims on her, at least not yet.


  He kicked off his boots and lay on his bed, waiting for her arrival. He was sure he would doze off but knew Annie would find a pleasant way of awakening him upon her return.


  Many hours later, Sorial was jarred from a deep slumber by a pounding on his door. He could tell from the curtain of darkness outside his grimy window that it was deep into the night. The banging came again, accompanied by Warburm’s yell. “Sorial! Wake up!”


  Shaking his head to clear it, Sorial stumbled through the darkness to the door, threw back the bolt, and opened it.


  The innkeeper was in the hall, haggard and out-of-breath. His complexion was pale and his sparse hair out of place. He gazed at his stableboy with sad eyes before pronouncing three dire, life-changing words: “Annie be dead.”


  CHAPTER TWELVE: DEATH IN THE STABLE


  For weeks, Sorial was in a daze, executing actions mechanically while his mind replayed that horrible night over and over. A roaming Watch patrol had found Annie in a ditch near Duke Carannan’s property, her neck broken. There were signs of a struggle but no indication she had been raped. Hers was just another death among many, one more victim to the tide of lawlessness.


  Her immolation had been a small affair, presided over by a priest Warburm knew and attended only by the staff of the inn and a few of Annie’s favorite customers. There were many tears shed, but none by Sorial. Inside, he felt numb. But now he believed what so many professed - the gods had abandoned men. The brightness of an endless Summer had turned into a Winter of the heart.


  Since Annie’s death, The Wayfarer’s Comfort had lost some of its carefree aura. Warburm had hired a new girl but no one could replace Annie. Her spirit had been one of the things the regulars loved about the inn, and Warburm’s trade was off now that she was no longer around. For his part, Sorial spent his days in the stable and his nights in his room, brooding and sleeping. He no longer visited Rexall or went to the river to swim. When familiar customers handed him the reins to their animals, Sorial took them without a word and went directly to his work. He had little patience for conversation and there seemed to be no point in it.


  Now that Annie was gone, he was confused about his feelings. Why wasn’t his grief deeper? Was his numbness because her voice had been stilled or because half-formed plans for a future had burned with her body? He was back to where he had been before his Maturity - without prospects. Everything seemed senseless - life, the future, the folly of his daily ritual. He, like everyone else, was marking time.


  Another thought that haunted him was that maybe Annie hadn’t died a random, commonplace death. A woman like her, neither robbed nor raped? She had been close to him and he had been warned he might be a target. What if Annie’s death had something to do with the unrevealed past stalking Sorial? That would make him responsible. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t banish the idea. It assailed him most forcefully during the darkest hours of the night, when Annie beseeched him from his nightmares to save her.


  His time with Annie had taught Sorial a bitter lesson. What was given would be taken away. Happiness, no matter how hard-won and deeply felt, was an illusion. Sorial wasn’t apt to blame the gods for this. This was the way life had always been. Now he understood some of what lay behind the shadow in his mother’s eyes. She knew this and recognized that her son would have to pass through pain to discover it. Annie’s death had allowed Sorial to more deeply grasp his mother’s motivations, even though he disagreed with her methods. If she had told him about his past, could the tragedy have been averted? Another harsh question to ponder.


  “Sorial?” said a gentle voice from near the entrance to the stable. It was Alicia -unaccompanied, on foot, and dressed like a commoner. She wore a simple muslin dress and her lustrous golden hair was tucked under a cap. It was the first time she had come to him like this, and possibly the only time she had called him something other than “stableboy.”


  She approached slowly. Noting his surprise, she explained, “Vagrum and two of my father’s guards are outside with my pony. It took me two weeks to persuade them to let me come see you. I wanted to be at Annie’s burning but they didn’t think it was a good idea.


  “Oh, Sorial, I’m so sorry…” She started crying.


  That was all it took for Sorial’s throat to constrict and tears to spring unbidden to his eyes.


  “I saw her that day. It must have been just before… They said it happened on the road leading from my father’s property.”


  Sorial nodded. “Bandits, I guess. Don’t make sense, though. She had nothing worth stealing and she wasn’t raped. A senseless crime.”


  “Like half the murders in this city. It’s as if people like killing, or kill just because they can. The strong preying on the weak.”


  “Exactly what you’d expect if the gods no longer care.”


  “You aren’t the first to say that. My father made a similar remark recently, except his words were more ominous. He wondered if the gods are still alive.”


  “He may be right. I should start carrying that knife you gave me. It ain’t doing no good hidden under my bed.” Sorial had two daggers and neither had saved Annie.


  “Surely you’re safe here, under Warburm’s protection?”


  Sorial thought back. “There ain’t nowhere safe, not even this stable. A pitchfork’s a good enough weapon if’n there ain’t nothing better around, but that dagger can kill even for someone who don’t know much about stabbing and hacking.”


  “May it serve you well, then. Even though I hope you never have to use it.”


  “These days, who knows?”


  “I came here to make sure you’re okay. It…I knew this was going to be hard on you. With what you and she were thinking about. Being together, maybe getting married. She talked about it some. She didn’t think it would really happen. She wanted it but thought something would tear it away. The age difference bothered her as did the innkeeper’s opposition. But she said she had never felt as safe and comfortable around any other man as you. I thought you should know that.”


  Sorial didn’t know how to respond, not only to the message but to the messenger. This was a side of Alicia he hadn’t previously seen: kind, caring, empathetic. She had given him an unexpected gift: the numbness had become an ache. Now he could grieve properly.


  “I’m sorry.” Alicia read the pain in his eyes. “Maybe I shouldn’t have said those things.”


  “No,” said Sorial. “I’m glad you did. I’m glad she felt like that.”


  “If you need me, I’m at the house. I hardly go anywhere except to the river, and then I’m accompanied by Vagrum and several of my father’s guards. I never stay long, though. Without you, without her, it’s no fun.”


  “Maybe someday I’ll visit.” When he had healed enough to travel that road.


  Impulsively, Alicia leaned forward to brush her lips across his. The kiss was soft and compassionate, not spiked with desire like their last one - a gesture of friendship, comfort, and perhaps a little more. Then she turned and was gone. He wondered if that was her way of saying goodbye. In some ways, it felt like it. In the past, every time he had seen Alicia, he had been certain they would meet again. This time, he was no longer sure.


  * * *


  A few days before Midwinter’s Day, there was no sign of anything colder than the chilly drizzle that had been falling for nearly a week. The farmers were ecstatic about the inclement weather since it provided help to the fledgling crops. Everyone in and around Vantok with a field accepted the strange notion that the growing season was reserved for that time of year when fields had once been buried under snow. No flakes had fallen in Vantok for several years, and this Winter would be no different.


  Life had returned to normal for Sorial. The passage of more than a season had closed the wound of Annie’s death. Although the scab still hurt, he found himself picking at it with less frequency. Sorial was no different than other boys his age in his ability to shake off misfortune. He buried himself in the day-to-day routine of his duties, often agreeing to work long hours and skip days off in exchange for a few extra studs. On occasion, he and Rexall would go out drinking and whoring, but that was all the recreation Sorial needed.


  He hadn’t visited Alicia despite repeated invitations from the duke. Sorial was doing what he could to cut ties with his past. He was determined that as soon as his contract with Warburm was fulfilled, he would head north. He hadn’t seen his mother since his Maturity and he intended to visit her only one more time - just before he departed, to give her a final chance to reveal the secrets she kept locked away inside her heart.


  Sorial carried Alicia’s present everywhere he went. He had attached the sheath to a belt so he could wear it concealed under a cloak while walking the streets of Vantok. During sleep, he kept it next to his bed with the other dagger hidden in his mattress. It was always close at hand while he was in the stable.


  Today was technically a day off, but he had agreed to work the night shift for Visnisk, who wanted to spend some of his hard-earned wages on an evening with Excela and another whore. It was mid-afternoon when Sorial struggled out of bed, his head still throbbing from the previous night’s excesses.


  Although the weather was mild, the sun still set early as was typical for the time of the year when the days were at their shortest. So, by the time Sorial exited the inn to start the evening’s work, it was dark.


  His first impression of the stable was that Visnisk had deserted before the end of this shift. Then, by the dim lantern-light, he saw a crumpled shape on the ground near the entrance to one of the stalls. He moved closer to get a better look.


  Initially, Sorial thought Visnisk was passed out from drunkenness - a common occurrence - but there was something odd about the angle of his body. Sorial’s stomach did a quick somersault and he reached for his weapon. As he slid it free of the sheath, something heavy crashed into him from behind.


  He hit the stable floor hard, miraculously retaining his grip on the knife even as the breath whooshed out of him. As he lay on the ground, his face pressed into the prickly straw, he caught a movement out of the corner of his eye - a shadowy form circling around behind him. Another person - presumably the one who had knocked him over - was atop him, kneeing him in the small of his back.


  Sorial’s survival instincts kicked in. He stopped thinking and just acted. Ignoring the black spots dancing across his vision, he summoned his considerable strength and lashed out with the dagger, his arm flexing up and over his shoulder. He was rewarded with a scream of pain and a splatter of warmth across his neck and the back of his head. Gasping, he rolled over and saw the approach of his death.


  Including the one he had wounded, there were four of them, all dressed identically. They were garbed in black from their soft leather boots and tight-fitting pants and shirts to the scarves wrapped around their lower faces and the skullcaps crowning their heads. In the poor light of the stable, they blended with the shadows. Two faced Sorial, brandishing knives as deadly as his. The injured one lay a short distance away, writhing in pain as he bled out his life on the straw. Sorial couldn’t tell where the man was cut, but the lucky blow had been mortal. The fourth attacker, standing a short distance behind the others, was calmly packing powder and a ball into the muzzle of a pistol.


  When it came to fighting with weapons, Sorial lacked skill and training. In anything resembling a fair fight, he would lose, and do so quickly. His instincts told him that his only chance was to attempt the unexpected. The men didn’t yet realize his lack of proficiency and his success at felling their compatriot had made them wary. So Sorial did the most irrational thing that came to mind and took the offensive, charging directly at one of them.


  The man was so surprised that he took a step backward. Then Sorial was upon him, swinging his dagger wildly, slicing the air with unpracticed but dangerous swipes. The attacker raised his knife in defense, fending off the frenzied blows, but he lost his footing and both of them tumbled to the ground, their blades finding simultaneous targets. Sorial’s encountered little resistance plunging into his opponent’s neck; the twinge in his left thigh told him where he had been hit. Next to him, his assailant gurgled out his last few breaths as a crimson foam bubbled from his mouth. Blood dripping from the leg wound, Sorial rose and assumed a crouch.


  The report of a gunshot, unexpectedly loud within the confines of the stable, insured that Sorial would have no chance to engage either of the other attackers. Agony of a kind he had never experienced exploded in his side and he dropped as if poleaxed, the dagger slipping from senseless fingers. For a moment, there was an unnatural calm punctuated only by the screams of terrified horses, then chaos erupted around him, heralded by the clanging of blade against blade and the noise of men cursing and laboring in a skirmish. Sorial’s ears registered the sounds of his salvation, but only dimly, before everything went still and black.


  * * *


  Sorial’s return to consciousness was a slow, uncertain thing. The leg injury was minor but the gunshot to his stomach had appeared mortal. For the better part of two weeks, Sorial hovered between life and death, battling pain from the wounds and a fever that threatened to overcome him in spite of the liberal application of cold compresses and frequent bleedings. During this time, he regained consciousness for brief periods but was never lucid. It wasn’t until after the fever broke that his open eyes showed awareness.


  At first, Sorial had no idea what had happened, where he was, or even who he was. A pretty girl with luminous blond hair was hovering over him, her features crinkled with concern. He closed his eyes to aid his concentration, then opened them when he divined her name.


  “Welcome back, stableboy,” she said softly, crying and smiling at the same time. “We thought we lost you.”


  Alertness returned in a rush. Sorial was lying on his bed in his room at The Wayfarer’s Comfort. The stale air smelled of sweat and blood and urine. His throat was parched and his head throbbed abominably, but those aches were nothing compared with the discomfort in his left thigh and stomach.


  “What happened?” he tried to say, but the words came out as a rasp.


  Alicia placed a wet rag to his lips so he could suck the water from it to moisten his mouth and throat. The first swallow was painful but it became easier after that.


  “What happened?” he repeated, still softly but loud enough for her to understand.


  “You were set upon by bandits in the stable. You killed two before you were shot. The Watch drove off the others. Everyone thought you’d die, including my father’s healer. But when the fever broke yesterday, he said your recovery made him believe the gods still held men in their favor.”


  A sense of déjà vu enveloped Sorial. Another time, lying on this same bed in this same room. Only now it was Alicia by his side, not Annie.


  “How long?”


  “Fifteen days.” She pressed the rag to his lips again. He reached up with his right hand to hold it in place. Both arms felt weak.


  “I have to get Warburm,” she said. “He asked to be told when you woke up.”


  Sorial dozed. When he next opened his eyes, Alicia was gone, her fair features replaced by the craggy ones of the innkeeper.


  “The gods must favor you, lad.” His voice sounded weary. “That be two attacks you survived. Both times, your death were written.”


  “I thought the gods had turned their backs on men,” said Sorial.


  “Prelate Ferguson could use you as a counter-example. Everyone thought you was finished. Everyone ’cept the duke’s daughter. She wouldn’t give up on you. She been here with you every day since it happened. Had to give her a room. For free.”


  Sorial swallowed to keep his throat moist. “How bad was I hurt?”


  “We had three healers here to look at you, including the duke’s personal one and one from the temple. They agreed you should be dead. But you ain’t. You overcame the blood poisoning caused by the ball, which were the main danger. Your thigh be healing well enough that you won’t have no limp. If your recovery dinna stall, you can be on your feet in a week or two and back to work afore the end of Winter.”


  “And Visnisk?” asked Sorial, remembering the crumpled form.


  “Dead. Throat slit from side to side. He never knew his hour were up. The second employee of this inn to be killed within a year. You might’ve been the third.”


  “Send Alicia home. She ain’t safe here.”


  “Easy, lad,” said Warburm. “There be no place safer for the Lady Alicia than in this building. Plus, she be with her big handler and a pair of the duke’s best personal guards. They be below us in the common room. Then there be the simple matter of telling her to leave. When I suggested it, she made it clear that though she got a dainty appearance, her tongue be honed to maim.”


  “Why’s she here?” murmured Sorial, almost to himself.


  “C’mon, lad!” scolded Warburm. “You know the way of the world as well as I. Don’t act the fool.”


  “There’s no point to it. She’s wasting her time. She and I… there ain’t no future. She’s a duke’s daughter, already betrothed to a man she don’t know. I’m a stableboy. My best prospect is dead, her ashes scattered to the wind.”


  “Listen to me, lad. I done seen stranger things than the likes of you two together, and I been to every city from Syre to Vantok. Before I bought this inn, I were a wanderer and adventurer and I done learned that when fate got its eye set on something, ordinary obstacles be swept aside. If that be for you two, nothing’ll keep you apart, least of all a class difference. There be ways around artificial barriers like that. I objected to your relationship with Annie because it didn’t feel right. She weren’t good enough for you. I’m sorry to speak ill of the dead, but that be the truth. The duke’s daughter be altogether different. You and her…that be a match I could get behind. If the gods done turned their backs on us - or worse - it may not matter whose blood runs in our veins.”


  It was the most remarkable speech Sorial had ever heard the taciturn innkeeper make. For the man who had dissuaded him from pursuing something permanent with Annie, a suitable partner, to encourage a liaison with Alicia… Sorial felt sure something was going on beyond simple “fatherly advice.” Warburm and Carannan knew one another. This couldn’t be idle counsel. Was it the innkeeper’s roundabout way of hinting that the duke might not block a seemingly impossible courtship?”


  “Do you think… Would Duke Carannan object if I spent more time with Alicia?”


  “Go gently, lad. Dinna rush things. The duke be a good man but even he canna toss aside propriety on a whim. You be young and she be younger. Time ain’t your enemy yet.”


  So Warburm advised patience - an ally whose assistance Sorial rarely sought. It was something to ponder once his immediate concerns were resolved.


  “The four that attacked me - were they bandits?”


  Warburm frowned. “That be the official explanation, but I ain’t sure I agree. By their clothes, their means, and their weapons, they was more likely hired assassins, though the gods only know why such as them would be in my stable. They ain’t from this city and even the Temple’s diviners, who be experts at discovering the identities of the dead, ain’t been able to say nothing about who they be and who sent them.


  “Your mother been here several times asking to see you. I let her to look in on you but didn’t let her stay. I know things between you ain’t smooth, but her concern be real. If’n you got no objections, I’d like to send a messenger letting her know you be awake and on the way to recovery.”


  Sorial nodded. He knew Kara loved him but it would be difficult facing her until she was forthcoming. Secrets formed the barrier between them and only she had the power to tear it down. What was it she had said? What you and I - and others - are involved in is in deadly earnest. Assassins in the stable? Perhaps there was cause to wonder whether the attack had been random…and reason to think it could happen again.


  “Anyone else visit?”


  “That friend of yours, the lad with the red hair. He seemed more interested in flirting with the Lady Alicia, though. She put him off as only she can. The duke were here on a daily basis of course. He sat in here with his daughter. Those two watchmen you be friendly with. They done blame themselves for what happened. They was on duty that night in this district and felt they should have stopped things. They was the ones who saved your life. They heard the commotion and got here before the survivors could finish you off. Most of the Watch put this down to general lawlessness, but those two took it personally. That be the kind of dedication we need more of. Men who serve out of a desire to protect not because they get a purse of brass studs every month.”


  “They couldn’t have known,” said Sorial. “They said they’d keep an eye on me after the last attack, but that was years ago.”


  “Get some rest, lad. I’ll send someone up with broth and ale. No doubt you be famished, not having had food for a couple weeks. You be starting to look scrawny ’neath those sheets. It’ll take a full season before you’ll be able to fork the hay with the same gusto.”


  Warburm departed to be replaced by Alicia, who sat in the chair next to his bedside. He noticed how tired she looked. Her hair was drab and lifeless and there was pronounced bruising under her eyes.


  “He said you’ve been here since it happened. It must have felt like a death watch at times.”


  She smiled wanly. “I owe you, remember? Let’s call it even. I don’t like being in debt.”


  “I appreciate it. It means a lot to me.” He paused, trying to figure out how to word the apology and explanation. “I’m sorry I ain’t visited you, but it’s taken me a long time to cope with Annie’s death. I weren’t prepared for what it would be like to lose someone that close. To finally let someone in only to have them taken away…”


  “You and I are alike in that. Oh, I have my father and mother, but they see me more as a trophy than a daughter. I’m someone to treasure and protect, not love. I’m the fruit of their union, the means by which their mutual ancient bloodlines can continue. My father occasionally hugs me but I can’t remember the last time I had any contact with my mother. She’s rarely part of my life. You haven’t met her and you probably never will.” The trace of rancor in her voice was unmistakable. “Vagrum is kind and paternal, but he’s being paid a king’s ransom to suspend his life to care for me. You’re the only one who’s never expected anything from me, who’s never been intimidated by my rank. It was exasperating at first, but then it was refreshing: someone who didn’t give a shit that I have money, power, and connections. All you wanted to do was sneak a swim in the river. Vagrum told me your attitude meant I’d found a friend, not a hanger-on. I had trouble getting my head around that: a friend. I wanted to see you more, but it’s hard for the daughter of a duke to contrive ways to spend time with someone so far beneath her class.”


  “And Annie?”


  “I would have liked to have gotten to know her better. I think we could have been friends too, even though she was twice my age. I envied the simplicity of her life and what she had with you, and I’m not the sort of person who envies. Most of the time, I get what I want. It’s a defining characteristic of my existence. It has been since I was little. I’ve always known I was special and I’m duty-bound to marry a great man, and those are things I’ve clung to from childhood.”


  “All these attacks…do you find them alarming? As if there’s a connection?”


  “Considering how things are in the city now? No. I mean, Vagrum and I were set upon by footpads several streets over. We don’t know what happened to Annie, but it wasn’t near the inn. Random and senseless. That road isn’t the safest, especially for a woman on her own. If I’d been thinking, I would have sent one of the guards with her to see her safely back here. As for what happened here… horses are worth a lot and there are thieves who won’t hesitate to murder a stableboy or two to steal a few. No doubt they were unprepared for my gift. Instead of a pitchfork, you had one of the finest blades in the city.”


  “It saved my life.” Sorial knew he had survived because they hadn’t expected him to be armed. They thought that he, like Visnisk, would be easy prey. But horse thieves? He didn’t think so. Maybe three years ago, but not now. Not after talking to Warburm. This was something else, something…sinister.


  Still, the time to puzzle it out wasn’t now. His thoughts were becoming fuzzy, unfocused. Her face was swimming before his eyes.


  “I need to sleep for a while. Warburm said he was sending up some food. I’ll eat later.”


  “It’s okay. I’ll stay with you and be here when you wake up.”


  And she was.


  CHAPTER THIRTEEN: A NEW POST


  By the time Winter blossomed into Planting and the harvesting of fields began, Sorial was walking without aid and approaching the day when he could return to duty. Soreness lingered, however, especially in the area where the ball had penetrated. Curiously, Warburm wasn’t pressing him about going back into the stables, perhaps showing more sensitivity than Sorial had previously given him credit for.


  He missed Alicia more than he was willing to admit, even to himself. He had gotten used to her being around but, after it was clear the danger was past, her father became adamant that she return home. Since then, she had seen him once; Carannan no longer felt it was safe for her to be away from the ducal estate. The situation in the city was worsening with bandits openly flouting the law. There was widespread suspicion that factions of the Watch were colluding with the outlaws. The one time she had visited during his convalescence, she had been accompanied by Vagrum and four armed and armored guards.


  Sorial occasionally spent time at the river, but Alicia was never there, and he didn’t feel right about approaching the house. That was another world - one where he didn’t belong. Despite Warburm’s hint that Carannan might not oppose a liaison between Sorial and Alicia, if such a thing was pursued tactfully, he didn’t feel comfortable making the attempt. It was one thing to daydream about being allowed to court Alicia but another to take the steps necessary to make it a reality. It was more likely that Carannan would forbid them ever to contact one another than cheerfully greet the prospect of his daughter consorting with a poor stableboy.


  “You’re getting moody again,” said Rexall, playfully punching Sorial in the shoulder. The two were sitting on a bench in the marketplace, idly watching passers-by and sellers hawking their wares. The midday heat wasn’t yet stifling, but in another few weeks this place would be deserted until the evening hours. Vantok had acclimated as well as possible to the new weather patterns, but the criminal element was proving to be a greater challenge than the climate, especially for visiting merchants. Everyone expected the king to take steps to bolster the Watch and cull those within its ranks who were consorting with bandits but, thus far, he had done little beyond pleading with the populace to keep calm and trust in their faith. If Sorial had once accepted the existence of the gods, he no longer did. The Temple would brand him a heathen but that label no longer held the stigma it once had. Even within the brotherhood of clerics, there were men whose faith had withered.


  “Lemme guess,” said Rexall. “The small blond with the tiny tits.”


  “Hmm?” Sorial re-focused his attention on the here and now. “They ain’t that tiny.”


  “I can tell when you’re thinking about her. You need to move on. There’s plenty of other girls out there who’ll do a lot more with you in the hay than a duke’s daughter will. It’s time for you to stop pining over what you can’t have.”


  Rexall meant well, but his get-over-it message irritated Sorial. “Once your girl’s been killed and you’ve been shot and stabbed, maybe I’ll listen to you.”


  “No need to snap at me. I’m just asking what it is about little Alicia that’s got you bewitched. Nice face, I admit, but tiny tits and a boy’s ass.”


  Sorial didn’t understand it himself, never mind being able to convey it to Rexall. Why did he think of her so often? Alicia was brittle and soft at the same time, a conflicting mix of vinegar and vulnerability. At night, he imagined he could smell a faint vestige of her honeysuckle scent, either lingering in the air from her long stay in the room or in his memory - he couldn’t say which.


  “She stayed with me, Rex. All those days and nights when everyone thought I was going to die. That’s got to mean something.”


  “Maybe to you and her, but not to her father. Face it, Sorial, he’s a duke. A duke. Not a fuckin’ innkeeper, farmer, or merchant. He thinks of you the same way he does a favored hound. He’s kind to you, throws you scraps, and scratches you behind the ears but if you start sniffing around his daughter, he’ll have you put down. And let’s assume you get close enough to her for a tumble… How fun d’you think that’ll be? Ain’t no one plowed that field yet. That means blood, pain, and tears. Probably never even been kissed.”


  A twitch in Sorial’s cheek muscle betrayed him. Rexall continued, “Okay, so maybe she’s been kissed. But no more. Being a teacher is overrated, Sor. You want someone with experience. Like Annie. Gods, I wish she’d lived. She was good for you.”


  “Maybe you’re right, but with Alicia, it ain’t about sex.” At least not entirely…


  “With girls, it’s always about sex. Don’t fool yourself into thinking otherwise. Sex and having babies. And with the duke’s daughter, if the one led to the other, you’d end up decorating a gibbet somewhere on his property.”


  The bleak pragmatism of Rexall’s views struck a nerve. Sex was the glue that had bonded him to Annie. There was no denying that, but Annie had been a sexual creature. Was it the promise of sex, however unlikely, that kept Alicia roaming his thoughts? Did he want her as much as he had wanted Annie? There were times when, as he lay abed at night, his thoughts turned to what it would be like to share the sheets with Alicia.


  Recognizing that his friend was weary of talking about women, Rexall asked, “So, in one more season, you’re free of Warburm. What’s next? You still plan on leaving Vantok to see the world?”


  Sorial nodded. The subject had been in the forefront of his thoughts recently. “I’ll wait till Summer’s over. I don’t want to start a journey in the heat.”


  “No more mucking stables.”


  “No more,” agreed Sorial. “Warburm’s had my childhood. Now it’s time for something different.”


  Of course, leaving Vantok would mean leaving Alicia. How difficult would that be when it was more than a distant possibility? For now, it was still in the future, but it wouldn’t be long before the future migrated into the present.


  “If you want company, just ask. Every time I stick my pitchfork into a pile of moldy, shit-caked straw, I feel a surge of wanderlust. And, of course, a desire to see if the women of other cities fuck the same way they do here.”


  “Thanks. I don’t really want to go alone.”


  Later that afternoon, Warburm asked for a word in private. Sorial assumed it was time for him to return to work. He surreptitiously probed the scar from the wound and determined it wasn’t too tender to deter him.


  As they sat across a table from one another in an isolated side room, the innkeeper said, “I had a long talk with Duke Carannan this afternoon and he done made an offer. If you got interest, I’ll release you from the rest of your contract. Ain’t no better worker around, lad, but you and I both know your days in the stable be done. You’d never be able to work there again without seeing danger in the shadows. The boys I done hired to replace you and Visnisk will work out fine once they been properly trained. They won’t never be your equal, but I knew I’d be losing you in another season anyway, so this time had to come.”


  “The duke? Does he want me to muck out his stables?” This wasn’t at all what Sorial had been expecting.


  “He wants you to join his personal militia. He thinks you got what it takes to be a fine military man. Untrained, you took out two of those ruffians that tried to kill you. Ain’t many stableboys who could make that claim. Nine out of ten boys in those circumstances would be dead and they wouldn’t have taken anyone with ’em. For what it be worth, I agree with him. You ain’t meant to waste away in a stable. Time to groom you for a better life. And I figured there might be another incentive beyond getting away from horses and hay.”


  Were they intentionally taunting him? “She’s a duke’s daughter.”


  “We already had this conversation, lad. I guess my words didn’t get inside that skull of yours. If you obsess about class differences, you ain’t never gonna get what you want. Prove your worth to the duke. He be a fair minded man, unlike many with titles and land. He knows the world be changing, and things that might have been unthinkable ain’t no longer so. Do whatever it takes. Whatever.”


  “She’s betrothed.”


  “Betrothed, yes, but she ain’t married, leastaways not yet. And you don’t know the nature of the betrothal. It ain’t a normal kind of attachment. There be some…irregularities in the arrangement.”


  “You know?”


  Warburm nodded. “Aye, but it ain’t something I be at liberty to discuss. The duke and I share a few confidences. All will be revealed at the lass’ Maturity next Harvest.”


  “I know you’re more’n just an innkeeper. There’s something going on here - something that draws people like Duke Carannan, priests, and nobles from other cities. I’ve watched those men go in and out of the inn for years, and Annie said you take pains to make sure the meetings ain’t overheard or interrupted. What’s it all about?”


  The innkeeper frowned. One hand stroked his stubbled chin. Sorial could tell he was trying to determine how much, if anything, he should reveal.


  “I be part of a society, lad - a group of people committed to a… common goal. You done seen a few of our number, but not all. We cross classes and city boundaries. There ain’t many of us, but enough to ensure we pursue the purpose that’s bound us since our beginning.”


  It wasn’t enough for Sorial, but it was something. What could bind such a diverse group of people? Something to do with the current crisis? Something to do with the gods? Something to do with Sorial’s parentage?


  “Did you know my father? My real father, not the fraud Lamanar.”


  Warburm’s scowl spoke as loudly as his words. “You do Lamanar a disservice. He be a good man who’s sacrificed as much as any of us, and more’n many. I known him for a long time, more’n half my life, and there ain’t no one else I’d done rather have at my back in a tight spot.”


  “He sold me to you and forced my mother to be a whore.”


  “Have a care when you use a word like ‘forced.’ We all got roles to play. You as well. You was sold to me not because Lamanar wanted the money but because I were better suited to watch over you than him. It weren’t something your mother wanted, but she knew it were for the best. You’ve wronged her, lad. Everything she’s done has been done out of love for you. She could have followed a different path and had comfortable life in Syre with a husband and a stable family. Instead, she chose poverty in the house of a man she don’t love just to be close to you. Yet you refuse to see her because she don’t tell you things about your past that needs be kept secret until the time’s right. Every night she cries herself to sleep hoping you’ll forgive her. Next time you feel self-pity because of your part in all this, think of what she sacrificed.”


  They were remarkably frank words, even if they didn’t add up to a full explanation, and they had their intended effect. Sorial felt a pang of guilt. He hadn’t thought about things from Kara’s perspective.


  “You know a lot about my mother,” said Sorial.


  Warburm nodded. “I can see the wheels turning in your head, lad. You be trying to put it all together. Figger it out. You know some of it, but not all, and the missing be frustrating. My advice: give it up for now. The answers will come in their own time. When you need them, they’ll be there. The biggest danger be that you’ll make a mistake now and miss something, and that’ll get you killed or worse. I’ll be open with you, lad: people have died to put you in the position you be in now, and more people will die before everything be over. Maybe that’ll include you.”


  “So the attack…?”


  “Can’t say for sure. Could it have been random? Of course. There be a lot of violence in the city now, as there be all across the world.”


  “You’re sending me to the duke because you can’t keep me safe here.”


  Warburm nodded. “You’ve been attacked twice and survived more by luck than skill. That ain’t a judgment; it be a fact. The first, well, I think that were just a horse thief emboldened by the situation. The second…we may never know. Whether you be a target yet or not, you will be. You got to be able to defend yourself. The duke’s feelings about you be sincere. He be a member of the group, but he don’t know the things about you I know. At least not all of ’em.”


  “And my father?” Sorial was unwilling to let the subject drop, especially now that Warburm was in a talkative mood.


  The innkeeper sighed. “I done knew your father. Knew him well, in fact - leastaways I thought I did. Knew your mother in those times as well. He were a proud man, your father. Dark, dangerous, and hard to pin down. Had something of a fall from grace, so to speak. Don’t ask me for his name. I won’t give it to you and it wouldn’t mean anything, anyways. He were born and bred in the North; he had a duty to perform and he did it, as did we all. You could spend your entire life looking for him and you wouldn’t find him unless he wanted it.”


  “Is he a member of your society?”


  “Were be a better word. He were a member. When his duty were done, he left. The burden were passed to your mother and me and others.”


  “Will I ever meet him?”


  “I can’t answer that, lad. I don’t know for sure whether he be alive or dead. He lives the kind of life that gets many a man killed and he ain’t getting younger. I don’t know what the future holds. If the gods have turned away, the prophesies be void and the words of the augers empty. Whatever fate or providence remains may plan for your path and his to cross, ’specially if he decides to seek you out for his own purposes.”


  “I could leave Vantok. Ain’t much keeping me here.”


  “Take the duke’s offer. Learn how to fight. Become a comrade in arms with the other men there. Woo Lady Alicia and prove to her father you be worthy of her. Take pity on your mother. Have patience and know all things will be revealed in their time. I told you things today, lad, because it were time for you to know them.”


  Sorial thought long and hard about Warburm’s advice, ignoring only one thing. He couldn’t just forget or be patient. Two days later, he informed Warburm he would be leaving the inn to enter Duke Carannan’s service as a man at arms.


  * * *


  Life as a guard-in-training in Duke Carannan’s private militia was vastly different from anything Sorial had hitherto experienced. As Warburm’s principal stableboy, he had been accustomed to a degree of autonomy - running the stable as he saw fit, exercising control over his domain. Not so here. Of the five-dozen men employed by the duke, Sorial was the most junior and one of his duties was to fetch and carry for those older and more grizzled. Privacy was also a thing of the past. He had exchanged a solo room in the inn for a barracks chamber that housed nineteen men in addition to himself.


  He worked non-stop from an hour before dawn until an hour after dusk. Much of his day was spent doing menial chores like cleaning the barracks, mucking the stable (something he had familiarity with and which was therefore given to him as his chief assignment), and polishing arms and armor. Every morning, he was given two hours of horsemanship and an hour of archery. Every afternoon, he practiced with sword and knife and sparred with others using fisticuffs. There wasn’t a night when Sorial didn’t go to sleep bruised and sore.


  Despite his youth and inexperience, Sorial had the respect of his fellows before he arrived. It wasn’t only because of the Duke’s personal sponsorship; the details of the stable fight had been disseminated throughout the city. Despite their prowess with weapons, few of Carannan’s men-at-arms were blooded. Most could disarm Sorial without much effort, but he had done something only a handful of them could claim: he had killed in combat.


  He was given one day off per week, and he often spent it in the company of Rexall. On those occasions when his friend was busy, he sought out Brindig and Darrin, who were now more like older brothers than protectors. The watchmen were delighted with Sorial’s choice of career, although they encouraged him to give up the “play posse” of the nobleman and do the honest work of defending the whole city. There was no doubt the Watch was being stretched these days and a persistent rumor indicated the king was going to institute conscription to swell its ranks. As unpopular as that would be, Brindig and Darrin thought of it as a welcome necessity. Rexall, predictably, wasn’t enthusiastic. He had no desire to carry a weapon or patrol Vantok’s streets. Even as Sorial’s determination to leave the city dimmed, Rexall’s waxed. For him, the life of a rootless wanderer was infinitely preferable to that of a militiaman.


  Since arriving on the duke’s property, Sorial had seen little of the family. He had passed a few friendly words with Carannan and gotten a wave from Vagrum, but that was it. In two weeks, he hadn’t so much as caught a glimpse of Alicia. He couldn’t seek her out, either. There was a strict code regarding how the militia could interact with the family. Guards could be approached but not do the approaching. If Sorial and Alicia were to meet, it would be at her initiative. Thus far…nothing. Sorial wondered if she knew he was working for her father.


  Since leaving The Wayfarer’s Comfort, Sorial hadn’t gone back. Although his intuition told him that Warburm’s role in his life was far from over, he had no desire to prolong their relationship at this time. His mother and the innkeeper had both held out the promise that on some undefined future day all would be made clear. Sorial wondered if that day would be when he lay on his deathbed withering away of old age.


  He was sitting on his bunk polishing his boots when he heard the voice he had been awaiting. “Have you settled in?”


  Sorial did as instructed by Sergeant Rotgut, rising and executing a perfunctory bow. “Aye, M’lady.”


  Alicia stifled a giggle. “Such formality, stableboy. You’ll never be a courtier. Perhaps I should give you lessons on how to greet nobility properly.”


  Sorial frowned, annoyed by her teasing. This was more the Alicia he remembered from various random encounters than the girl who had tended him when he was recovering.


  “I’m told you figured out one end of a sword from the other. That man… what’s his name?… Oh yes, Rotgut. Well, Rotgut claims that, given time, you might become proficient. I have my doubts but I’ll keep an open mind. That’s why I gave you the pig-sticker in the first place. And at least I know where to turn should my room be invaded by a mouse.”


  “Is that what you came here to say, M’lady?”


  “In part,” she said. “Will you walk with me a little ways or am I taking you away from your duties?”


  Sorial was tempted to remark that polishing his boots offered greater pleasure but he bit back his words. He was a guard and she was the duke’s daughter; he couldn’t treat her as he had before. More than class separated them now.


  “As you wish.” He fell into step with her as she exited the barracks. He got a few odd looks from those of his fellows who were present. None of them had been invited by the Lady Alicia to go for a stroll but, considering her notoriously sharp tongue, most believed that her beauty was better viewed from a distance. They didn’t know whether to envy Sorial or feel sympathy.


  As they wandered in silence across the practice yard and into the heat-withered gardens surrounding the main house, Sorial noted Vagrum shadowing them at a discreet distance. Even within the confines of the duke’s lands, he was never far away. Sorial nodded in his direction and got a wave in return.


  Alicia noticed the object of his attention. “Don’t mind him. He’s like a trained dog. Always there if I need to whistle. The only time I have privacy is when I lock myself in my chamber at night. Lying in bed, that’s when I think of you.”


  The admission was so unexpected that it caught him off guard. She laughed at his expression.


  “Why so surprised, stableboy? Can you deny you think about me that way?”


  Sorial didn’t respond. He wasn’t sure what was safe to say. The rules between them were different. Her body language told him that.


  “Maybe you don’t,” she conceded, chewing on her lower lip. “After all, you had Annie. You know what it’s like to rumple the sheets in the dark. I haven’t had anyone. It’s all a mystery to me, but I can use my imagination.”


  They had stopped mid-way between the barracks and the house. Although there were plenty of Sorial’s fellows about, none was paying the couple any attention. The only one watching them was Vagrum, and his attention was lazy. He was surveying two boys dueling with wooden swords while only occasionally glancing in his charge’s direction.


  “I’ve been here for two weeks and ain’t seen you. I thought…”


  “I wanted to give you time to get used to your new surroundings before I complicated your life. Besides, you could have sought me out.”


  “We ain’t allowed to. It’s against regulations.”


  “No,” said Alicia. “They’re not allowed to.” She swept her hand, her gesture encompassing the barracks and the practice yard. “You, on the other hand, are my stableboy and that affords you special privileges. You should take advantage of them.”


  “I don’t want to be an outsider. I want to be one of them. And the rules say we can’t approach one of your family unless you approach us first.”


  “Rules are meant to be broken and I know from your excursions to the river that you’re a rule breaker. Think how much more fun it will be meeting if we’re not supposed to! Shall I wait in my room for you to sneak in?”


  “It ain’t that easy.”


  “No,” conceded Alicia. “It isn’t. In fact, it’s impossible, which is a shame because we could have a lot of fun if you could. But Vagrum and those two guards who are always posted outside wouldn’t let you pass. Of course, eventually you’ll be one of those guards.”


  “Me?”


  “Yes.” She seemed annoyed by his apparent obtuseness. “Why else do you think Father brought you here? To watch over the withering crops or keep vagrants and loiterers like your friend Rexall from using the river? You were requisitioned from the inn to be in my personal guard. In due time, of course. Once you’ve learned to use a sword without cutting yourself and once you can hit a target with an arrow or a bullet. Then you’ll be mine to order as I see fit. And I can think of some very good orders to give.”


  “You arranged this?”


  “Of course. I can be very persuasive if I want. And in this case I wanted.”


  “Why?”


  Alicia frowned. “I think that’s obvious, unless you’re more of a dullard than I give you credit for, stableboy.”


  Sorial considered. “There’s something else going on, something you and I ain’t seeing. Something that has to do with Warburm, your father, and my parents.”


  “This isn’t the first time you’ve said something like that, and Annie made a similar remark. You see conspiracies everywhere, don’t you?”


  “Why would your father, one of the most powerful and respected of Vantok’s nobility and a member of the king’s council, visit a place like The Wayfarer’s Comfort? It ain’t one of the city’s posh watering holes and he weren’t there to meet a mistress or hire a whore. Before I came here, Warburm admitted to a connection. Some sort of secret society. He wouldn’t say much about it, but somehow my mother and father are involved


  “I thought you didn’t know who your father was.”


  “I don’t. But Warburm does. And your father may, as well.”


  Alicia became quiet as she puzzled over the information Sorial had provided. He could sense her mind working, trying to fit together the same pieces he had struggled with for so long. Suddenly, she became animated.


  “Could your father be a noble?”


  Sorial shrugged. He had no idea and said as much. “I doubt it, though,” he added. “If I was high-born, there wouldn’t be no reason for me to spend most of my life as a stableboy while my mother hid in a farmhouse.”


  “I wonder…” mused Alicia. “A lot of things about you - and us - would make sense if your father was more than some random man your mother used to ward off a cold Winter night in the North.”


  “There is something going on. I just haven’t figured out what.”


  “In that case, you’ll need my help. And the first thing we have to do is find out who your father is.”


  At that moment, back in the yard, a cowbell rang, indicating a change in practice shifts. “I got to go. Time for me to play swords and daggers with the big boys. They’re all impressed by the knife you gave me.”


  “I’ll be watching,” said Alicia. “Stab someone for me. Just not yourself.”


  CHAPTER FOURTEEN: SORIAL’S DAY OFF


  Following his lengthy discussion with Warburm, hardly a day passed when Sorial didn’t contemplate a visit to Kara. The impulse was part curiosity - maybe once she knew what the innkeeper had told him, she might relax her stance and reveal more - and part guilt. He was embarrassed by the way he had treated her. Everything she’s done has been done out of love for you. If she truly was as much of a victim of circumstances as he was, she was deserving of more sympathy.


  The final push to relent came from Alicia, who had become his confidant. Their relationship, though not without an element of sexual frisson, had turned companionable. They had become to one another what each needed: a friend.


  “You have to see her,” Alicia urged. It was a broiling afternoon soon after Sorial’s sixteenth birthday. The two of them, drenched in sweat that made their garments cling to their bodies, were resting in the shade of a tree close to the duke’s estate. Vagrum and Alicia’s pair of personal guards were nearby, under another such tree, looking like they would prefer to be somewhere cooler. Vagrum was especially distressed, as his big body wasn’t built for this climate. Aside from the five of them, there were no signs of life. In this heat, the guards trained and practiced only in the early morning and late evening hours.


  “You sound like Warburm,” he remarked. Or my conscience.


  “He be right.” Alicia’s imitation of the innkeeper’s accent brought a smile to Sorial’s face. “Seriously, though, you can’t despise her for this. If there’s anyone who’s suffered more than you, it’s her. I can’t imagine what it would be like to have a son who avoided me, especially in these circumstances. I’m not saying you don’t have a right to be angry, but you’re carrying things too far. It’s obvious she loves you; I wish I could say the same about my own mother.”


  “It ain’t that I hate my mother. I’m just frustrated by what she won’t tell me.”


  “She doesn’t know that. You don’t visit. At best, that can be seen as indifference.”


  “I know.” Sorial chewed on one nail.


  Alicia glanced over at Vagrum to make sure he wasn’t watching too closely - both recognized that any show of intimacy, no matter how innocent, would be relayed to the duke - then laid a comforting hand on Sorial’s arm. “I’ll go with you.”


  “You’ll what?”


  “Go with you. I want to meet your mother. I’m sure she and I will get along famously. You’re a source of exasperation and tribulation to both of us.”


  “I’m not sure that’s a good idea,” said Sorial. “She might think there’s…”


  “…something between us? Isn’t there?” Alicia’s voice dropped to a whisper even though no one was close enough to hear. It was the closest either had come to openly admitting how things stood between them. Without a doubt, they were friends. They both wanted more.


  He saw reflected in her green eyes the conflict that dogged him night and day. She wanted reassurance. She wanted to know that class and station didn’t matter, that society’s rigid conventions could be circumvented. Some rules are made to be broken. Warburm had counseled him to woo her and fight for her. Prove to her father that he could be as good a match as the man to whom she was betrothed. Could he do that? More importantly, was it the right thing - not just for him, but for her as well: asking her to give up a life as the pampered wife of a powerful someone? She might say “yes,” but he suspected she wouldn’t understand what she was agreeing to. Impulsiveness trumped wisdom. He didn’t know where his future was headed but the assassination attempt hinted it wasn’t going to be free of danger or tribulation. To drag Alicia along with him…there lay the potential path to resentment and recrimination.


  “You can’t be intimidated by what I am, by who my father is,” she said. “We’ve known each other for years now, but we’ve danced around talking about our feelings because it’s a hopeless match. But nothing is hopeless if you want it enough. If you’re willing to make the sacrifices. Here in Vantok, it’s true - we’re a duke’s daughter and a peasant. But in any other city, we could be wanderers from the South - newly married, looking to start a life. It doesn’t take much effort to create a new identity. You just have to want it enough. To take the last step.”


  “Are you saying you’d run away with me?”


  She nodded almost imperceptibly. “If that’s what it takes, stableboy.”


  “We’d kill each other.”


  She laughed. “Probably. But everyone dies sometime, somehow. So I ask you again: Isn’t there something between us?”


  “Yes.” His finger reached up to trace the curve of her face. He remembered kissing her, and wanted more than anything to do it again. But he jerked away his hand as if burned when he saw Vagrum looking in their direction. He had to remember that he and Alicia were never truly alone. She was always under someone’s watchful eye. Running away, if it came to it, wouldn’t be as easy as she proposed. For perhaps the first time, he noticed the bars on her cage.


  “So, you’ll take me with you when you visit your mother?” she asked, bringing them back to the topic at hand. He realized she had outmaneuvered him. Again.


  He signed, knowing he was beaten. “If your father allows it, I guess I ain’t got no choice.”


  “No, stableboy, you don’t. Eventually you’ll figure out that I have a way with men. They argue with me but in the end, they give in. It may take a while, but eventually I’ll have you trained.”


  Getting the duke’s approval for Alicia to leave the estate - not to mention travel to the other side of the city and into the farmlands situated there - proved to be a major obstacle. Although Sorial had been training for nearly a full season, he wasn’t yet proficient enough with any weapon for Alicia’s safety to be trusted to him.


  “Absolutely not,” declared Carannan when his daughter approached him about the possibility. They were in the cool confines of a converted sitting room that had once been the mansion’s wine cellar. “It’s out of the question. Sorial is free to visit his mother whenever he likes, but you aren’t leaving this property. Need I remind you…”


  “Father, we were taken unprepared and at night. This time, the entire journey will be during the day at a time of the year when hardly anyone’s traveling the roads. And I’ll have both Sorial and Vagrum in case of trouble.”


  “With all due respects to your abilities,” said Carannan, looking at Sorial, who was standing in the background trying to look unobtrusive. “You still have a great deal to learn before you’re ready to assume full duty as a member of my militia. Your sergeant, Rotgut, tells me you have enormous potential, but it takes more than ten weeks to turn a stableboy into a soldier.”


  “I agree, sir.”


  Alicia shot him a withering glance. He could read the words in her eyes: If you’re not going to be helpful, keep your mouth shut.


  “Sorial has killed two men. How many of your guards can make that claim? I’d trust Sorial with my life before any of my other ‘protectors’, except Vagrum.”


  “He’ll be happy for the vote of confidence,” said Carannan dryly. “My intent isn’t to question Sorial’s integrity or impugn his skill, but to point out that you shouldn’t be placed in a position where you need him or anyone else to protect you.”


  “I will not be a captive on this estate!” Alicia exploded, stamping her foot for emphasis. The action made her look like a petulant child, not a woman blossoming on the cusp of adulthood. “You’ve kept me here for my whole life! Other than Sorial, I have no friends. I’ve lived in isolation. In two seasons, I’ll reach my Maturity. I’ll be damned if I enter womanhood cowering on my father’s estate, hiding behind his small army of guards!”


  Sorial blanched at Alicia’s outburst, but Carannan, accustomed to his daughter’s occasional displays of temper, merely sighed.


  “Take two experienced guards in addition to Vagrum and Sorial, and you can go. I expect you to be home well before dusk. The last thing I want to do is send out a search party. That would make me very cross.”


  So it was that the next morning, a company of five traveled to Lamanar and Kara’s small farm. At this time of the year, in the face of the unrelenting heat, the fields lay fallow, the soil having been baked into hard, crumbly chunks. Nothing, not even the heartiest of weeds, could grow in this climate. Lamanar, like all of Vantok’s farmers, wouldn’t plant until the rains returned and the weather cooled enough for the seeds to have a chance of survival.


  Alicia and Vagrum were mounted with the guards on foot. Sorial led the way with his compatriots, older veterans Silvan and Sergeant Rotgut, bringing up the rear. During the long journey through the city streets and into the northeastern provinces, all was quiet. They encountered a few merchant caravans but, other than that, everyone was inside. The roads, made of a cracked clay that hadn’t drunk water in weeks, were as hard as stone.


  As they approached Lamanar and Kara’s cottage, Alicia dismounted and left her mare with Vagrum and the two soldiers. They had agreed to remain here, close enough to come to her aid if needed but far enough away to afford a modicum of privacy. Vagrum was conscious of balancing his mistresses’ desire for freedom with her safety. She was no longer a little girl and, as a young woman approaching her adulthood, she deserved space. For her part, Alicia had agreed to make this a short visit so her escort didn’t have to bake under the sun’s baleful glare for an extended period. There was no shade in the fields.


  Kara answered Sorial’s knock, her careworn features coming alive when she saw her son. She let out a yelp of joy and threw her arms around him. Sorial returned the embrace awkwardly. When they parted, he introduced his companion.


  “Mother, this is Lady Alicia of House Carannan.”


  Alicia smiled and executed a flawless curtsy.


  Kara examined the young woman closely, her eyes darting between Alicia and her son several times before she said, “You’re most welcome to my humble abode, Milady. My husband and I are unused to having such an august guest. You will find out home much different from what you are accustomed to.”


  She chose poverty in the house of a man she don’t love just to be close to you.


  “Is Lamanar…?” began Sorial.


  “He’s at a tavern in the city, doing what farmers do all day in this forsaken heat - drinking away the little of their money that remains. In fact, I believe he’s at the inn where you worked until not long ago. Since Warburm released you from your contract, he’s been going there often. Won’t you come in? It’s more bearable inside, out of the direct sunlight. And your escort as well?” She gestured toward Vagrum, Silvan, Rotgut, and the horses.


  “They have their waterskins and we won’t be long,” said Alicia.


  “Of course.”


  The house looked no different from the last time Sorial had visited. He refused his mother’s offer to sit, being accustomed to standing for long periods. Alicia sat opposite Kara, the slightness of her form evident in the large chair. Her feet didn’t reach the ground. The air inside was stale but cooler than in the yard.


  “So you’re the Lady Alicia,” said Kara. “You’re prettier than I expected. Since my son mentioned you, I made it my business to learn as much about you as possible.”


  It was a remarkable greeting and neither Sorial nor Alicia knew quite how to respond. Kara didn’t wait for an answer. “I assume you’re here for answers.” There was no equivocation in her voice. “How much has Warburm told you?”


  Surprised as he was by his mother’s forthrightness, Sorial didn’t hesitate. He had rehearsed a brief apology. “Enough to realize I ain’t been fair to you. In all this, I thought ’bout my pain without realizing how much it might hurt you.”


  Kara smiled, but there was a hint of sadness in the expression. “Warburm has a talent for getting people to feel guilty. What did he tell you, that I cry myself to sleep every night pining for the loss of a son for whom I’ve sacrificed everything?”


  “Something like that.”


  “I can assure you that’s not the case. Don’t mistake me, Sorial - I love you and have shed my share of tears over the years for you and myself. But I’m not as fragile as the innkeeper imagines, or tries to get you to imagine. I made my choices long ago and don’t regret them. I knew you’d resent me when you knew the half-truths about your birth, but I also knew there would come a time when you’d understand and hopefully forgive. That day approaches.”


  “Still, I should have…”


  “I hold you blameless, Sorial. There’s guilt aplenty to go around - me, Lamanar, Warburm, and many others share it - but none is yours. You’re a victim caught in a web of circumstance, an innocent we’ve all manipulated.” Having said that, she turned to Alicia. “As are you, Milady. To you as much as to my son, I extend my apology and ask your forgiveness.”


  Alicia was startled. “You have it, although I don’t…”


  “I hope you feel the same way when the full extent of my culpability becomes evident.”


  The statement chilled the atmosphere in a room that was stiflingly close.


  “Now,” Kara said, returning her attention to her son. “What did Warburm tell you?”


  Sorial recounted his conversation with the innkeeper.


  When he was done, Kara nodded. “That’s more than I would have expected him to say at this juncture. But he knows the schedule better than anyone, so who am I to question his decision?”


  “Who is my father?” How much of the truth about his past hinged on that question?


  “Warburm described him as well as I could. Very dark. Very mysterious. Very alluring, at least at one time. Not so much in his later years. The nights we spent together - nights designated for your conception - weren’t romantic. We were there because of duty, acting out of necessity not desire. It was never intended that we would be together, and we neither knew nor liked each other enough to want that. I haven’t seen him since shortly after you were born. There was a… disagreement… about how we should move forward and when he was overruled, he took it personally and went back to a reclusive existence.”


  “His name?”


  “Warburm had a reason not to tell you, although I’m not sure what it is. I’ll honor that for now. It would mean nothing to you but there are places in this world where speaking it could make you a target.”


  “Did my father know him?” asked Alicia.


  Kara considered, sorting through memories. “I don’t think so. It’s hard to remember who became involved at what time. Carannan knew of Sorial’s father, but I don’t think the two met.”


  “Was Sorial’s father high-born?”


  “Not in the conventional sense. There wasn’t much about him that was conventional. But he had very old, respected bloodlines. Is it important?”


  “Just a thought… a possibility. It may be nothing.”


  Sorial glanced at her, wondering if the same idea had occurred to her as to him. Were the two of them acting out a story that had been plotted before they were born?


  “You knew Alicia and I would meet, didn’t you?” asked Sorial.


  “Knew? No. Nothing is certain now that the gods no longer rule in the heavens. In some ways, you two are horribly mismatched. The class difference isn’t easily overcome. And there’s the matter of the betrothal.”


  “Do you know who Alicia’s intended is?”


  “It’s a closely guarded secret.”


  “That ain’t an answer.”


  “It’s the only one I can give at this time.”


  Sorial had danced these steps with his mother before and knew she wouldn’t relent. She would risk his offense rather than give up her secret. This time, he could live with that.


  “Warburm’s secret society - what’s its purpose?”


  “You make it sound so sinister, Sorial. It isn’t. We’re just a group of people joined by a common goal. We were given knowledge about what’s coming and chose to prepare rather than run and hide.”


  “You mean you knew about the heat wave beforehand?”


  “Not specifically. We knew there would be a crisis. So we acted then, as we act now, to guide this world through it. Can you understand why your desires and mine are of so little account? We’re talking about thousands upon thousands of people’s lives, not just one or two.”


  Sorial took a moment to ponder. He was a tool, conceived and bred for a specific purpose. Yet that purpose remained hidden.


  Kara continued, “Let me make a request of you both. Don’t act rashly. Whatever you decide, and however you elect to proceed, wait until after Alicia has reached her Maturity. Trust me when I say this is the best way.”


  “And what of Lamanar?” asked Sorial. “What’s his role in this? I know he brung you and me to Vantok. But what makes him so loyal and bitter at the same time?”


  Kara sighed. “Lamanar’s story is his to tell, and no one can speak for him. I daresay one day you’ll know it. For now, all I can advise is not to judge him too harshly.”


  Sorial and Alicia remained a little longer with Kara, but the conversation moved to more general topics. Concerns about Alicia’s escort cut short the visit.


  When it was time to depart, Alicia said farewell and stepped outside to give mother and son a chance to take their leave of one another.


  “I’m glad you came, Sorial. Will you come back to see me from time-to-time?”


  “I don’t know how much longer I’ll be in Vantok. It may depend on Alicia. If we decide to run away together…”


  “Don’t act rashly,” she repeated. “Remember what I said. I know patience is difficult, but you may find it rewarding in this case.”


  “Take care, Mother. I’m sorry for any grief I caused you. And I’ll come back when I can.”


  The return journey to the duke’s estate was brutal with the unrelenting sun beating down on the party. They exhausted the water they had brought with them and the last drops were so hot they almost burned their throats and offered little in the way of relief.


  “I feel for your mother,” said Alicia as they made their way through the deserted city streets. She chose her words carefully, mindful that Vagrum and the two soldiers could hear her.


  “Warburm was right. I was too hard on her.”


  “Yes, but how was a simple stableboy to know better?” Alicia’s light tone belied any cruelty in the words. “But now she’s afraid - afraid a wrong decision by you might undo everything she’s sacrificed for.”


  “It ain’t so much what she said as what she didn’t. Maybe if she told us everything, we could …”


  “She didn’t tell us because she believes that by telling us she’ll increase the chance of failure. That makes me nervous about what lies ahead.”


  They spoke no more during the trip. As much as they trusted their escort with their lives, these men wouldn’t keep their confidences. And the plans Sorial and Alicia were devising weren’t things they wanted anyone, especially her father, privy to. 


  CHAPTER FIFTEEN: ANOTHER ATTACK


  Sorial was a light sleeper. He always had been. So he was wide awake and tensed for action when the figure came toward him through the darkness of the guards’ barracks. As a hand stretched for his shoulder, he reached out and grabbed it firmly, eliciting a sharp intake of breath and a barely audible cry of pain from Alicia.


  “Damn,” muttered Sorial, keeping his voice low so as not to awaken the other men struggling to sleep in the stifling heat. The barracks weren’t as full as they would have been during normal weather conditions. The majority of the duke’s men chose to sleep outside where it was less oppressive. Sorial preferred the minimal comfort afforded by a bed - he had experience sleeping through warmth that others found unbearable.


  Alicia rubbed her bruised arm, said something decidedly unladylike under her breath, and led him out the back door under the stars. She kept walking until they were a fair distance away from the barracks and any of the men who might be on patrol.


  “I didn’t know seeing you alone was going to be so painful. You’re a brute. It’s a good thing I didn’t try to slide into bed with you,” she said.


  “Sorry. Didn’t know it was you. As a rule I don’t trust people who come up on me in the dark.”


  “I guess it’s my fault. I did this on impulse and it wasn’t well thought out. I was so pleased about getting past Vagrum without being caught that I didn’t consider the ramifications of sneaking up on you.” She continued to rub the area of her arm where he had grabbed her.


  “Why are you here?” asked Sorial.


  She was irritated by his obtuseness. “Isn’t that what lovers do when there are always eyes watching? Sneak out to see one another?”


  “We ain’t lovers.”


  His statement of the obvious didn’t improve Alicia’s mood. “No, we’re not. And with your attitude, we’re never going to be. I don’t know why I bothered.”


  Sorial couldn’t see her in the dark. It was a moonless light and the stars offered scant illumination. But he could tell from the tone of her voice that she was unhappy with him. He suspected if he could see her, those eyes would be flashing the way they often did. “Sorry,” he murmured.


  “Stop apologizing,” she snapped. “I’m here because I wondered whether you wanted to go swimming with me. It’s too damn hot to sleep and I thought we could wander down to the river and have a little adventure.”


  “Your father wouldn’t approve.”


  “No he wouldn’t,” agreed Alicia. “Which is why I didn’t ask permission. I could have done this the proper way and brought Vagrum with me, but then you wouldn’t have been invited along.”


  Sorial didn’t say anything. He knew what his responsibility as a member of Carannan’s militia required of him at the moment - to politely decline Alicia’s offer, escort her back to the mansion, and awaken Vagrum to accompany her. But that’s not what he wanted. Of course, he had little doubt that if they were discovered, the consequences would be dire, if not for her then at least for him.


  He decided to turn his back on caution. Rexall, he mused, would be proud. “Okay, but we have to be careful. There ain’t no one patrolling near the river at this time of night, but there are four men stationed near the house.”


  They made their way quietly across the grounds to the fields beyond. Although they didn’t see anyone in the blackness, the sounds of booted footfalls allowed them to pinpoint the location of nearby guards. Since the men on patrol weren’t trying to be quiet, they were easily avoided. Sorial thought he might want to mention this to Sergeant Rotgut, although he wasn’t sure how to phrase the concern without implicating himself.


  Alicia took his hand in her much smaller one. While his was cool and a little clammy, hers was reassuringly warm.


  They reached the river with little difficulty despite the absence of moonlight - the ground was even and relatively free of holes, limiting the likelihood of a stumble or turned ankle. By starlight, the water was a deep, impenetrable black - an inky scar cutting through the gray of the land surrounding it. Sorial could hear it gurgling as it wended its way toward the areas of public bathing to the south. It was the only sound. The normal Summer nighttime activity of crickets and locusts had been suppressed by the heat. There was no insect life to serenade them. It was eerie.


  Alicia disengaged her hand from his so she could doff her clothing and footwear. Moments later, he heard the telltale sounds of water splashing as she entered the river. Sorial felt a brief surge of panic. What if something happened to her while they were out here alone? Even now, he could barely see her and she was close.


  “Are you coming in?” asked Alicia. In the relative stillness of the night, her voice sounded unnaturally loud and Sorial wondered if it might carry all the way to the patrolling guards. He quickly stripped and joined her in the water.


  There was a brief shock as cool water met warm skin. Although Vantok was trapped in a heat bubble, the areas to the north, where the flow originated, weren’t. The water temperature was one reason why the public baths were overcrowded. For those without cellars, the river, regardless of how dirty it might be, was their only relief.


  Standing nearby, Alicia turned to face him and reached out one hand to trace a line across his muscled chest, which remained above the waterline.


  “You know, when I first saw you, that day in the stable, I thought you had a wonderful chest. I guess it’s all that work, giving you those muscles. Hard, strong muscles.”


  Sorial swallowed. At the moment, his pectorals weren’t the only things that were hard.


  Alicia knew the effect she was having on him. She didn’t have much experience with men, but long discussions with her parents’ serving girls had provided her with a treasure trove of useful information.


  “This is nice.” She bent her knees so she was under water up to her neck. “I don’t like the water when it’s too cold. Makes my skin come all over in little pimples. But this is perfect, and it’s so much more pleasant at night. Peaceful. Quiet.”


  “It’s better because we ain’t supposed to be here.” It was a lesson he’d learned from Rexall.


  “There’s that,” acknowledged Alicia. “I don’t get enough chances to do things I’m not supposed to. I find little ways to rebel, but never anything more serious than what would earn me a scolding.”


  Sorial wondered what Alicia would considered rebelling.


  “Did you and Annie ever fuck in the water?” she asked suddenly.


  Sorial blushed, although the darkness hid the reddening of his features as he remembered one afternoon they had spent together mostly submerged in the middle of the river. “Not quite. I didn’t last long enough for that.”


  He could tell more by sound than sight that Alicia was moving behind him. She pressed her naked flesh against his back. He could feel the softness of her breasts and the hard nubs of her nipples. She leaned into him and whispered. “Hmmm. I wonder if your stamina has improved.” Her breath was warm against his skin.


  At that moment, distant but distinct, came the sound of a musket shot, followed by additional reports. In response, Sorial’s erection wilted. Grabbing Alicia by the arm, he vaulted out of the water, dragging her with him. She let out a yelp of indignation.


  “That was too close to be anywhere but your father’s mansion!” he exclaimed, pulling on his trousers and handing her her shift. “We’ve got to get back. Fast.” More shots rang out. There were shouts of alarm and the clamor of conflict.


  After dressing, they ran, with Sorial gripping her hand tightly so he didn’t lose her in the darkness. He cursed himself for having left his daggers behind, but he hadn’t been expecting to go on this little adventure when Alicia had lured him outside. He had become sufficiently proficient with them to give a good accounting of himself in a battle if it came to that, but they were under his bunk in the barracks.


  The area surrounding the mansion was ablaze with light from torches and lanterns and the whole of the guard corps was mustered alongside the duke and Vagrum. By the time Sorial and Alicia arrived, the disturbance was over. Two guards had suffered minor injuries - one to the arm and one to the calf, apparently from musket balls - and four interlopers were dead. Their bodies lay near the entrance to the barracks, not en route to the mansion. They were dressed identically to the attackers at the stable.


  In the chaos, Sorial and Alicia were able to separate. She slipped through the capering shadows toward the house while Sorial made his way closer to the corpses to get a better look. The guards fanned out to search the property. As soon as Vagrum saw Sorial, he headed straight for him. The big man’s visage was dark, a mixture of anger and anxiety.


  “She was with you?” he demanded, his meaty hand on the pommel of his sheathed sword.


  Sorial nodded. “Down by the river. She weren’t here when it happened.”


  “And now?”


  “She’s inside. Safe.”


  The duke, seeing them talking, came over. “Did you find her?”


  “The lad says she’s safe inside.”


  “All right,” said Carannan, relief crossing his features. “Go inside and watch over her. I don’t blame you for this, Vagrum. You need sleep like the rest of us. She’s strong-willed; short of locking her in her room, there’s nothing you could have done to prevent this.”


  “It won’t happen again.”


  “I’d be careful about making assurances like that where Alicia’s involved. It probably will happen again.”


  “What about him?” asked Vagrum, cocking a thumb at Sorial, who was studying a patch of ground as if it was the most interesting thing imaginable.


  “Let me handle that,” said Carannan. “You go to Alicia. Tell her that she and I are going to have a little discussion about her unwillingness to obey certain rules.”


  I find little ways to rebel, but never anything more serious than what would earn me a scolding.


  Vagrum nodded briskly then moved toward the mansion at a jog, leaving Sorial and Carannan alone except for the small ring of guards standing at a discrete distance.


  “Sir, I…” began Sorial, wondering if offering his resignation might be the best way to start.


  “Recognize them?” asked Carannan, pointing at one of the corpses with a booted toe. The man’s head had nearly been severed from its body at the neck, but there was no mistaking the clothing.


  “The ones from the inn.”


  Carannan nodded. “They weren’t here to attack the mansion. They weren’t after me. They were headed for the barracks and, if most of the guards hadn’t been sleeping outside, they would have gotten there uncontested. Now, I ask myself, why would a group of four men carrying muskets and pistols make a stealth run at my barracks? Even if they had gotten inside, they couldn’t have killed many men before being overwhelmed. So what was the purpose? Any ideas?”


  “They were after me.”


  “That’s what I think and, when I present the situation to Warburm, he’ll agree with me. You were the target. But then… you weren’t there, were you?”


  “No, sir.”


  “I gather from your bedraggled appearance you were at the river, and I have no doubt who plotted this escapade. My daughter spends her days trying to come up with ways to flout the rules I set for her. But tonight… Had she been in the house with Vagrum, she would have been safe. Being with you, especially away from your fellow guards, put her in grave danger. What if they had arrived earlier and saw the two of you departing? You would have made their job that much easier. Sorial, I know Alicia can be persuasive, but I expect more of you. You’ve disappointed me.”


  Sorial felt the sting of shame. The measured tone in which Carannan addressed him made it worse. “Sir, I’ll resign in the morning, or now if you prefer.”


  “I don’t want your resignation.” The duke appeared taken aback by the suggestion. “In fact, now more than ever, you need what we can provide for you here. They’ve come after you twice, so it’s reasonable to expect them to try again. You need to continue your training and, more than that, you need comrades who’ll fight by your side. That’s what this is all about. You made a mistake and you’ll be disciplined for it, but I wouldn’t put you in jeopardy by turning you out.”


  “But I put Alicia’s life in danger.”


  “Yes you did. But not intentionally. And I have to trust you’ve learned from this experience and won’t do anything like that again. I’m not going to forbid you to see each other. That would be counterproductive and encourage my daughter to come up with convoluted schemes to get around the prohibition. You two are friends; I understand that. And the gods know Alicia needs a friend of her own age, if not class. I won’t oppose your friendship as long as I have no reason to. But there must be no more incidents like this one. Am I understood?”


  “Yes sir.”


  “Good. Now consider yourself under house arrest. I don’t have anyone to spare watching you, so take yourself to your bunk. I’ll inform you of your punishment in the morning.”


  Wracked with guilt at what might have happened, Sorial didn’t sleep the entire night. Carannan had painted a startling picture. What if he and Alicia had been followed to the riverbank? They’d both be dead. The assassins had been after him, but it seemed unlikely they would have spared her. Visnisk had paid the price of being in the wrong place at the wrong time.


  Eventually, the commotion died down. The injured guards were taken into the city to see a healer and the bodies were carted away by the Watch for further investigation. Patrols continued by all able-bodied man until after dawn to ensure no assassins were lurking in the area.


  Sorial’s punishment for dereliction of duty was mild; the duke’s leniency surprised him. He was stripped of his next three days off and given additional shifts doing menial tasks like mucking the stable and cleaning the privy pit hut. It was unpleasant work but no more demanding than his chores at The Wayfarer’s Comfort. During his probation, he didn’t see Alicia but, based on what the others said, she was confined to the mansion until further notice. Vagrum confirmed this during a short visit. Carannan had decided that until Alicia was suitably repentant - something there were no signs of - she would be kept in seclusion.


  By the first day of Harvest, Sorial was allowed to return to his regular duties. With the unrelenting heat still in place, he was grateful to no longer have sole responsibility for the privy pit. After confirming that his punishment had been lifted, he headed into the city to confront Warburm about the attack on Carannan’s mansion. Now that they were no longer master and servant, Sorial felt he could push Warburm harder than he had dared in the past.


  He arrived at The Wayfarer’s Comfort in the early afternoon of a hot, arid day - typical Summer weather transposed to the latter weeks of the year. Roshell, one of the serving girls, greeted Sorial with a smile and a quick kiss on the cheek, then directed him to the wine cellar when he asked for the innkeeper. “Spends a lot of the daylight hours down there, does he. Can’t say I blame him - it’s the coolest place in the inn.”


  During his tenure at the Wayfarer’s Comfort, Sorial had enjoyed spending time in the wine cellar, a huge rectangular underground chamber filled with kegs, barrels, and bottles of all varieties of wine, ale, and mead. As children, he and Rexall had spent hours on end in the cool, dimly-lit chamber - talking, hiding, and playing until the innkeeper chased them out. Once the heat wave began, Warburm had issued an edict that no one was to enter the cellar without permission.


  A single lantern lit the chamber but there was no sign of the innkeeper. “Warburm?” called Sorial tentatively, standing near the foot of the stairs leading to the kitchen above. Nothing. He was about to return to the inn when he felt the faintest of breezes accompanied by the scent of dirt and damp.


  He tracked the breeze to its source and was surprised by what he found: a hidden door, slightly ajar, made to look like a section of the stone wall. Despite all the hours he and Rexall had spent in the cellar, this was the first time he had discovered, or even suspected the existence of, a secret exit.


  His curiosity aroused, Sorial pulled open the door and peered into the gloom. Beyond was a narrow tunnel that stretched ahead for as far as his eyes could discern. A distant illumination hinted at a torch in a sconce or a hanging lantern. There was no sound except the faint drip-drip-dripping of water. Sorial stepped into the tunnel, pulling the door shut behind him.


  Gripping the pommel of Alicia’s gift, sheathed at his side, Sorial ventured into the unknown, his soldier’s boots sounding unnaturally loud on the rough stone floor. The walls and ceiling were hard-packed earth with occasional timbers to buttress them. Standing upright, Sorial’s head came within a handspan of brushing the ceiling; someone of Warburm’s greater stature would have to stoop.


  The light he had noticed from the cellar was provided by a lantern hanging from a rusted hook jammed into the wall at eye level. Ahead, the tunnel made a sharp turn to the right before again straightening out. There was another lantern at the edge of his sight. A few more turns and his poor sense of direction was confounded.


  It made sense, he supposed, that as a member of a secret society, Warburm would have a hidden way in and out of the inn, not only for his use but for that of visitors who needed to arrive and depart unseen. The further Sorial advanced, the more he wondered whether the prudent thing might be to turn back. He had been in the tunnel for minutes, but it felt like hours. At least it was cool - cool, damp, and dark. The earthy smell was comforting.


  “Stop. Advance no more.” The voice, a cross between a growl and a whisper, issued from the gloom ahead. Sorial came to such a complete and sudden stop that he nearly stumbled. The dagger was out of its sheath and in his hands in an instant. He bent his knees and assumed a fighting crouch. He knew that voice.


  “That’s not the weapon I gave you, but it’s formidable. I hope you’ve learned how to use it.” Straining his eyes, Sorial thought he could make out a human shape ahead but he couldn’t be sure.


  “Warburm has ever been incautious about concealing his path, yet it wouldn’t behoove you to follow him further or risk discovery. This is a secret better kept to yourself.”


  “Who are you?” demanded Sorial, his voice sounding stronger and more sure than he felt. “Are you responsible for the assassins?”


  “Those buffoons?” The laugh was brittle. “I assure you, Sorial son of Kara, if I hunted you, my methods would be direct and certain. At our last meeting, I told you I bear you no ill-will. That hasn’t changed.”


  “Why are you down here?”


  “My comings and goings are my own affair, although I admit a preference for the freedom of an open sky to the suffocating presence of so much rock and dirt. But that’s neither here nor there and this is a convenient way to move in concealment. Our meeting is fortuitous; I bear you a warning.


  “You’re being manipulated; if you accede to the wishes of those who would use you, you set your feet on a hard path, one that won’t end well. It would place you in direct opposition to my cause, and that’s not a position you wish to be in. None who calls me an enemy lives long to speak of it.


  “My advice is that you leave the city. Go elsewhere and live out your life under a new identity. You’ll be hounded and pursued - no one knows better than me that those who seek to use you won’t give up easily - but if you remain ahead of them, you can avoid the imprisonment of their ideals. Your future isn’t written, much as they might wish you to believe it so. I’m proof of that. What they want for you is more curse than gift and it will lead to your death.”


  “Who are you?”


  “Pray you never need to know the answer to that question. Someday, perhaps you’ll understand my motivations for coming to you, but it’s ultimately of no matter as long as you learn from this encounter. Some of those you trust will betray you as surely as the sun will rise tomorrow to blast this already barren land with its heat. Ware the schemes of Warburm and the dictates of the great man who directs the innkeeper’s purpose.”


  “And my mother?”


  “Kara is both victim and victimizer. She’s conflicted where you’re concerned, as well she might be. She loves you, but she’s bound herself to a deceitful and duplicitous master with a self-serving purpose. This has dominated her life for four decades, since before the birth of her first child. She fell into the trap when she was only a girl and becomes more enmeshed with each passing year. Tread carefully in your dealings with her.”


  “So I should trust you, a stranger who won’t show her face, over people I’ve known my whole life?”


  “Whether or not you trust me is irrelevant. For reasons of my own, I don’t wish to find myself in opposition to you; this is my best chance to avoid it short of doing what the assassins failed to accomplish. But if that time comes, I’ll no longer stay my hand. I’ll do what necessity demands. Regrettably, perhaps, but decisively.”


  “Why don’t you tell me everything? All these secrets being kept from me.”


  “The temptation is there - what a joy to foil them at this juncture! But there’s too much uncertainty about how you would respond and I have neither the time nor the patience to act as your mentor. Unraveling the mysteries of your identity is something you must accomplish on your own. But have a care not to confuse the agenda of others for truth. The gods are no more. You are the master of your future, free to choose your own path.” She paused for a pregnant moment, then added. “Someone’s coming. You should return to the inn.”


  “Where does this tunnel lead?”


  “It’s an escape trench, built in a time of strife many years ago. The main tunnel ends in a clearing north of the city, just before the river. A recently constructed side branch connects with the temple basement. Now go, and think on my words. I wish you well for now, Sorial. If you choose unwisely, that won’t always be the case.”


  He didn’t see or hear her depart, but he knew she was gone by the sense of a withdrawn presence. At that moment, Sorial’s ears caught the distant sound of boots. Someone was approaching. He retreated, backtracking the way he had come.


  As had previously been the case, the stranger left him feeling unsettled and unsure. He suspected she was trying to manipulate him as assiduously as the “others” of whom she spoke, yet he sensed sincerity in her words. Whatever he was being groomed for, it conflicted with her aspirations. But why? And who was she?


  He escaped from the tunnel and left the inn to wander the streets and think. But the answers were as elusive as ever. He would have to continue to exercise patience - not his strongest characteristic.


  When he returned to Carannan’s estate, Alicia was meandering the grounds with Vagrum at her side. It was the first time he had seen her since their night swim. She smiled and waved but didn’t approach. Vagrum’s face remained impassive, causing Sorial to believe that although the duke may have pardoned Sorial’s infraction, Alicia’s guardian wasn’t as forgiving.


  CHAPTER SIXTEEN: THE MIDWINTER CARNIVAL


  By the week before Midwinter, Sorial had made sufficient advances with his swordsmanship and archery to allow his promotion to the position of Alicia’s junior protector. That meant he and she weren’t shadowed while on the ducal estate. When they left the grounds for whatever reason - to browse the market or visit Kara at the farm - they were joined by a veteran and the ever-vigilant Vagrum. Sorial’s opinion of the big man had matured from respect to heartfelt admiration over the weeks as he observed his dedication. Vagrum did this job not because he was being paid but because he loved Alicia like a daughter.


  Sorial had settled nicely into a routine that involved training and physical exercise followed by hours of duty, which typically meant standing at attention outside Alicia’s chambers while she slept.


  He had learned to take the advice of others and live in the moment, although the warnings about what was to come were never far from his thoughts. As long as Alicia was around and he could spend a few minutes with her every day, it didn’t matter what the future held. His compatriots knew there was some kind of relationship between Sorial and the Duke’s daughter that went beyond what was normal (and perhaps proper), but no one commented about it. Curiously, despite abundant evidence to the contrary, Carannan seemed oblivious to anything deeper than a friendship. And he had promoted Sorial, giving the young man more access to Alicia, although temptation and opportunity never coalesced the way they had on the night when the assassins attacked.


  “Good morning,” Alicia said brightly, flouncing into the estate’s large stable and perching on a bale of hay. She was dressed in a pale yellow gown that complemented her unbound golden hair. Her preference was to wear it in braids but she had adopted this style after Sorial made an offhand comment about liking it loose. Her only concessions to the cool - although not cold - weather were long sleeves and an extra layer of petticoats.


  “You look pretty today.” Sorial took a moment to gaze at her before directing his attention back to turning over loose hay with a pitchfork. There were two other workers in the stable, but they were at the other end, well out of earshot.


  “You look like you could use a swim in the river,” said Alicia. “I suppose it’s only natural for a stableboy to attract dirt.”


  He grunted then reached down to pluck something off the ground. With barely a glance in Alicia’s direction, he tossed it at her. At first, she thought it was a knot of straw but the moment she recognized what it actually was, she leapt to her feet and shrieked. The poor mouse, upon landing, scampered away.


  “Bastard!” she fumed. That was followed by a stream of profanity that would have made Vagrum, her teacher in such matters, proud.


  Sorial couldn’t withhold a chuckle. He turned to say something only to be struck square in the forehead by a well-aimed piece of shit.


  “Now you need a bath more than ever.”


  At that moment, Vagrum came sprinting into the stable, having heard Alicia’s cry from his post outside. He relaxed when he realized that the two “children” (as he often called them) were playing.


  “Let me guess…another mouse.”


  “Sorial threw it at me.”


  “I missed,” said Sorial apologetically.


  “Looks like you need to spend more time at practice then. I’ll speak to your instructors ’bout it.” Without another word, he departed, returning to his out-of-sight but not out-of-hearing position.


  “Find a water barrel and wash that off,” said Alicia.


  “Why? Don’t like it?”


  Alicia made a face. “I’m not going to kiss you until you’re clean.”


  Sorial immediately went in search of some water.


  Later, they wandered hand-in-hand along the river, the farthest from the house they could venture without an escort. Vagrum was somewhere close, although they couldn’t see him. If there was trouble, he would reach their side in an instant.


  It was a gray, chilly day. Clouds hid the sun and a misty rain was falling. Once, seemingly long ago, this kind of morning would have been common in mid-Planting or mid-Harvest. As recently as five years ago, it would have been snowing today, the light white powder coating the ground in preparation for the following week’s Midwinter carnival.


  “I expect you to be my escort, of course,” said Alicia of the event, as if it was a foregone conclusion.


  “I ain’t sure that’s a good idea. It would draw attention to us. We should have a care till your Maturity in a few weeks.”


  “I’m sick to death of being discreet. I’m fed up with skulking around as if what you and I are doing - which is far less than I wish we were doing - is wrong. My father isn’t going to like it when he finds out, but he’ll have to get used to it.”


  “That confuses me. He’d have to be blind not to have noticed us, but he ain’t done nothing to separate you from me.”


  “I’ve considered that,” said Alicia. “And I have a theory. Why do you think I pressed your mother so hard about your father’s blood and birthright?”


  “Because if he was noble-born, it would make a match possible.”


  “The word you should use is easier. Anything is possible, even between a duke’s daughter and an impoverished stableboy.”


  “If my father was a noble, it would make us equal. As a noble, I could be knighted and ask for your hand.”


  “It might not even be that complicated. Your mother suggested a possible connection between your father and mine. What if you are the one I’m betrothed to? What if there was an arrangement between our parents all those years ago and that’s why my father isn’t separating us now.” It was clear she had given some thought to this scenario, preposterous as it sounded.


  Although it would explain a great many things, Sorial thought it sounded like wish-fulfillment. His mother had never acknowledged a link between his father and Carannan. In fact, she had said she didn’t think the men knew each other, although they knew of each other. And if Alicia was to be Sorial’s betrothed, wouldn’t he know it already?


  Alicia read his expression. “You’re not convinced.”


  “I want to believe it, but it just ain’t…”


  She wrinkled her nose. “I know. It’s a nice thought, but I’m not convinced, either. Still, it’s something to hold on to.”


  “I’d rather hold on to you,” he said, bending down to kiss her on the lips. She snaked her arms around his back and drew him closer, prolonging their contact. When they broke apart, they were flushed and out of breath.


  It occurred to Sorial that they could lie down here, amidst the tall grass beside the river, and dispose of her virginity, continuing what they had begun in the water two seasons ago. He knew she would be willing. But deflowering her now could prove dangerous. They needed to know her potential bridegroom’s identity first. And then there was Vagrum, who was unlikely to allow something like that to happen. Sorial suspected the most he could get away with was a kiss, and even that might be pushing the limits of the big man’s tolerance.


  “We’ll find a way to be together, even if they’re all against it,” said Alicia. “I’ve thought it through, stableboy. If it means earning my keep as a scullery maid in some kitchen in the North, I can do it.” Sorial wasn’t so sure about that - he doubted Alicia knew what being a scullery maid entailed - but he was sensible enough not to mention his doubts. “You, of course, will never have trouble finding work. Good stableboys are always in demand.”


  “You’d run away from Vantok and your family?”


  “Vantok. My family. My rank. Even Vagrum. In exchange for being your wife. If that’s the only price the gods will accept, I’ll pay it. Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.” She smiled at him affectionately. “So, are you ready to tempt fate and be my escort at the carnival?”


  It was an offer he couldn’t refuse.


  * * *


  “Marry her? You can’t be serious!” exclaimed Rexall in shock. He knew his friend was attracted to the duke’s daughter, but he couldn’t believe Sorial would contemplate such madness.


  “I know there could be problems…”


  “Problems? This ain’t Annie. This ain’t some ex-whore who’ll gladly take you as her husband. This is a fucking noblewoman. There are rumors the king is considering her for his bride.”


  “Until an official betrothal is announced…”


  “Sor, you ain’t thinking straight. If she’s bewitched you so badly, sneak away with her into that huge stable her father owns and do what you need to do. But don’t believe marriage is even an option. If you go after it, it’ll end badly.”


  Sorial was regretting having unburdened himself to Rexall. He had expected reluctance from his friend, but not militant opposition.


  The two of them were loitering in the marketplace during the early morning hours of Midwinter’s Day. The square was gaily decorated with garlands of flowers and berries. Once, when the carnival occurred during the bleakest, coldest time of the year, evergreen boughs had provided the only color. Now that there were more festive options available, the complexion of the holiday had taken on a brighter flair. It was more like what Plantingfest had once been.


  Many merchants were opening early, hoping to capitalize on the general spirit of goodwill and the open money pouches that often accompanied the carnival. There weren’t yet many people about, but that would soon change. With the drizzle of the past week having cleared out, today was shaping up to be a fine day - dry and cool, although not so cold that anyone would mistake it for a Winter of old.


  “Her Maturity’s in two weeks,” said Sorial, doggedly pursuing a defense of his decision to marry Alicia. “On that day, she speaks for herself.”


  Rexall shook his head in disagreement. “If she was a peasant, you’d be right, but she’s the daughter of a noble. She’s the duke’s property until he gives her up. And he ain’t gonna do that to the likes of a guard.”


  “I intend to ask him for her hand.” He owed both Alicia and Carannan that much. He suspected what the answer would be, and what would have to come next, but perhaps there was the slimmest of chances. Alicia was unwilling to relinquish her fantasy that Sorial might be the one to whom she was betrothed.


  “He’ll have you arrested and lock her away until her real husband comes to claim her,” predicted Rexall. “But at least you’re not thinking of running away with her.”


  “She deserves better’n that, but if it’s our only choice…”


  “Sor, give her up!” pleaded Rexall. “Come with me today. We’ll find a few willing girls and they’ll make you forget her.”


  “Perhaps he doesn’t want to forget me,” said a tart voice from over Rexall’s left shoulder. Alicia, dressed in a striking sapphire dress with a darker blue cloak draped over her shoulders, approached, flanked at a discreet distance by Vagrum and two guards. Her protectors nodded amiably to Sorial. He returned their silent greetings with a grin.


  With considerably more courtliness than Rexall had ever observed from his friend, Sorial bowed to Alicia before taking her hand in his.


  “You’re a bad influence,” she stated, staring daggers at Rexall. Turning to Sorial, she said, “I suppose you told him. Sometimes, stableboy, I wonder if straw has replaced your brains. Our plans are meant to be a secret. If we have to flee in the night…”


  “…I’m hoping Rexall will come with us,” finished Sorial. Alicia’s eyes widened with shock. This was something they hadn’t discussed.


  Rexall was equally nonplused. “Go with you? On the run from the duke?”


  “Rex, how many times have we talked about it? Leaving Vantok on some great adventure in the North. This could be our chance.”


  “I appreciate how you put it - makes it sound almost fun. But as I recall, our talks didn’t mention your lover or her father’s entire guard corps in pursuit.”


  “I’d like you to come with us.”


  Alicia’s expression indicated that she very much did not want Rexall to come with them. That decided it for him. With a smirk, he said, “What the hell… things are getting too dangerous to stay in this city anyway. Ain’t often you get a chance like this!”


  The three of them spent the day together, but they spoke no more about the future. Rexall and Alicia held out hope that Sorial would change his mind, albeit about different things. But they remained silent, believing that now wasn’t the best time to attempt persuasion - not while the other was present.


  The trio wandered the streets, which became progressively more clogged with revelers as the day wore on. Later, they slipped into a tavern for the traditional mugs of Midwinter’s Cheer, a brew that tasted suspiciously like spiced, watered-down beer. After dusk, they gathered near the marketplace to watch a display of fireworks. That’s when Rexall left them to pursue an attractive brunette who had flashed him a welcoming smile. When all the flashes and bangs were over, Sorial escorted Alicia back to the duke’s estate. Once they were within sight of the mansion, the guards headed for the barracks and Vagrum melted into the darkness - there but not there.


  “I think I’ve waited long enough,” said Alicia, her hand in Sorial’s. She turned to look into his eyes, but could see nothing beyond the shadow of a silhouette in the moonless night. The hand not grasping his slipped into his trousers, dexterous fingers hunting.


  “Two more weeks? It ain’t such a long time,” said Sorial, but his body contradicted his words. If Alicia was as eager tonight as she had been at the river… He had never wanted anyone this much, not even Annie. The touch of her fingers weakened the iron resolve engendered by Vagrum’s proximity.


  “Two weeks!” exclaimed an exasperated Alicia, her hand becoming almost rough as she stroked him. “This is driving me crazy! Every night, lying in bed alone, knowing you’re standing just outside my door… Why wait? Unless you don’t want me.”


  “Of course I want you!” Sorial’s voice was husky. “It’s killing me to know I could pull you down now…”


  Suddenly, Sorial found himself on the ground, Alicia astride him, her lips pressed against his. Surprised, it took Sorial a moment to respond, then he wrapped his arms around her and crushed her to him. Their bodies ground against each other seeking release despite the layers of interfering clothing.


  He pulled back before they passed the point of no return. “Not here,” he panted. “Not in a field or a barn or a stable. You deserve better.”


  “I deserve to feel you inside me,” she groaned, frustrated at his reticence. “Why are you worried about things like that? Do you think I care?”


  “Not now, you don’t. But sometime in the future, when you think back, you’ll care.”


  “You could get me with child tonight,” she said, her hands dancing between them, promising and persuading. “That would seal the bond between us. My father would have no choice then.”


  “We have to wait,” he said. “Two weeks.”


  Muttering some unladylike phrases, Alicia sat up next to him. After letting out a deep sigh, she leaned her head against his shoulder and let the comfort of the darkness ebb through her. They stayed like that for a long time, letting seconds bleed into minutes. Eventually, when the warmth of their embrace gave way to the chill of the night, they rose and continued on to the mansion. Both were convinced they had a future together, although neither was certain how it would evolve.


  * * *


  The days following the Midwinter Day’s carnival were difficult for Sorial and Alicia. There were few opportunities for privacy, no chances to sip of their newfound intimacy. In front of others, they had to pretend their relationship was the same it had always been: friendly with an edge of rivalry. It was a difficult façade. The joy of one-upsmanship was gone. Each time he saw her, the ache was stronger. Sorial had never known it was possible to want a woman this much. He was constantly comparing what he felt for Alicia with what he had felt for Annie and finding those old feelings lacking.


  Vagrum watched them and Sorial suspected the big man was aware of the situation. The space he once gave Sorial and Alicia had contracted. Now, when the two were together in the stable, Vagrum waited just inside the door rather than outside, as had previously been his habit. That made even stealing a quick kiss awkward.


  “He knows,” said Sorial quietly as the two of them worked on a horse. Sorial was checking its shoes while Alicia brushed its coat.


  “I know. I think he was watching us that night and we didn’t realize it. But he didn’t tell my father or I would have been subjected to the ‘Sorial’s a good man but…’ lecture.”


  “He’s watching us now.”


  “No, he’s watching me. Specifically, he’s watching between my legs to make sure what’s there stays intact. You wouldn’t believe the importance that’s placed on an unsullied maidenhood in some noble marriages. If a peasant girl enjoys a few rolls in the hay before the happy day, it’s considered a way to gain experience. But if I go to my future husband’s bed in anything less than pristine condition, it will be a scandal.”


  Sorial was committed to stay the course. One more week. Only one more week. Then, for good or ill, they would know the depth of sacrifice necessary for them to be together.


  “You realize that once the betrothal is announced, I’ll be under closer surveillance than now. It’s traditional for my future husband to provide me with protection. You’ll be replaced by one of his men. Even seeing each other to say ‘hello’ will be difficult. If you think my movements are restricted now, wait until then. Planning to leave… If we’re going to run, we should do it now.”


  They argued about it for a while until Alicia, infuriated by his stubbornness, stormed off. When he noticed his charge’s disposition, Vagrum cast a disapproving glance in Sorial’s direction. The younger man shrugged and Vagrum raised an eyebrow before leaving in Alicia’s wake. That was the last Sorial saw of her until the next morning.


  He knew the moment she entered the stable that something was wrong. She wore her worry like a cloak. As always, Vagrum followed; there was nothing in his demeanor that hinted at a problem.


  “We’re beaten,” spat Alicia. “Your indecisiveness has finished us.”


  “What is it?”


  “I overheard a conversation between my father and mother. I’m to be brought before the king next week for my Maturity. That’s when the betrothal is to take place.”


  “So?”


  “So? So? Don’t you see? Didn’t the gods give you eyes?”


  Sorial shook his head, bewildered.


  “Think about it. The king is a widower. It’s him.”


  “You’re overreacting. It can’t be him.” Sorial’s words were calm but he felt as if the world had suddenly shifted under his feet. What was it Rexall had said? There are rumors the king is considering her for his bride.


  “Overreacting?? Why else would the king - a man under pressure to remarry - be at the betrothal of a duke’s daughter? That’s not normal. In fact, I’ve never heard of it happening before. It would also explain why there’s so little concern about us. What girl, given the choice, wouldn’t throw away an attachment to a stableboy to be the queen? Or at least that’s the way they think.”


  Her logic was impeccable. Sorial felt sick to his stomach.


  “I’ll be moved to the palace immediately. Tradition would argue for a two season engagement, but the king has no heirs so he needs to get his queen with child as soon as possible. I’m sure no one would object if he dispensed with tradition to marry me two minutes after the announcement of the betrothal. And the Temple wouldn’t admit me as a penitent vowing chastity. Not even the prelate would cross the king in this matter.”


  She started crying. Sorial flinched, wanting to embrace her but knowing they were being watched. He glanced at Vagrum. The guardian was scowling. Then, very deliberately, Vagrum turned his back.


  At first, Alicia resisted Sorial’s hug, but she eventually melted into it, clinging to him with a death-grip.


  “We’ve lost,” she murmured. “It’s over.”


  “No,” said Sorial. There had to be a way. He would find a way. “I ain’t giving up now. I don’t know how but I’ll make this right.” He hoped the words sounded less hollow to her ears than to his own.


  CHAPTER SEVENTEEN: THE COUNCIL’S ADVICE


  Two weeks following Midwinter’s Day, Azarak was able to put his dalliance with scholarly pursuits behind him. If there was more to learn, he didn’t know where to look. Although there weren’t many contemporary dissertations on the topic of wizards (outside the “folklore” category), archaic volumes were replete with references. By now, he had read every book in Vantok’s royal library about the subject, as well as various tomes and scrolls borrowed from the archives of the other great cities. The only references forbidden to him were the “secret” scrolls kept in the temple - scrolls whose existence Ferguson denied.


  During the past few seasons, Azarak had gone into seclusion, leaving the day-to-day running of the city to his chancellor. He still made ceremonial appearances at important events but he had cancelled his regular public audiences, citing important matters of state. Most assumed he was working on a plan to curb Vantok’s lawlessness. Few would have been happy to learn the real reason.


  “Your Majesty.” Toranim intercepted the king on his way to his private chambers.


  “What news of the city today? Has it slipped into the Otherverse?”


  Toranim favored him with a quizzical expression.


  “Ignore me, my friend. Too much reading about things I still don’t understand.”


  “The council continues to block plans for expanding the Watch through conscription. This is the fourth time in the past year. Some influential nobles are arguing that it will cripple the city financially and the guild masters are equally obstructive. Crime is an epidemic, but they don’t see that. It would be helpful, Your Majesty, if you were to address the council.”


  Azarak made an noise of annoyance. The council had taken full advantage of his absence, usurping power to which they could claim no right. They were an advisory body, not a governing one. He supposed he had only himself to blame. Men of ambition never let vacuums of power go unfilled.


  “The time has come, my friend, for me to regain control of this city. I have too long been sealed in my library, poring over dusty scrolls. If war and cataclysm come from a supernatural menace, there won’t be a more prepared ruler in all the land.”  Did that mean anything? Having knowledge and understanding how to apply it were different matters. And what of the Otherverse, an ominous term often repeated but never explained?


  Toranim allowed relief to suffuse his features. If nothing else, the past weeks of stewardship had made him glad the throne was Azarak’s, not his. The pettiness of the disputes and the spitefulness of those pressing their claims had become a millstone around the chancellor’s conscience.


  “Make a proclamation that I will resume my regular public audiences next week. For now, I must rein in my recalcitrant council. This dithering over conscription will cease. Draft a pronouncement to be read two days hence preparing for an expansion of the Watch and set a meeting with the commanders so they can be aware what will be expected of them.”


  “But the council…”


  “The council will do as they’re told! I’m the king. Don’t worry, Toranim, I have some thoughts that will soften the blow but, one way or the other, this will go forward. We’re far behind where we should be. Pray to the gods, if they still exist, that we haven’t fallen so far behind we’ll never be able to recover.”


  “Aye, Your Majesty.”


  “One more thing: summon Prelate Ferguson to the palace tomorrow morning. I want to see him before I do battle with my council.”  And he suspected it would be a battle - men like those seated on the council didn’t cede power easily once having usurped it. But Azarak was determined, even if it meant taking extreme action. He wouldn’t be the first king to summarily dismiss an entire council. It hadn’t been done in centuries, but there were precedents. The nobility and merchants might be nonplused, but the common people and the Watch would support him.


  Later that night, unable to quiet  his mind, Azarak sat in a chair next to the fire instead of lying abed. As he gazed into the flames, he considered all he had learned during his long hours perusing some of humanity’s most cryptic literature.


  The trouble was differentiating fact from fiction, separating truth from myth and speculation. Much of the material was contradictory, but there was enough consensus for him to be sure of a few basics.


  According to legend, there had been a time when wizards were as common as nobles. They had existed alongside but separate from their human brethren, ruled over by the Wizard-King Malbranche and his brother (and successor), Altemiak. This was a fabrication of imaginative historians. Wizards had indeed walked the face of the planet but never in great numbers. At no time had there been more than four. Each wizard had been tied to one of the elements: air, water, earth, or fire. Only when a wizard had died could another take his or her place. Whether Malbranche or Altemiak had lived was a matter of conjecture but, if they had, they hadn’t presided over a thriving college of colleagues.


  Many wizards came to wish they had never activated their talents. Those with untapped abilities could lead a normal life, never the wiser about what they could have been. Once triggered, however, the powers demanded use. An active wizard couldn’t reject his abilities. In ancient accounts, wizards spoke of a hunger for magic that exceeded the appetites for food, drink, and sex. The longer the power was denied, the greater the hunger became. The curse was that every use of magic, no matter how trivial, drained vitality from the wizard’s body. Although the raw source was siphoned from something cryptically referred to as the “Otherverse”, magic leeched away the user’s life force. Ascetic wizards, who spent their lives in a hell of magical abstinence, might live a normal human life span, but most wizards were burned out before having reached their age of Double Maturity, and many were dead long before that. Wizards were more inclined to indulge every whim than take a path of moderation.


  The key to being a wizard was to learn the most economical ways in which to manipulate the elements. The less magic used in an act, the less damage to the user. Without guidance, no practitioner would be able to apply the restraint necessary for a long, productive life. If wizards were to be reborn in this day and age as a way to mitigate the end of the gods’ stewardship, Azarak felt nothing but sorrow for them. Wizards were to be honored, to be sure, but also to be pitied.


  The capacity to use magic was an inherited trait. There were many instances of “wizard dynasties,” where the power ran through bloodlines, with generation after generation surviving the portal test that culled the magical from the non-magical. Wizards often married other wizards, increasing the likelihood that their children would have the ability. While there could never be more than four active wizards at any time, there were untold numbers of latents, each awaiting his or her turn.


  One of Ferguson’s tasks had been to trace those venerable bloodlines through the centuries and determine if any remained active. The alternative, randomly picking young men and women to undergo a test where the price for failure was death, amounted to an inhumane lottery. But, considering what could be rising in the Deep South, there might not be another option. If a warmongering foe arose in The Forbidden Lands, the difference between having a wizard defender and not having one could mean the difference between Vantok’s continued existence or its fall.


  Azarak bowed his head. His people clamored for him to find a queen. Perhaps he could make a good match with the Princess Myselene of Obis or the daughter of one of Vantok’s influential nobles. The goal, of course, wasn’t Azarak’s personal happiness but the sons and daughters who would provide a solid line of succession. Yet the king worried about the grim legacy he might leave to the future kings and queens of Vantok. With the future so bleak, might it be kinder to have no children at all? 


  * * *


  Ferguson, looking as cool and sedate as always, was sipping wine when a grumpy Azarak entered the private audience chamber. It wasn’t an early hour, but the king hadn’t slept well the previous night and the lack of rest left him in a foul mood. His hair was unkempt and his goatee wasn’t as neatly trimmed as was his wont.


  “Your Majesty.” Ferguson rose and executed a slight, formal bow. Unlike the king, the prelate was impeccably groomed and coiffed. His eyes took in the king’s appearance with the same calm watchfulness that he observed everything.


  “Prelate.” Azarak snatched a goblet of wine from a servant before impatiently waving him out of the room. The king sat opposite Ferguson, slumping in his chair.


  “You look… troubled, Sire,” ventured Ferguson.


  “Long hours poring over books will do that to a man. I wasn’t meant to be a scholar, yet I’ve probably spent more time in libraries than anyone not in the priesthood.”


  “That would explain your recent absence from public view. There have been rumors that you’re ill. I inquired personally several times, but your esteemed chancellor assured me you were hale but ‘preoccupied.’”


  “My preoccupation is at an end unless you’re willing to share those secret ecclesiastical scrolls you claim not to have.”


  The corners of Ferguson’s mouth twitched upward in what might have been a smile. “Your Majesty, I have opened my library to you. There are, of course, some documents that may not be shared beyond the priesthood, but everything else has been made available.”


  “So you’ve said on more than one occasion.”


  “And you believe I prevaricate?”


  “No. I think you’re telling the truth. I just wonder what’s contained in those other documents. I know you’re a man of secrets, Prelate. Those secrets give you power and mystique. If the gods are gone, those secrets may represent the basis of your continued power in a new order.”


  “I believe you attribute sinister motives where there are none. If the gods are no more, it’s true that my ‘basis of power,’ as you put it, will erode. But I’m an old man and near to death so I have little need to find a source to replenish it. Like the gods, I need to prepare for a time when I am no more. Stockpiling secrets is hardly conducive to that goal.”


  Azarak harrumphed. “I asked you here for two reasons, neither of which is to pry information about your secret library from you, although I trust that if you discover something in it useful to me, you’ll inform me?”


  Ferguson nodded.


  “Very well. Have you made any progress determining the identity of a possible wizard candidate?  As you supposed, the bloodline is a key. My skepticism remains about the return of magic, but there’s little doubt it’s a historical fact, not just a patchwork of myths. Our best chance of reviving the wizards, if they can be revived, is by finding those with the highest concentration of proven blood in their veins. But you know that. In fact, I suspect you’ve known it for a long time.”


  Ferguson nodded. “I have, Your Majesty. I’ve studied in every library across the continent, and even one beyond. No one knows more about wizards and magic. It’s been my life’s work, as has been compiling a list of candidates. I’ve studied all the important wizard lines and matched them with descendants across the centuries. I’ve read birth records in great temples and small, out-of-the-way churches.”


  This didn’t surprise Azarak. The ease with which Ferguson had offered to “begin” the search was evidence enough. The names the prelate held in close confidence might represent the city’s best chance at survival. Yet Eylene had warned him to seek solace in the strength of arms not the myth of magic. Skepticism was warranted - not only of Ferguson’s motives but hers as well.


  Ferguson was continuing. “I must urge caution. Even someone with a strong pedigree may not have the inherent talent. Nine-hundred years is a long time. There’s no way to determine what impurities may have crept in during that interim. Indeed, at the height of the wizards’ era, when inbreeding was common, there were instances of children with powerful parents failing the test. Nothing is foolproof.”


  “Nevertheless…”


  “Nevertheless, I believe I have located someone.”


  “Who?”


  “I’m not prepared to say as yet, Your Majesty. This is a delicate matter and it wouldn’t do to be mistaken. There are some inconsistencies about the genealogy that bear further investigation. Rest assured, however, that once I am certain of the candidate, I’ll bring him to your attention.”


  Azarak bit back an angry response. Ferguson would secrete the name until he felt the time was right. The king didn’t doubt the prelate had already vetted his selection but wasn’t yet ready to divulge the information. There was nothing Azarak could do to force the matter. Ferguson’s unique status limited the options when dealing with him.


  Azarak decided to address another concern. “The candidate is only part of the equation. We also need access to a means by which his latent powers can be activated.”


  Once, there had been a testing portal in every major city. Nine-hundred years ago, when the gods withdrew magic, so many promising young men and women died at the portals that they were all ordered destroyed. While it was rumored that one or two might have survived the purge, all the best remembered sites had been rendered useless. The king assumed there had been one in Vantok, but no evidence remained regarding its location. Even if found, it was doubtful it could be reconstituted.


  Ferguson had his answer ready. “They weren’t all razed, although you won’t find one in any of today’s great human habitations. Some of the ancient seats of power which have long since fallen into ruins have portals that should still work, waiting silently to be used. We must cast our eyes southward to The Forbidden Lands, where Havenham, the greatest of all the southern cities, once stood. That’s our best chance.”


  It was another name out of legend. Havenham’s fall was why the territories to the south were called The Forbidden Lands, but that had happened before the wizards’ extinction. Azarak agreed with Ferguson’s assessment. “My thoughts exactly. I found multiple references to a portal and there’s no reason to suppose it was destroyed.”


  “That’s where we must send our wizard candidate when the time is right. You can rely on me to inform you when that is.”


  It was Ferguson’s way of indicating he had reached the limits of what he was willing to share on the matter. Azarak was shrewd enough to realize that pressing the issue would serve little purpose beyond exacerbating an already tense relationship. He changed the subject to something where he hoped an accord was feasible.


  “As for the other issue… I intend to ram conscription down the throat of my recalcitrant council during this afternoon’s session. Can I assume I’ll have the Temple’s support?”


  “Of course, Your Majesty. Bishop Belmar has informed me of the difficulty the council has presented in this matter, but you can be assured that he and I back you.”


  “Thank you for your support, Your Eminence. Now, if only I can get a couple of nobles to see sense, it won’t appear as if I’m overruling the council. I’m within my rights to do so, but it looks better if there’s a spirit of cooperation.”


  “I quite understand. But time is growing short. It would not do to be caught unawares if a threat from The Forbidden Lands arises. A well-trained army is a start, but only a start. When wizards again walk the world, they won’t do so in silence and humility. It would behoove us to have one standing with us.”


  On that note, the meeting between Ferguson and Azarak ended. As the king watched the prelate leave, his poor mood was further soured by a feeling of dissatisfaction. He hadn’t gained anything from the infuriating man. Ferguson’s only concession had been to support him on the issue of conscription - an expected and logical position for the Temple to take. When it came to matters involving magic and wizards, Ferguson continued to hoard his secrets and keep his own counsel.


  Later that day, Azarak entered the council chamber to reactions of muted surprise. To emphasize his position, he had elected to dress in the full aquamarine robes of state with the crown upon his brow. This was no token appearance; the king was in earnest.


  All eight representatives were present. The quiet and unimposing Bishop Belmar represented the Temple - Ferguson’s eyes, ears, and mouthpiece. Belmar listened carefully and took detailed notes but rarely voiced an opinion. Seated to Belmar’s left was Overcommander Vikon, the head of the City Watch and general militia. Vikon was as vocal as Belmar was quiet, and Azarak would have no more staunch ally in his quest to pursue conscription. Next to Vikon around the circular table was Duchess Falivia, a genteel woman with a spine of steel. She owned the biggest piece of land in the city’s environs and had the largest private militia of any of Vantok’s nobles. To her left was Duke Carannan, a steadfast supporter of the king’s policies. Guildmaster Vrenn, of the merchant’s guild, was seated between Carannan and Guildmaster Gurtin, the head of the farmer’s guild. More than three-quarters of Vantok’s commerce was divided between the two. The final members of the council were Dukes Bantok and Yarbin, influential men engaged in an ongoing feud with Duchess Falivia. Azarak hoped to use that dislike to split the council and give him the majority he was seeking.


  Thus far, the king had two confirmed votes for his policy and two against. The guildmasters would never be in favor of conscription, no matter how many conciliations he made. So it came down to the dukes. Carannan was on record as being against conscription but Azarak felt sure he could sway the man’s opinion. Persuading Falivia would allow him to avoid the politically costly necessity of overruling or disbanding the body.


  “Gentlemen and My Lady, you may be seated. No doubt, you are surprised to see me today. With other duties behind me, I can now retake the reins of the day-to-day running of the city from my chancellor, who has functioned admirably in that position during my preoccupation. The time for debate about several critical issues is at an end. Action, not talk, is needed. And the first topic at hand is that of conscripting able-bodied men into the Watch to increase its puissance.”


  “Here, here!” Overcommander Vikon slammed a mailed fist on the table to emphasize his support for the proposal, causing everything from half-filled goblets to an elaborate candelabra to jump.


  “Begging Your Majesty’s pardon,” began Duke Yarbin, adopting a lecturing tone. “Variations of this proposal have come before this council on more than one occasion and, in each of those instances, we have rejected them by a vote of six to two.”


  “That’s why I have changed some of the provisions of the proposal, Your Grace. If you’d be so kind as to let me outline the measure…”


  “Of course, Your Majesty.”


  “Thank you. Under this new proposal, all men from the age of Maturity to 25 - a span of only ten years - would be subject to conscription on a rotating seasonal basis, unless they’re already employed by the Watch or a private militia. They would train and serve for one season, then have a season in which to pursue other activities, then return to the Watch for the next season, and so on. Farmers would be exempt during planting, growing, and harvesting times.


  “To help bolster private militias, one-quarter of the seasonal conscription allotment would be made available for recruitment. For the first two seasons of service, the Crown would subsidize their pay. After that, they can either be released into the Watch or kept and salaried as any other member of the private militia. I trust these new provisions have addressed your most serious concerns.”


  “They have not!” fumed Guildmaster Vrenn. “You’ll gut the merchant community if you take this action. Commerce doesn’t function on a ‘season-on season-off’ basis!”


  “It’s come to my attention, Vrenn, that the majority of those licensed as merchants in Vantok are older than the proposed conscription age.”


  “The merchants may be older but those who work for them aren’t. You’ll strip merchants of their retinues and bodyguards.”


  “A stronger Watch would limit the spread of lawlessness and make the merchants more secure. They would have less need of personal protection.”


  “It seems to me, Your Majesty, that this is more about readying an army than bolstering the Watch. Moderate measures could be used to put additional guards on the streets. What you’re proposing is far-reaching and I don’t understand the reason for it. The continent is at peace. Our relations with our neighbors near and far are cordial. Bandit raids are less of a threat than in decades. Why an army? Why now? Is there something the council is unaware of?”


  Vrenn’s concerns were valid and, had Azarak been in his position, he would have asked similar questions. The king wasn’t being transparent with his advisors about the root of his concerns. But this wasn’t the time to detail them. If he mentioned things like magic, wizards, elves, and the like, he would undermine his credibility. “I don’t advocate raising an army. Doing so would be prohibitively expensive. However, we must do more than patch the Watch’s roster with untrained recruits. And preparation is never a bad thing. For too long, Vantok has relied on peace as its sole defense. If the rumors are true - whisperings even the Temple no longer openly denies - we may be entering an era of great uncertainty. Better to inconvenience some in the short term than face disaster by being unready.”


  Stony expressions greeted the pronouncement. Azarak suspected those opposed to his plan wouldn’t be swayed by anything short of an enemy force massing near the city’s borders. He noticed Vrenn’s compatriot fidgeting in his chair. “Guildmaster Gurtin, you have something to add?”


  “I do, Your Majesty. While it’s true that, under the current seasonal conditions, planting isn’t possible during Summer, there remains livestock to be cared for and routine maintenance to be done. Being a farmer is a year-long duty.”


  “Farmers will have to sacrifice like everyone else. There are wives, children, and hirelings to handle the chores during Summer.”


  Duke Carannan spoke for the first time. “Your Majesty, the revisions to the plan have satisfied my concerns and those of many of my neighbors about the disadvantages to the private militias. I understand the need for conscription. My daughter was set upon by thugs and my lands raided. I’m willing to support this proposal.”


  Three in the fold, one to go.


  “I’m surprised at you, Carannan,” said Yarbin. “You’d favor a plan that would arm every vagabond in Vantok?  If roving gangs of hooligans are causing chaos now, think what it will be like when they have swords, axes, and daggers.”


  “Training for the Watch involves more than acquiring weapons, Your Grace,” said Vikon. “Men are taught discipline. Swords, daggers, and axes must be earned. They aren’t given unless the guard has shown the ability to handle them skillfully and effectively.”


  Duke Bantok added, “I must stand with the guildmasters on this. The lifeblood of any city is trade. If conscription puts Vantok at a disadvantage, I don’t see this as a good thing. Besides, I’m not aware of any other cities having such a plan. If they don’t need it, why do we?”


  “Because those cities aren’t trapped in a bubble of persistent heat that shortens tempers and increases the likelihood of violent flare-ups. Because those cities already have larger watches to combat lawlessness. And because those cities choose to be unprepared for any ill wind that blows. We can’t turn a blind eye to the changes around us or believe things are done changing. Adapt or perish.”


  Vikon added. “Guildmasters, you argue that trade will be hurt by conscription. How much more if the Watch isn’t increased and criminals are allowed free reign of the streets?  There have already been incidents and trade is decreasing. I need more men, and not just the pittance you believe in.”


  “Duchess, we haven’t heard from you,” said Azarak. “How do you stand on this matter? With your neighbor, Duke Carannan, or with Dukes Yarbin and Bantok?” 


  The king felt sure he had the desired split until Falivia spoke. “Much as it grieves me to throw in my lot with Yarbin and Bantok, I can’t agree with my good friend Carannan in supporting this plan. It’s premature and will upset the balance of life and commerce in this city, possibly leading to anarchy. I could agree to a plan that offered incentives to young men to join the Watch but I won’t condone conscription.”


  “You’ve picked up another vote, Your Majesty,” said Yarbin, doing his best to hide a victorious smirk. “But the majority remains against, five-to-three. I suggest we not take up this topic again until such time as…”


  The king slammed his fist on the table, stilling Yarbin’s voice. So much for a split vote. Diplomacy be damned; what has to be done will be done. “This council has risen above itself, setting itself up as a governing body. When joining, each of you took an oath to accept this post as an advisor to the king. There’s nothing in the charter about my needing approval. I’ve heard each and every one of your opinions and have given them due consideration. My decision is unchanged. The proposal for conscription will go into law. Chancellor Toranim, have the proclamation issued. Overcommander, prepare to enforce it.


  “Now, if there’s nothing else on today’s agenda, this session is ended. You’re all free to go. If any of you feels you can’t continue in your position as an advisor, I’ll accept your resignation, effective immediately.” Azarak directed pointed looks at the guildmasters and the nobles who had sided with them.


  No one accepted the offer, but the mood as the council disbanded was stormy. Duke Carannan lingered, intent on speaking with the king once the others had departed.


  “You’ve bruised some fragile egos, Your Majesty,” said Carannan once the room had cleared.


  “It’s time the members of this council remember that I’m the king and my function isn’t to dance to their tune. In the years since my wife’s death, I’ve become entirely too biddable.”


  “It’s good to see some of the old fire back.”


  Azarak smiled. “It’s good to feel it back. Now, Carannan, what can I do for you?”


  “It’s about my daughter’s betrothal, Your Majesty.”


  “The day after tomorrow, correct?”


  “Yes. I’d like to make an unusual request. I know this event is typically a private ceremony, but there are several associates I’d like to be present.”


  “Considering the importance of the day for your daughter and your family, it’s your decision. Who are they?”


  “One is Warburm, the adventurer who has been the innkeeper of The Wayfarer’s Comfort for these past 14 years.”


  “I know Warburm. He has a shady reputation but if you vouch for him…”


  “I do. Another is Vagrum, my daughter’s personal guardian. He’s been with her almost since birth and will provide her with moral support.”


  “If he can make the day more comfortable for Lady Alicia, he’s most welcome.”


  “I believe you’re familiar with Lamanar the farmer?”


  “An old companion of Warburm’s,” said the king, straining his memory back to the days before he took the throne. His father had occasionally met with both Warburm and Lamanar - meetings the young Azarak had found unusual at the time.


  “Finally, there’s one of my guards, a lad named Sorial. He’s Lamanar’s son but, more importantly, a close companion to my daughter. She and he have formed a special friendship.”


  One of the king’s eyebrows went up. “A friendship? How friendly?”


  “Nothing untoward has happened although there’s an attachment between them. It’s important that he be there so he can understand what the situation means for him and Alicia.”


  “Are they in love with each other?” He wanted to understand the nature of the attachment. He could think of no other reason why the duke would want a guard to attend such an august event.


  Carannan hesitated before responding. “They are.”


  “But they haven’t consummated the relationship?”


  “I don’t believe so, Your Majesty. They’ve been watched at all times. Things haven’t progressed beyond kissing and youthful groping.”


  “Very well. If you think it prudent and necessary, Sorial will be welcome,” said Azarak.


  “Thank you, Your Majesty.”


  After leaving the palace, Carannan deviated from his journey home to stop at The Wayfarer’s Comfort and consult with the innkeeper. The die was cast. Now it was time to see whether so many years of preparation and sacrifice bore fruit, or whether a crucial misjudgment might doom them all.


  CHAPTER EIGHTEEN: ALICIA’S BETROTHAL


  “Come in, Sorial.” The duke stepped to one side to allow the young man to enter his study.


  Sorial observed the room quietly. It was dominated by a huge desk, the surface of which was littered with writing instruments: quills, ink bottles, ledgers, loose parchment, and blotters. A series of oval windows set high in the south-facing wall provided adequate illumination. There was a secondary door to the right of the desk.


  With a friendly smile, the duke motioned for his guest to take a seat. Sorial declined with a slight shake of his head, so Carannan remained standing as well.


  Sorial’s heart was pounding. He was trying his best to appear composed but was doing a poor job of it. Although it was comfortable - perhaps even cool - in the room, his brow was damp with sweat.


  He and Alicia had argued about this meeting. She believed going to her father was a mistake. But Sorial suspected the duke knew, or at least guessed, the truth about them and saw no reason to continue with their subterfuge. Vagrum had seen enough to deduce the nature of their relationship and the big man was duty bound to report his suspicions to his employer. Their only chance at a normal life lay in obtaining Carannan’s approval. Sorial didn’t want to spend the rest of his life with Alicia as a fugitive skulking from village to village. Her father was a powerful man with a long reach. No matter how far they fled, it might not be far enough. Sorial’s hope was to convince the duke that he was a better choice for Alicia than her other suitor, even if that man was King Azarak. Alicia had pleaded with him not to do this, deeming it to be rash and ill-advised.


  Carannan remained calm and silent, waiting for Sorial to open the conversation. Swallowing, Sorial began, speaking words he had rehearsed in his mind. “Sir, I wanted you to know how grateful I am to you for letting me serve in your militia. When I came here a year ago, I didn’t know what to expect. My whole life to that point, near as I can remember it, was mucking out stalls and caring for animals. But everyone has accepted me and, though the work is hard, I feel more at home here than I ever did working for Warburm.”


  “I’m glad you feel that way, Sorial. We’re happy to have you here and you’ve been a good addition to the corps. But that’s not why you’re here, is it?”


  “No, sir. Ever since your daughter and I met when you brung her to the stable at The Wayfarer’s Comfort, there’s been something - a connection - between us.” He couldn’t think of a better way to phrase it. “It took us a while to figger it out.” He paused uncertainly. Alicia and I love each other. We’d like to wed. Suddenly those words, which had sounded fine when he composed them, felt inadequate to the situation. They were the sentiments of a lovelorn boy who’d had the temerity to fall for someone far above his station.


  “Perhaps I can make this a little easier for you,” offered Carannan, his eyes kind yet a little sad. “Have you come here to ask for my daughter’s hand in marriage?”


  Uncertain what to say, Sorial nodded. There was no turning back. He and Alicia had staked their mutual future on this gamble.


  “Sit down, please.” The duke again indicated the seat. Sorial, whose legs were beginning to feel weak, accepted the offer this time. Carannan remained standing, not relinquishing his position of authority.


  “Sorial, I think highly of you. I really do. I wouldn’t have asked you to join my militia if I didn’t. Your performance has validated my opinion. In less than a year, you’ve earned the respect of men who have been training and fighting for decades. Even Rotgut has been heard to say nice things about you, and Rotgut never says anything nice about anyone.


  “You should know by now that I’d never allow barriers of class to interfere when it comes to Alicia’s happiness. I’m not that sort of man. I never have been and I hope by the graces of the gods I never will be. We have a certain number of years available to us in this life; why run from a chance at fulfillment because it defies society’s conventions?”


  A brief surge of hope flared in Sorial’s heart, only to be extinguished by the duke’s next words, which left no room for doubt or optimism.


  “But I can’t give my consent. It has nothing to do with your being a commoner and her being of noble birth. There’s something more at work than you’re aware of. It’s not within my capacity to offer her to you, no matter how much I might want to. I know you love each other but there are times when duty must trump love, and this is one of those. It was that way with my wife and I. Both of us loved others at the time of our marriage but we recognized there are instances when personal happiness must be sacrificed for the greater good. Alicia’s betrothal, which will be formalized tomorrow, was determined at the time of her birth. It’s not something I could set aside even if I wanted to.”


  Sorial sat silently, unable to speak. He felt like he had been kicked in the chest by a particularly nasty horse. Alicia had been right. They should have run away. More fool him for thinking this could go any differently. Now all was lost.


  Carannan reached over and tugged the pull-bell in the corner. The secondary door to the room opened almost immediately to reveal the duke’s butler. “Bring her in,” he said. Moments later, the man returned with Alicia in tow. The splotchy red patches on her face bespoke a lengthy bout of crying.


  “Alicia, sit down,” said the duke, motioning to a chair to the side of the desk. She obeyed without speaking. The look she directed at Sorial expressed the depth of her hurt and desperation. He clenched his teeth in an effort to fight back tears. He didn’t want her to see him cry. Not here. Not now.


  “I think it’s time for openness among us,” said Carannan. “It may make what must come a little easier.” The trace of a smile was intended to reassure but neither Alicia nor Sorial felt more at ease.


  “Difficult as she can be at times, my daughter means the world to me. I’d give my life in an instant to save hers. But there are things even one such as I can’t control, and those are often the cruelest taskmasters. You mother has taught you that, I’m sure, Sorial. After all, this mantra has defined her life.”


  Sorial started at that. He had almost forgotten how so many of the players of this game were connected. The strands of the web reached into wealthy mansions and threadbare farmsteads. How much did Carannan know about his past?


  “Right now, you two love each other and can’t see beyond that. I understand. I once loved a woman with equal passion but duty called me from her to another.” The duke looked directly at Alicia. “That ‘other’ was your mother. Had I stayed with the woman I loved, you never would have been born. And you mean more to me than my lover ever did. It didn’t seem so at the time, but giving her up was the right decision. Hard - one of the hardest things I’ve ever done - but right.


  “I respect that you came to me instead of doing something foolish like running off with each other. That would have been unfortunate and unwise. Ever since I realized how deep your feelings ran, I’ve had you shadowed and watched. You would have been intercepted if you tried to flee Vantok.”


  “Father, how could you have allowed this to happen? If you knew we loved each other but could never be together…I never thought you could be so cruel.”


  Sadness clouded Carannan’s features. “If I made mistakes, I’ll have to live with them as surely as you two will. My apologies to you both. Would keeping you apart have been the solution? Only the gods know that, and these days they’re not speaking to anyone, even the priests. Tomorrow, perhaps you’ll understand a little more of why I did what I’ve done.”


  “Can we have a few moments together?” asked Alicia. “Just the two of us. If nothing else, we have to say goodbye.”


  “Of course,” said Carannan. “Alone in this room. You won’t be allowed to leave together. Alicia, after this, return to your quarters. Sorial, go back to the barracks. You’ll be excused from your duties tomorrow so you can attend Alicia’s betrothal. Afterward, I’ll give you a choice: you can continue in my employ with a different assignment or go your own way. Either way, it will be a long time before you’ll have another unchaperoned opportunity with each other. I’m sorry about that, but it’s for both your sakes.”


  Having said his peace, Carannan exited via the door through which Alicia had entered.


  “I hate him!” Alicia’s tiny hands clenched into fists. “All that shit about class not mattering that he preached when I was a child… now I see the truth. He likes to think he’s above it all. Hypocrite.”


  Sorial waited for some of her anger to run its course before speaking. “You were right. We should have left.” His words were sad and broken, a reflection of how he felt.


  “You heard what he said. We were being watched. It never would have worked. We were trapped. How could he have let it come to this? He could have stopped us seeing each other at any time. Then you’d still have Annie and I would have just lost a friend. He let this go on. He must have known.”


  “It can’t be over.” It was surreal – something that had been building over the years couldn’t end this abruptly, especially when it had taken them so long to acknowledge their feelings. “Someday, there will be a chance. If we play along with them, they’ll relax their guard. Given enough time, I can set things up. I don’t care what it takes.”


  “It could work. We’ll have to be patient and it will mean betraying my husband. It won’t be easy. My father’s a smart man. We’ll have to abide by his rules, or at least appear to.”


  “We could use Rexall as a go-between.” Sorial had no plan but he had so much determination that it didn’t feel like one was needed…yet. They had hope, the ghost of a prospect to be together, and that was enough.


  Their parting kiss was soft and deep, more an expression of longing than passion. Their lips lingered on each other’s, trying to extend the moment. Neither of them knew when they might next have this chance, let alone the opportunity to go further. Even after they drew apart, they spent a long time gazing into each other’s eyes, trying to freeze the instant, to hold it close. But time marched on. The future waited.


  On the other side of the door to his study, Carannan turned from where he had been listening. It was enough to know they would fight for each other. The two young lovers had been pushed past the point of no return. He had helped to administer that push.


  They - he and the other architects of this plot - had succeeded. He had played his part, and played it well. Technically, this was a triumph. Why then did he feel so horrible about what had passed and what was yet to come?


  * * *


  The chamber where Alicia’s betrothal was to be announced was much like the throne room, only smaller and less ostentatious. High on the walls, stained glass windows ringed the room, admitting a waterfall of gently colored light. Below them hung rich tapestries depicting acts of legendary heroism. At the front was the throne, an exact replica of the one in the larger audience hall. Four wooden pews offered a place where supplicants and witnesses could sit.


  This was the first time Sorial had been close to the palace, let alone inside it. Stableboys had little cause to venture into this part of the city. Under different circumstances, he would have been excited by the opportunity but the bleakness of his mood muted the experience. The duke’s uncompromising pronouncement was foremost in his mind, crowding out other thoughts and considerations. Despite the promises he and Alicia had exchanged about the future, their present prospects weren’t good. It would be painful to watch her given to another man, even if that man was King Azarak. He hoped the speculation was wrong. How could he steal away with her if she became the queen of Vantok? One could run away with a serving maid or a whore but not the wife of a king.


  The audience gathered for Alicia’s betrothal was sparse and didn’t come close to filling the room. On the pew in front of Sorial sat the honored family - Alicia, her mother, and the duke - along with a priest. Next to Sorial was Vagrum, and to his right were several nobles with whom he was unfamiliar. Warburm sat directly behind Sorial. The innkeeper’s presence was a surprise but not as big of one as Warburm’s companion. What was Lamanar doing here? The association between Warburm and Carannan didn’t explain why the innkeeper would be at such an august event. Lamanar’s attendance was even more confusing. Curiosity and suspicion took root in Sorial’s mind, pushing back some of the glumness.


  Catching his son’s eye, Lamanar nodded a curt greeting. Out of politeness, Sorial returned the gesture before turning his gaze to the girl, about to be named a woman, in front of him.


  Alicia was simply dressed for the occasion, having refused the numerous showy gowns her mother had pressed her to wear. She had chosen a modest white garment that hung nearly to her shoes but clung enough to display her figure. Her hair was molded into an intricate crown of golden braids.


  Sorial stared at her from behind, but she didn’t turn. She hadn’t looked in his direction since entering the chamber. He could tell from the tightness of her shoulders that she was tense and unhappy. For his part, he wanted to be anywhere but here. They had spoken of patience during that last meeting in Carannan’s office; now, they would have to practice it.


  The large double-doors at the back of the hall opened and everyone except Alicia turned to look. An aging man, whom Sorial assumed to be Chancellor Toranim, stepped into the chamber and pronounced in a loud, clear voice: “All rise and do honor to His Eminence, Prelate Ferguson.” Everyone executed a bow or curtsey as the hale and sprightly principal of Vantok’s temple strode down the strip of red carpet toward the throne. Only when he took his place behind it and slightly to one side did he return the onlookers’ salutations, releasing them from their obeisance.


  “All do honor to His Majesty, King Azarak of Vantok.” From somewhere beyond the double doors, trumpets blared a brassy salute. Dressed in the robes of state with the crown upon his brow, Azarak entered the hall and approached the throne. The bows were deeper and more heartfelt than those for Ferguson.


  “Please be seated, my friends,” said Azarak after arranging himself on the throne.


  Sorial watched the king with curiosity, having never seen the man up close. He was surprised how young Azarak was - only about ten years Sorial’s senior. For some reason, he had believed the king to be a greybeard. With his regal bearing and cultured features, Azarak was everything Sorial expected from a monarch. He looked the part of the wise and powerful ruler entering the prime of his life and reign. Sorial tried not to imagine him with Alicia.


  “We are gathered today to honor the Maturity of Lady Alicia, the only daughter of my friend and advisor, Duke Carannan. Please accept my felicitations on this auspicious day, My Lady,” said Azarak.


  Alicia rose and executed a curtsey. When she spoke, her voice was devoid of emotion. “I thank you, Your Majesty.” On this happiest of days, she was anything but happy.


  Ferguson stepped forward. “Lady Alicia, as you and the witnesses in this hall are aware, today is far more than merely your day of Maturity. It is also your day of betrothal.”


  “I acknowledge that, Your Eminence.”


  Feeling as if he was being watched, Sorial turned to find Lamanar’s eyes trained on him. His father wasn’t looking at Alicia, the prelate, or the king. Why is he here?


  “King Azarak, will you do the honor?” asked Ferguson.


  Azarak approached Alicia, took her left hand in his, and slid a simple silver ring onto her smallest finger. “My Lady Alicia, let this be a promise - a promise that no man can put aside and no human force can break. Today, your life is sealed. Your husband cannot stand here next to you so I act as his substitute.”


  Toranim’s voice sounded. “The Lady Lavella enters.”


  Heads swiveled to see the new arrival. A woman, dressed similarly to Alicia, entered the hall. Sorial blinked when he saw her; she was an older reflection of the girl standing beside the king. Despite the difference in age - the newcomer was close to Double Maturity - the resemblance was uncanny. There was no doubt in Sorial’s mind that this woman was a close relative.


  Carannan greeted the woman with a warm hug. She smiled and blinked back tears in his embrace.


  Lavella curtseyed before the king, then extended her left hand. He removed the silver ring, a twin to Alicia’s, from her small finger and motioned for her to sit in the first pew.


  “Lady Lavella, today your duty to this city is ended. You may go forth and live your life as you see fit,” said Azarak. “I and all the citizenry of Vantok thank you for your service these past fifteen years. Although the ending was not the one for which you and our fair city might have hoped, we are in your debt. May you now find someone in whose company you can spend the rest of your days.”


  The king returned to the throne, leaving Alicia standing alone. Ferguson once again stepped forward.


  “My Lady Alicia,” began the prelate. “In accordance with a pact signed by your forefathers many years ago, you are now designated as the Bride of the Wizard. More than one thousand years ago, the family Darmania agreed to provide a daughter as the betrothed to any wizard who would bind himself to the city as its sworn protector. This tradition has persisted for ten centuries, even after magic disappeared from the world.


  “Every generation, a new girl is chosen for this role. She who is first born after the betrothal of her predecessor becomes the next selection. Your birth two days after the investiture of Lady Lavella cast you in the role of Bride in Waiting. The next girl in your family to be born after this day will be your successor.


  “For sixty generations, no wizard has come to Vantok to claim his bride. The position has become a ceremonial one, with a woman spending fifteen years of her prime living a simple existence in the temple - one of celibacy but not asceticism. As the Lady Lavella will attest, it isn’t an onerous life. Should wizardry return to the world, Vantok must have an enticement. What man could refuse the charm, dignity, and beauty that you represent? After coming to know you, who would not fall in love with you?”


  Having spoken those words, the prelate scanned the audience as if searching. When he found Sorial, his eyes locked with the young man’s.


  Ferguson’s gaze hadn’t fallen on him randomly; he knew that immediately. This was why he was here; this was why Lamanar was here. Realization rendered him mute. It all began making a horrible, twisted kind of sense: the many “random” encounters with Alicia, Carannan’s kindness, Warburm’s advice, his mother’s interest, the stranger’s warning, the secrecy surrounding his father… The answers will come in their own time. When you need them, they’ll be there.


  After a pause, Ferguson continued. “My Lady Alicia, do you understand what service the city requires of you? Are you prepared to do your duty?”


  Alicia didn’t respond immediately. When she did, her voice quavered. “Your Eminence, does this mean that in fifteen years… When my time is over, am I free to marry as I choose?”


  “If no wizard claims you, when your successor reaches her Maturity, you will be freed as Lady Lavella has been freed today. Three of your cousins are with child. If one gives birth to a girl, she will be your successor.”


  Alicia straightened her back. “Then I am ready to do my duty.”


  “Do you accept this betrothal to the future Wizard of Vantok?”


  “I do.”


  Ferguson nodded. “So be it. The Bride has acquiesced. The pact is fulfilled for another generation.


  “Normally, that would conclude the ceremony, but I deem it propitious to add a few words - a codicil I have never before spoken. We live in active and dangerous times. In the past, with magic little more than a faint memory, it has been accepted that each Bride of the Wizard would serve her term then give way to the next, and so on. The betrothal ceremony has become a tradition, a formality, a quaint quirk of our city. Those chosen spend their prime years being pampered, deprived temporarily only of sex and marriage. Many regret the end of their time. Since becoming prelate, I have been acquainted with four Wizard’s Brides. You will be my fifth, Lady Alicia, but my intuition tells me you won’t have to wait fifteen unfulfilled years. I say this to you all: the unseasonable heat, the unrest, the dire rumors… these are harbingers of a momentous change. I believe the gift of magic has once again been bestowed upon this world. After a nine hundred years’ absence, the Wizard of Vantok will return. On this day, he will know this as surely as does his Bride.” The words, so remarkable, forthright, and unexpected, caused a stir. As he spoke the momentous pronouncement, Ferguson again looked in Sorial’s direction. No mistake. No ambivalence. The message was clear. Alicia’s betrothal; Sorial’s anagnorisis.


  The Wizard of Vantok will return. On this day, he will know. And now, after all the years of wondering and pondering frustratingly fragmentary clues, he did.


  CHAPTER NINETEEN: PATIENCE


  Azarak and Ferguson departed as soon as the ceremony was completed but the witnesses remained behind, talking excitedly about what they had observed and the prelate’s astounding pronouncement: The Wizard of Vantok will return. Neither Sorial nor Alicia joined in the conversation. The former remained seated, staring ahead, not really seeing anything. He had been stunned into silence and inaction.


  Magic? Wizards? Words from crib tales apparently accepted by the coterie of important people comprising Warburm’s “secret society”. People were willing to lie for this folly, to kill for it. His own blood had been spilled because of what some people believed him to be. His mother, shackled by this secret, had feared what he would do with the knowledge. It would have seemed the height of absurdity if not for two things. It was all-too-easy to believe the heat wasn’t a natural phenomenon. And magic brought clarity to his encounters with the stranger. Now, he knew who she was beyond the living proof of the prelate’s catechism. She reeked of what they wanted him to become.


  To be sure, he was angry. Like any dupe,  he was bitter about having been manipulated. This time, his ire wouldn’t be directed at Kara. More than ever, he understood her victimization. He wondered how deep the conspiracy ran and how many people were involved. They saw him not as a person with hopes and dreams and longings. To them, he wasn’t Sorial, the poor stableboy who had fallen in love with the daughter of a duke. No, he was The Great Hope, the Future Wizard. Alicia was to be his Bride, if and when he claimed his inheritance. Were he and she the only ones ignorant of the truth that had brought them here today? And what had she realized? Did she know about him? He doubted it. She wouldn’t have known where the prelate was looking or read the meaning behind his words.


  “Father.” Alicia’s voice snapped Sorial out of his thoughts. “When everyone leaves, I’d like some time with Sorial. Is that possible?”


  “Of course,” said Carannan. “You understand, of course, that you won’t be allowed to leave together. When you’re done, you’ll be escorted to your new apartments in the temple. Sorial is free to go wherever he chooses. My hope is that he’ll return to the barracks and continue serving in my militia. His future holds great promise.”


  Sorial wondered how much the duke knew. Probably all of it, or at least everything of importance.


  “So I’m to be a prisoner for the next fifteen years.”


  “Nothing like that. Talk to Lavella if you doubt me, but you’ll be given the luxurious quarters of an honored guest and freedom to come and go as you like.”


  “Within reason and with an escort.”


  “Of course.”


  “And will I be allowed visitors?”


  “Yes, although some encounters will be chaperoned.”


  “When my term is finished, will you support a marriage between Sorial and me?”


  So she doesn’t know.


  Carannan sighed. “Fifteen years is a long time…”


  “Will you?” Sorial was familiar with the edge in her voice.


  “If it comes to it, yes. But I’d be surprised if you have to wait as long as a year for your stay in the temple to end. Things are different now than they’ve been in a very long time.” Sorial couldn’t determine whether the duke’s circumspection was because he was unaware of the truth or because he didn’t feel it was his place to reveal it. “It would be a surprise to many of us if your bridegroom doesn’t claim you.” Having said that, the duke gathered Lavella and his wife and left the palace.


  Once the last of the guests were gone, Sorial and Alicia were alone, but neither harbored illusions about their privacy. They were surely being watched. Still sitting on the front wooden bench, she turned to face him. Her eyes were bright with unshed tears. Sorial took a risk and gripped her hand. No one came rushing in to separate them.


  “Well, it could have been worse,” she said. “You said to be patient. I don’t think either of us realized what that might mean. Fifteen years. Gods, I’ll be old. Double Maturity.”


  “There’s a lot neither of us realized.” How to tell her? And what then? Did he even want to proceed with this “calling” and, if he did, how would he go about it? Was it even real? The more he thought about it, the more aggravated he became. Presumptions being made about the course of his life… Arrogant presumptions.


  “Will you wait for me?” Perhaps realizing what she was asking, Alicia hurried on. “I know that’s unfair. I’m not asking that you remain celibate or faithful…”


  “Alicia, I’ll be there for you. I ain’t going nowhere. It don’t matter if it’s fifteen weeks, fifteen seasons, fifteen years, or longer. But there’s something you ain’t figured out.”


  Her initial relief turned to confusion.


  “I’m not sure how to say it so I don’t sound like a madman. The reason they’ve let us be together - pushed us together, actually - is because… Well, they think… I’m supposed to be the wizard. All these people, they’ve maneuvered and manipulated me since before my birth. I was brung to Vantok by Warburm and Lamanar to make sure my childhood was bad enough that I’d want more. Then we was introduced with the hope that what happened would happen. Now, all I have to do is become a wizard, whatever that means, and we can be married. Your betrothal is to me if I do what they want me to do. You heard the prelate. You’re an ‘enticement’.”


  Alicia looked at him incredulously, at a rare loss for words. Finally, she muttered, “You’ve lost your mind. There’s no way…” Her voice trailed off as she realized he might actually be right. “If that’s true…”


  “It’s true. And I think near everyone at the ceremony knew it. We was set up. Ain’t no more choice for us. They made sure we’d fall in love and risk anything to be together. That was their trap and we fell into it.”


  “But I do love you. That’s real. No one forced me to feel this way.”


  “And I love you. But remember the number of times our paths crossed and how much freedom we was given with each other. This is what they wanted. This is what they needed, because it gives them control over me, over us.”


  “But all the people involved…”


  Sorial nodded. “Your father. My mother. Lamanar. Warburm. Vagrum. Maybe the king. The prelate. And probably a lot of others.”


  “If… Do you think Annie was part of it?”


  Sorial considered. “No. I doubt it.” But it raised uncomfortable questions about Annie’s death, which had always been difficult to explain. What if the conspirators had felt she was endangering their plan? Hadn’t Warburm warned him that a long-term relationship with Annie was inadvisable?


  “And now?”


  “Part of me wants to pack my few things and leave. Forget these people and the mockery they’ve made of my life. Let them stew in the rot of their plans.” That was what the stranger had advised: turn his back on Vantok and the people who had manipulated his life. But she had her own agenda. It served her purposes to oppose theirs. Sorial the stableboy or Sorial the guard or Sorial the wanderer could pose no threat to any plots she might be hatching. But Sorial the wizard… that was another matter.


  “Do it. Leave. Make them pay.” Anger was beginning to overtake her. “We can still be together. Come back in fifteen years.” With a bitter laugh, she added, “You know I’ll still be here.”


  His eyes met hers. In them, he saw the spark of defiance that had motivated her outburst, but there was also sadness and fear. “I can’t.” For him, it was that simple. “I can’t leave you. It ain’t fair but fifteen years is a long time… too long. We might both be dead by then. We know there’s something coming - something that scares them. That’s why they need a wizard. This ain’t some ragtag group of misfits. The king’s involved. And the prelate. Maybe the darkest rumors are true.


  “I have to find out what I’m up against. I ain’t got no illusions that becoming a wizard is gonna be an easy thing. It may not be possible. I know enough history to remember that nine hundred years ago, everyone trying died. But the first thing is make them worry.” He knew what he had to do to retain a modicum of independence. He couldn’t simply capitulate. That’s what they expected. They believed that now he knew there was a path to Alicia, he would rush to take it. That road led to slavery. He wouldn’t be their puppet. If he became a wizard, whatever that entailed, it would be on his terms.


  “How?”


  He lowered his voice to a whisper, conscious that their watchers might also be listeners. “It’s time for me to disappear. Not forever but for long enough to make them unsure. They need to know they ain’t in control no matter how much they think they are. After I go, I won’t be able to contact you for a while. They need to think I’ve run away from you as well and you’ll have to act as if everything ain’t right between us. Don’t say anything but drop hints. Can you do that?”


  Alicia nodded. “And I’ll learn everything I can about what it means to be a wizard. The temple has an excellent library and I’ll have an abundance of free time. But promise me you’ll be back, stableboy.”


  “I promise. This ain’t forever. Meantime, I’ll send someone to you.”


  Their parting was muted, with no overt signs of affection. No hugs, no kisses, no tears. They played to the watchers, conveying a chilly awkwardness. When Sorial turned his back on Alicia and walked away, it was the most painful thing he had done in a day of blows and shocks.


  * * *


  “I don’t fucking believe it,” said Rexall, at least the fourth time he had muttered that phrase since Sorial had accosted him in the stable where he toiled away his daytime hours.


  “Believe it.” Sorial was grim.


  “You… a wizard?”


  “Not now, but that’s what they think I’ll become. Damn prelate stared right at me and said ‘The Wizard of Vantok will return.’ My mother talked about how she and my father was brung together for a reason and how I had a destiny I’d understand when I got older. Apparently, I’m older.”


  “I don’t fucking believe it.”


  “There ain’t been wizards for hundreds of years. Everyone who tried to become one died. What makes ’em think it’ll be different today?”


  “Don’t really matter, does it?” asked Rexall, coming to grips with what his friend was telling him. “If you’re right, they’ve set you up to die. They don’t know whether you’ll survive this. They can’t. It’s a gamble but they’re playing with your life, and you’re a peasant, so what does it matter? If you live - great, they get what they want. If not - too bad, try again.”


  “But why go to all this trouble? Why now?”


  “Maybe it ain’t just now. Maybe this is some secret organization devoted to resurrecting magic. Maybe they’ve been doing this for 900 years. Maybe you’re just the next in a long line of poor dupes lured to their deaths because there’s a tiny chance of success. Does the ‘why’ really matter, Sor? Their reasons ain’t yours. Leave. Get the fuck outta here. Go as far from Vantok as you can.”


  “But Alicia…”


  “…ain’t going nowhere. You said that yourself. She’s betrothed to someone who don’t exist. You got fifteen years to figure out how to help her escape. Or you can just wait that long and she’ll be free to go with you. The safest move for you is to get the hell away from this city. Eventually, if you hang around here and don’t agree, they’ll find some way to force you to see things their way. But only if they can find you. Only if you stay where they got power and influence. These are ruthless men, Sorial. After all you’ve learned, do you think Annie’s death was an accident? What if they decide the best way to persuade you is to threaten Alicia? Wouldn’t you do anything to prevent her from being raped or tortured or killed?”


  “They wouldn’t do that,” said Sorial, but his voice lacked conviction. “Duke Carannan would never allow it. She’s his daughter.”


  “Maybe he wouldn’t have a choice. Maybe he wouldn’t even be consulted. If the king and the prelate are involved, how loud would the voice of one noble be?”


  Rexall’s words discomfited Sorial. He had never considered the possibility that Alicia’s life could be in danger. But if the gentle persuasion of love failed, what might they try as a last resort? There were two people in this world Sorial cared about (three, counting Rexall) and both were within easy reach of those who wanted to put Sorial to the wizard’s test.


  “Knock me on the head, give me a light cut with that pig-sticker of yours, and steal a horse. You can be halfway to Basingham before anyone figures you’re gone.”


  “No,” said Sorial, with a sigh. “I got to understand the ‘why.’ This is my life. I need to know what’s so important they went to such extremes to set things up like this. Not that a part of me don’t want to just steal a horse and run.”


  “But a bigger part wants to become a wizard and marry Alicia. If you can survive whatever you have to go through to get to that point. You’re a fool, my friend, and a predictable one. This is a fantasy, a delusion, a hope against logic. This is madness and the only way for you to escape their mass insanity is to run away.”


  “I know an old innkeeper who’s got a few answers. I don’t know if Warburm’s the leader, but he’s an important member. Annie and I always wondered what he was up to. Now I know.”


  “I’d be careful, Sorial. If he killed Annie…”


  “He won’t kill me. He’s been protecting me for mor’n ten years. He needs me. Before I see him, it’s a good idea to remind him of that.”


  “How?”


  “Can you find me a safe place to stay? Even if I don’t leave the city, I want to let them think I’m gone. I want to give them something to worry about. Something to make them wonder about what I might do next.”


  * * *


  Following the ceremony, Azarak and Ferguson retired to the king’s private audience chamber where they sat across the table from one another, sipping from a vintage of deep ruby Andel wine.


  “I feel sorry for the girl,” said Azarak. “She looked so lost and alone. So much for the day of Maturity being the happiest day in one’s life.”


  “Sentiment is your strength and weakness, Your Majesty. We all have our assigned duties. In comparison to yours and mine, hers is mild. Marriage to a wizard is hardly a horrifying proposition.”


  “Or fifteen years of relative isolation if he doesn’t claim her.”


  “If he doesn’t claim her, this city won’t last those fifteen years.” It was a harsh assessment.


  “Still, she’s so young… just a child.”


  “No, as of today, she’s a woman. We must trust that Duke Carannan has prepared her to bear this burden. He has known since her birth that this is her destiny.”


  “Do you know who the boy was? The one sitting behind her. He looked out of place. A guard or peasant of some sort. Carannan mentioned an attachment between Alicia and him. If they’re in love with one another, it seems unnecessarily cruel to have him there to watch her promised to another man.”


  “His name is Sorial. He’s a member of the duke’s militia. He worked for many years as a stableboy at Warburm’s inn. As you said, he and the Lady Alicia have formed an inappropriate attachment. He asked for - and was refused - her hand in marriage.” Ferguson surprised the king with his ability to catalogue the life of one so nondescript.


  “Lamanar’s son, isn’t he?”


  “Yes, Your Majesty. But there’s something else you need to know about Sorial, something important. The real reason he was at the ceremony. He will be Vantok’s next wizard.”


  It took Azarak a long moment to recover his wits. “You’re certain?”


  “I am. His mother carries in her blood the strain of a long-revered family of wizards who repeatedly intermarried to keep their line pure. His father is the sole living direct descendant of Altemiak the Destroyer - the son of a son of a son, going on for more than sixty generations. Their breeding was even more select, with brothers often marrying sisters. If the offspring of those two cannot wield magic, the second era of wizards hasn’t come. There’s more potential concentrated in his veins than is likely to be found anywhere in the world today.”


  “What good fortune he happened to fall in love with the one determined by custom to be his wife.” Azarak’s tone was thick with sarcasm.


  “You are right to suspect this didn’t occur by chance. Duke Carannan and I, with the help of others, contrived for the two to meet and spend time together. Encounters they saw as coincidence were orchestrated. We wanted to make the match pleasant for them both. There’s no reason an arranged marriage should be uncomfortable.”


  Ignoring the implication regarding his own situation, the king asked, “Does he know?”


  “Oh yes, he knows. Not before today but his eyes were opened during the ceremony. Whether he believes it or not is another matter. Most people, be they learned or ignorant, doubt that magic ever existed, let alone that it might have returned to the world. It remains to be seen whether Sorial’s mother and guardian have prepared him for his role.”


  “So what now?”


  “We exercise patience, Your Majesty. We allow things to unfold as they will. Sooner or later, Sorial will come to us. Then we can put into motion plans that have been in development for some time. An agent of mine is close to him and about to become even closer.”


  “You seem remarkably well-informed, Prelate. I thought spymastering was a secular art not one practiced in the temple.”


  “Only the poorest priests ignore the secular, Your Majesty. We can no longer rely on prophesy to be our guide; it died with the gods. Before their passing, they provided visions to let us know the path of our survival. The question is whether we are worthy of the custodianship they entrusted to us.”


  * * *


  Alicia was gazing out the single narrow window in her new room in the temple when a knock came at the door. With a sigh, she turned from the sight of the massive building’s inner courtyard and went to see who was there.


  Her visitor was a priest, not that she had expected anyone else. To Alicia, one priest looked pretty much like the next, but she believed this one had been “assigned” to her. Upon their first meeting, he had said he was there to “serve” her. She assumed “serve” was a code word for “spy on.”


  “Yes?” she inquired in a bored voice. She had only been here for several days and already she was longing to return to her father’s mansion. At least there, there were things to do. And there was Sorial… Then again, he wasn’t there anymore. She wondered if he had made good on his threat yet and disappeared.


  “My Lady, Duke Carannan requests an audience.”


  Alicia almost smiled. Although she was a prisoner, her attainment of Maturity meant her father could no longer see her at his pleasure. Now, he had to ask permission. Not that she would deny it. She’d see anyone to break the tedium of staring out at the damn courtyard or pacing the floor.


  “He may come.” Turning from the door, she hopped onto the bed and arranged herself sitting cross-legged, with her white dress - the same one worn during the previous day’s ceremony - tucked under her legs.


  Carannan entered quietly and faced his daughter. His face showed the strain of recent events. Alicia felt a pang of sympathy; none of this had been easy on him. But even though he was doing what he believed to be right, it was hard to forgive him for his role in the deception that had put her here and Sorial wherever Sorial currently was.


  “I understand you dismissed Vagrum,” he said without preamble.


  That had been hard. Alicia loved the big, gruff man and knew the feeling was mutual. But his betrayal had stung her. It didn’t matter that he hadn’t been a full party to Carannan’s plans. He had been involved. Vagrum had begged her forgiveness and she had given it, but she had dismissed him nonetheless. From a practical point of view, he was no longer necessary, although the priest had said Vagrum could continue in his role as her protector if she so desired. But, like her childhood, it was done. Let him find happiness on his own.


  “I trust you understand why,” she said.


  “He was less implicated than you think. He only did what was expected of him, what his position required.”


  “He was supposed to protect me not aid in some mad scheme to push me and Sorial together.”


  “Only someone tragically naïve would say something like that. You’ve always known that Vagrum was a hired hand. I paid him a good wage to do what he was told and not ask questions. One of his duties was to watch over you but the full scope of his work was broader. Don’t pretend that’s a surprise. Calling it a ‘betrayal’ is unfair.”


  Alicia wasn’t in the mood to weigh the fairness of her father’s argument. But even through the hurt, she cared about Vagrum. “What will happen to him?”


  “I’ve offered him a post in my militia. I don’t know whether he’ll accept it, but I hope he does. There are many options open to a man of his skills. I suppose he could return to the North although I think he’s come to see Vantok as his home.


  “What about you? Are you comfortable here?”


  “Look around,” said Alicia, gesturing negligently. It was an elegant chamber, all frills and lace and overstuffed pillows. The colors were white, pale yellow, and powder blue. “I have a window overlooking the inner courtyard, where I may go any time I wish. If I want to wander elsewhere, I have to get permission from one of the bishops and be accompanied by a small army of priests and guards. I can receive any visitor I want as long as they see me here or in the courtyard. I assume I’m under constant surveillance, but they’re very discreet about it.”


  “I’ll have your things brought over tomorrow.”


  Alicia was tempted to ask: What things? As if having her clothing and jewelry and personal possessions would make this more like a home.


  “Have you heard from Sorial?”


  She shook her head. “Not since the palace. He’s a little shaken right now and needs time to sort things out. Time away from me. I don’t know what’s going to happen. Bride of the Wizard. I almost wish you’d married me off to an earl or a count. Then I could have run off with Sorial. Now, it’s all too complicated.”


  “I would have thought the truth about Sorial would give you both comfort. Now, there’s a chance. A hope. If he claims his birthright…”


  “The truth as you see it! Do you know how deluded you sound? How deluded you all sound, even Sorial? The Wizard of Vantok? Any attempt he makes to ‘claim his birthright,’ as you put it, will end in his death. How is that supposed to give me comfort? Better to wait the fifteen years and marry him when I’m freed of this place.”


  “He can’t run from who he is. Neither can you.”


  “You can’t force a man to do something he’s not suited for. Right now, Sorial is probably thinking that living in a small farming community far away from Vantok is better than anything you or anyone else can offer. I may be an ‘enticement’ but I imagine survival is a stronger one.”


  “Neither you nor Sorial are seeing things clearly right now. Everything is too new. I don’t agree with how he was informed but that wasn’t my decision. All I’m saying is that time changes perspectives. Have patience, Alicia, and you may find that things aren’t as bad as you fear.”


  After he was gone, Alicia reflected that if anyone else told her to have patience, she would likely slap them.


  Fuck patience. She wanted action.


  CHAPTER TWENTY: SORIAL’S ABSENCE


  It was early in Planting but the heat and humidity were worse than they should have been at the height of Summer. Every indication was that this year would be worse than the last, which in turn had been hotter than the year before.


  Warburm faced Carannan across the desk in the latter’s study. It was getting to the time of the year when the duke would move into the cellar during his working hours. There, buried beneath the earth, it remained comfortable during even the most unbearable of weather. Here, both men were sweating profusely.


  “I wish we had the luxury of waiting, but we dinna. With the heat gettin’ worse, there ain’t no telling how much longer this city will be habitable. People can dig cellars and live underground, but without crops to sell at market and grain to feed hungry mouths… Plus, there be a danger that wells could start dryin’ up. Vantok be runnin’ out of time. We done borrowed some by switching the farming seasons but it won’t be long before the Winters are like Summers used to be and the other three seasons’ll be worse. Already, people be migrating north and more traders and merchants ain’t coming this far south. This be as much an attack as if an army was marching on us.” Warburm used a stained handkerchief to mop his brow. It was an unusually long speech for the fat man, whose preference was for grunts and short sentences.


  “Until Sorial makes his whereabouts known, there’s not a lot we can do except wait,” said Carannan. It had been a half-season since Alicia’s eventful Maturity Day. Since the dramatic events of that day, Sorial hadn’t been seen.


  “I done have to admit, I never expected him to react like this. I’ve known the lad all his life and vanishing ain’t his style.”


  “No one knows his whereabouts. Not my daughter. Not his mother. Not any of his friends in my militia. I’d be surprised if he’s still in Vantok.”


  “Oh, he be here,” said Warburm. “I’d bet my inn on that. Sorial ain’t never been away from Vantok and ain’t no one outside the city seen him. Ferguson ain’t the least bit worried. Claims to have ‘reliable information.’ A source or something. For someone as resourceful as Sorial, avoiding detection in Vantok wouldn’t be too hard - unless, of course, we was to put him on the official ‘wanted’ list. The greed that comes with a reward, even a modest one, would encourage someone to give him up.”


  “Not something we want to do.” Carannan had been the strongest opponent of punitive tactics. They wanted to seduce Sorial not threaten him.


  “No,” agreed Warburm. “Unless it be a last resort.”


  “We have some time. Even if he agrees, he couldn’t leave until Harvest. A journey south in this heat would be rough on him and his escort.”


  “A journey south in any season will be rough, but that be a risk we got to take. There ain’t much choice in the matter. That gives us two seasons to convince him and prepare him for the trip. But before we can start, we have to find him.”


  “If we can figure out some way to get a message to him… Let him understand why we’ve done this,” ventured Carannan. “Whatever he figured out, or thinks he figured out, he almost certainly doesn’t understand the full implications. You’ll recall that I argued against keeping this from him for as long as we did. And I wasn’t the only one, but you had to have your way.”


  The innkeeper’s expression soured. “‘I told you so’ ain’t ever helpful. Yes, looking back, it might have been smarter to tell Sorial sooner, but the majority agreed with me.”


  “Ferguson agreed with you, assuring the dissenters would be few. Who wants to be on record as opposing the prelate? However much you might like to believe you’re in charge, Warburm, he’s the real leader.”


  “Course he be. Never in doubt. Back from the days in Sussaman and I ain’t never pretended different. But like all priests, he don’t like to get his lily-white hands dirty. At this time, he can’t afford to be publicly associated with us. So he stays in the background and lets me be the ‘face’ of the group.”


  “Regardless, he and his position command great respect.”


  Warburm shifted the conversation, which was going in a direction he didn’t care to pursue, back to its original topic. “You sure Sorial ain’t contacted Alicia?”


  “She says she hasn’t seen him since the betrothal and I believe her. She puts up a brave front but I know she’s hurting. The priest who serves her told me he can hear her weeping quietly during the small hours of the night. She’s under careful watch and there’s no way Sorial could have slipped in to see her. And, as you well know, he can’t write.”


  “Don’t mean he couldn’t have someone who knows letters do it for him. But I take your point. We may have to resort to tactics we wanted to avoid as a means of flushing him out. We’ve come this far. We can’t falter now.”


  “What do you mean by that?”


  “If Sorial thinks Alicia be in danger, he’d surface to save her.”


  Carannan’s expression turned cold. “Harming my daughter is not an option.”


  “’Course not! I ain’t talking about harming Alicia. But making Sorial think she be in danger… Like when she were ‘attacked’ in the street.”


  “As opposed to what you had done to that serving wench he wanted to marry?”


  “Alicia ain’t Annie. She ain’t expendable. Annie, for all I liked her, were an impediment that only death could remove. Alicia’s death would be an unmitigated disaster.”


  “Threatening my daughter is not conducive to earning Sorial’s trust and loyalty. If he becomes what we hope he becomes, what incentive would he have to work with us if we terrorize the woman he loves? The point isn’t only to unlock Sorial’s magical potential, if he has it, but to ally him with Vantok.”


  “You got an alternative?”


  “If necessary. Let them marry. Let them enjoy each other’s company for the Summer. Then, when the time comes, he’ll be doing what he has to do for his wife and possibly an unborn child.”


  Warburm shook his head. “In that scenario, we lose all control over him. She be his reward. You don’t give someone a reward before they complete the task. Plus, who knows how spending a few weeks of marital bliss with your daughter will change him? Maybe his ardor will cool. There be few things more powerful to someone his age than unrealized desire. Letting them fuck now would risk everything.”


  “You’re saying we’re at an impasse.”


  “Not entirely. As you said, we ain’t rushed to act. Sorial be biding his time but he ain’t gonna stay hidden forever. An’ if Ferguson’s source be right, he ain’t as well-hidden as he thinks. He may have pieced together our plan but he’ll have questions. When he wants those answered, he’ll come to his mother or me.”


  “Let’s hope for all our sakes you’re right.”


  * * *


  Normally, Alicia received visitors in the temple courtyard. It was more private and there was no sense that every word she said was falling on the ears of eavesdroppers. Even though the priests assured her she had complete privacy in her chambers, she didn’t believe them. She had been lied to a few times too often for her to believe anything anyone said. But today it was too hot outside, so Alicia remained in her room.


  Her visitor was Vagrum. It was the second time her former protector had come to see her in her new home. He had stayed in Vantok, accepting a senior position in her father’s militia, possibly in the hope he could find a way to redeem himself in Alicia’s eyes. At the moment, he was talking about the comings, goings, and doings of several guards Alicia was familiar with. She listened attentively, pretending an interest she didn’t feel.


  When he was done with his accounting, she steered the conversation in a different, more personally meaningful direction. “Vagrum, have you heard anything about Sorial?” No one seemed to know anything about him - not the priests, her father, or any of the few others who came to see her. Either that or they knew but weren’t saying. Trapped behind the gilt bars of her cage, she felt isolated and forgotten.


  “No, Milady. Nor have any of the other guards. He haven’t been seen or heard of in weeks.”


  “But my father is looking for him?”


  “I believe so.” There was a note of caution in his voice.


  “Has he sent you into the city searching?”


  “Aye. But I didn’t see him or meet anyone else willing to admit seeing him.”


  “Are you betraying my father by telling me this?”


  “I don’t believe so, Milady. Your father never said nothing about not telling you. It ain’t a secret.”


  “Vagrum, if it came down to a choice, to whom would your loyalty fall: my father or me?”


  “Milady?” Vagrum’s voice was full of consternation. She was testing him and he knew it.


  “It’s a simple enough question. You told me last time you were here that you would do anything to regain my trust. I’m asking how far that ‘anything’ might go.”


  “Surely there wouldn’t never be a need to side with one against the other…”


  “Assume there might be.” It was a more plausible circumstance than the big man might think. If Sorial’s decision put him at odds with her father, Alicia knew where her loyalty would lie. What about Vagrum’s?


  He was quiet for a long while. “If it came to it, I’m your man, Milady. First and foremost. If you’ll trust me again.”


  Now for a question to excite the ears and imaginations of any listening spies. “If I was to ask you to help me escape the temple and get to Sorial, would you do it?”


  “What you’re asking…”


  “I’m not asking anything. I’m proposing a possibility. Nothing more. But I expect an honest answer. You said you’d never lie to me again.”


  “I did at that, Milady. Escape from the temple wouldn’t be easy, but if I could arrange it or help in any way, I would.”


  “Even if my father expressly forbade it?”


  “Even then.”


  Alicia realized he could just be saying what he thought she wanted to hear, but she didn’t think so. His tone and expression were sincere. She didn’t think he was capable of lying boldly and directly to her. That wasn’t in his character, at least insofar as she could determine it.


  So it appeared she had an ally. Anyone listening would know that as well so she would never use him in the way she had proposed. But there were other possibilities.


  “You love him, don’t you?” asked Vagrum suddenly.


  Alicia was momentarily taken aback by the question. “Yes.” Her voice was quiet. “But you know that. You were there for everything that happened.” The silent watcher whose eyes missed nothing, he had likely known the truth of the matter before either she or Sorial had realized it. “How much of it was your doing?”


  “Not much. The duke made it clear he wanted to ‘encourage’ a friendship between you and the lad. It didn’t make much sense to me - a lady and a stableboy - but I figured your father had his reasons. Turns out I was right, I guess.”


  “The night we snuck off to the riverbank, the night the estate was attacked…”


  “I followed. I pretended being asleep when you left your room, then came after you at a distance. Your father suspected something like that would happen sometime and warned me to be ready. He didn’t want you stopped, just followed. Followed and kept safe and…chaste.”


  “You know this thing they want Sorial to do… it could kill him.”


  Vagrum nodded. “I wish it didn’t have to be that way. I like the lad. Have from the beginning. He got a hard path in front of him.”


  A hard path, and not one of his own choosing. She was frightened he might do something rash, something that would get himself killed. Something like making a deal with those who had put him in his present situation. He said he’d be back but she almost hoped he had run far, far away.


  “You said once that you felt a kinship with Sorial…”


  “Aye, Milady. I were a rootless youth like him, sold into serfdom and forced to muck out stables and clean streets. I’ve been where he’s been.”


  “In his position, what would you do next?”


  “Next? There ain’t no question. I’d do what they asked of me. Any risk, even if there was little chance of succeeding, would be worth taking if the reward was spending the rest of my days with the woman I loved. Thoughts of magic and power might drive other men, but they don’t interest Sorial. They’re just a means to an end: you. They knew that, or at least suspected it, and that’s why they used you as the snare. ’Course it won’t hurt that he’ll be the most influential man in the city.”


  Alicia bowed her head so that Vagrum couldn’t read the concern in her eyes. What he had articulated was what she was afraid Sorial would do. He had to be stopped, no matter what the cost. Fifteen years was a long time, but dead was forever.


  * * *


  The blistering heat had withered the foliage lining the paths in the temple’s inner courtyard. Grass was browned and the flowers were dead. In the old days, the courtyard would have been alive with color and the promise of new life. Now, it was burnt out, and Summer was yet weeks away.


  Alicia wandered the courtyard shoulder to shoulder with a companion. Sweat dotted her brow and ran in tiny rivulets beneath her unbound hair and down her neck. Nevertheless, she couldn’t risk this conversation being overheard. Not when she was sure Rexall knew more about Sorial than any other person in Vantok.


  “Can we speak freely here?”


  Alicia nodded. “We won’t be overheard. Have a care, though. Many of the priests are excellent lip readers and I’d wager a month of your wages someone’s watching.”


  Rexall stifled a smile, thinking Alicia overestimated what the innkeeper paid him. “I’d expect no less from your caretakers. Nothing said or done in the prelate’s realm remains a secret from him. He ain’t only got spies, but spies to spy on the spies, and more spies to spy on them. People think his business is religion but it ain’t. It’s intelligence gathering. You could go to the farthest outpost in the North, well beyond Syre, and Ferguson would have a man in place there feeding him information on a regular basis.”


  She covered her mouth as if the stifle a cough. “I assume this is about Sorial.”


  “You mean you don’t think I’d pay a visit merely for the pleasure of your company?”


  “You’d probably visit anyone with an opening between their legs.”


  Rexall smiled. “Though it may surprise you, a woman needs a little more to qualify for a roll in the hay.”


  “Such as?”


  “Tits. You don’t have them to speak of, so I’ll leave you to Sorial. He doesn’t seem to mind them invisible.”


  Alicia scowled but Rexall caught her glancing down at her chest. Strictly speaking, her breasts weren’t that small.


  “Do you have a message for me?” Alicia asked when she regained her composure. Sorial had said he would send someone. She had been hoping it would be someone else.


  “He’s still in the city,” said Rexall conversationally, stroking the beginnings of a mustache with his left thumb and forefinger. It seemed to be an unconscious gesture but was actually calculated to mask his lips from being read. “He never left. It’s surprising how easy it is to hide in the open. It would have been different if they made him a wanted man and started a manhunt, but the search is being kept low key. As far as we can tell, the only ones actively involved are your father’s guards, some of the priests, and perhaps a few select members of the Watch.”


  “And whoever Warburm has employed.”


  “There’s that. Sorial don’t know the names of his agents. But if Warburm located Sorial via contacts within the thieves’ guild, he ain’t made it known.”


  “Do you see him often?”


  “Occasionally. He’s got to be careful. I’m being watched, although it’s pretty easy for me to slip my watchers. They avoid whorehouses and those are some of my favorite places. I found an accommodating girl who’s willing to let Sorial and me talk while she’s pretending to service me.”


  “Pretending?”


  “Well, only pretending while Sorial’s there.”


  “Next time you see him, tell him we may have an ally in Vagrum. If it came to an escape, we might be able to convince him to help.”


  Rexall considered. “Escape ain’t in Sorial’s plans. Right now, he wants to give ’em a reason to sweat other than the heat. Eventually he’ll come into the open and negotiate.”


  “So he’s seriously thinking about accepting their challenge?” Exactly what Vagrum had predicted and what she feared. “It could kill him! No one has survived the wizard’s test in nine hundred years, and there’s no reason to believe that will change with Sorial. These people, my father included, are acting out of desperation, not because there’s a real chance that Sorial can pass the test. He may have the perfect heritage, but that means nothing!”


  “I’ve been telling him that for weeks. He ain’t listening. He’s convinced himself the only way he’ll be with you is to do what they need, though he wants to do it on his terms. He ignored my suggestion of what his next move should be.”


  “Which is…?”


  “Steal a horse and ride north as far and as fast as he can.”


  “Bad advice,” said Alicia. “If he steals a horse, that will give them a reason to declare him an outlaw.”


  “Hadn’t thought about that.”


  “He could hire himself out as a mercenary to guard a merchant’s caravan.”


  “He could, but he won’t. I told you, he ain’t going nowhere. For him, this is about when to approach Warburm and the others, not whether he’s gonna do it.”


  Alicia nibbled on her lower lip, worrying at it until it started to bleed. “I have to meet with him,” she decided.


  Rexall shook his head. “Not a good idea. It’d force him into the open. It ain’t as if you can sneak out of here and meet him in secret.”


  That much was true. If she could escape from the temple, it wouldn’t merely be for a clandestine rendezvous.


  “Tell him I forbid him to do this. Maybe that will make a difference.”


  Rexall laughed. “Oh yeah, I’m sure that’ll do the trick. But there may be more to this than winning you. He actually believes them when they say something terrible’s gonna happen. He thinks waiting fifteen years ain’t an option because we’ll all be dead by then.”


  Alicia admitted she hadn’t given much consideration to the validity of the underlying threat. Recognizing its enormity, however, didn’t excuse the recklessness of the plot. Chasing dreams, fairy tales, and creatures of legend solved nothing, just as getting Sorial killed did no good for anyone. It might be different if they knew Sorial could be a wizard, but this was a blind act of desperation, a great maybe.


  “Give Sorial my message.”


  Rexall shrugged. “I’ll do it when I see him, but don’t expect it to make any difference.”


  “And don’t let him leave the city without seeing me first. Once he’s come into the open, there won’t be a reason for him to avoid me. If he’s going to get himself killed on this fool’s errand, I want to tell him what I think of it to his face.”


  “I wish I could say he’s more likely to listen to you than me, but we both know there’s a streak of nobility in Sorial to match his stubbornness. Otherwise, you two would have been fucking like rabbits by now and you’d be carrying his child.”


  “Remind him not to trust anyone. Ferguson will trade gold for information and he has a deep treasury. These are ruthless people. You’re right - there’s something irritatingly noble about Sorial - and they’ll use that against him.”


  CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE: A PRINCESS FROM THE NORTH


  Her Highness, the Royal Princess Myselene of Obis, had never been so uncomfortable in her sixteen years. Raised in the chilly northern climes, where “Summer” was the season when the ground softened enough for hardy vegetation to flourish, the furnace-like atmosphere of Vantok took her breath away as it reddened her pale skin and parched her throat. She had been excited about this trip south, which was years in the planning, but the heat had sapped as much of her enthusiasm as her energy.


  As she gazed out across the red-tiled and thatched rooftops of the city from the west-facing porch adjoining the spacious guest quarters she had been given for her stay, she was again reminded how different Vantok was from the city where she had lived her entire life. Obis was a wild, hard city where the men were either merchants or soldiers. The weather was too harsh to make the growing of plants more than a hobby. Here, farming was a principal occupation, although the fields were fallow at the moment.


  Myselene wandered through the huge open double doors separating the porch from her bedchamber. She gazed distractedly at her image in the looking glass mounted on the wall next to her changing table. She looked as bedraggled as she felt, with her normally full-bodied dark hair hanging limply over her shoulders, her ivory complexion blotched by red spots, and bruises underlining her violet eyes. The aquamarine dress she wore highlighted her curvy figure but was too hot for the climate. Rumor had it she was the greatest beauty in all the North. Rumor hadn’t seen her like this.


  It was disheartening that her physical appearance wasn’t at its best, since her sole reason for going on this adventure - as she had always envisioned a journey to the South - was to catch the eye of the king. As well-schooled in politics as she was, she recognized that her beauty would be a secondary enticement if King Azarak was to pick her to be his future queen, but the lure of physical appeal couldn’t be discounted. Azarak’s next marriage would be primarily about alliances and political capital. As such, her primary assets weren’t her full breasts or her wide hips; they were the opportunities of increased trade with Obis, something that would benefit both cities, especially if a protected route could be forged through The Broken Crags mountain range, where all but the largest and best-defended merchant caravans feared to venture.


  “Does Your Highness need something?” asked her maid, a girl of about as many years as her who had been “specially chosen” by Chancellor Toranim and the palace’s head housekeeper. That probably meant she was a spy. Myselene found her subservience annoying and wished the girl wasn’t always underfoot. There were servants in Obis, but not as many and they stayed out of the way until their presence was requested. This one hovered from dawn until dusk. Myselene had the peace of solitude only during evenings.


  The princess was about to demur, then changed her mind. “Find me a washbasin filled with the coolest water possible.” Cold water, she had learned, was more greatly prized during Summer than fine wine, but the palace stored barrels deep in the cellars, where the damnable heat didn’t reach.


  She had been given the morning to herself but was expected to spend the afternoon meeting with various local dignitaries. Once the core of the day’s heat was past, she would be given a tour of the city’s esteemed quarters. That would be followed by a private dinner with the king. It was important that she be at her best for the repast; it was unclear how many other opportunities she would have on her own with the object of her betrothal hunt.


  Thus far, she had met Azarak only once, when he had greeted her two days ago upon her arrival. Her initial impression had been positive: the portrait she had seen didn’t do him justice. He was more handsome in person, although he looked older. She supposed that was what ruling a city in troubled times could do to a man. Unfortunately, his greeting, while proper and courteous, had lacked warmth. He had been rigid and formal and had seemed preoccupied. For Myselene, this had been a singular experience - she was unaccustomed to being overlooked. It made her all the more determined to dazzle the king at their dinner tonight. Before leaving Obis, she had been advised by a number of well-wishers to seduce Azarak with her eyes and the promise of her body. She intended to apply that advice. Her goal was to do whatever necessity demanded to secure a formal betrothal announcement, and she wasn’t about to let decorum or propriety block her path. Her stay was officially scheduled for three weeks but, if she achieved her aim, she would never depart Vantok. They need not wed immediately, but if the king was to renege on a binding agreement, he risked either war with Obis or bankrupting his treasury with reparation payments.


  Myselene wasn’t under any delusions that her marriage would be a union of love. Even as a little girl, that had never been her expectation. She was a political pawn; her father had waited this long to put her into the game, hoping to use her to capture the biggest prize. If Azarak rejected her, there were countless lordlings in Obis who would gladly accept her hand, providing her with a life and home much like those enjoyed by her sisters. Her ambition, however, demanded more. Given the opportunity to marry a king, she intended to become a queen. Anything less would be unacceptable. Her father wanted this union for the benefits it would bring to his city; Myselene wanted it so her children would be royalty, not minor nobles.


  She returned to the porch and resumed her perusal of the palace’s environs. The view to the north was dominated by a more grand structure than the one in which she resided: Vantok’s temple, known across the land as a masterpiece of craftsmanship and beauty - a tribute from men to gods. Between here and there, however, the haze generated by the day’s heat created a shimmering effect that made it difficult to identify distinct structures.


  The maid returned with a basin of water just in time for Myselene to wash her face and make herself presentable before the chancellor arrived to introduce her to Vantok’s most influential nobility. Charming them wouldn’t be difficult. Seducing their ruler, however, might be a different matter.


  * * *


  “What do you think of her?” asked Azarak late that night as he and Toranim sat together in his chambers for their ritual end-of-the-day conference. The windows were all flung wide to admit a strong, warm breeze.


  “More to the point, Your Majesty, what do you think of her? How was the dinner?”


  Azarak considered. Myselene’s arrival had complicated matters. His preference would have been to delay her visit indefinitely but they had procrastinated long enough. Further dithering might be taken as an insult by Rangarak, the king of Obis, who had been rejecting marriage proposals from his own nobles until Myselene was presented to Azarak as a candidate for the next queen of Vantok. Her younger sister was already married - unusual for a Northern royal family, where matches were typically made sequentially from the eldest to the youngest. So, with the criminal element still not cowed and the mandatory conscription program undergoing birth pangs, Azarak was forced to play host to a foreign princess.


  “It was… less onerous… than I expected,” admitted the king. Beforehand, he had anticipated a tedious evening with long bouts of silence punctuated by occasional doomed attempts at unenlightened conversation. That hadn’t been the case. Myselene’s seeming timidity had evaporated and she had proven knowledgeable about a great many more subjects than Azarak had expected. Whatever else she might be, the king of Obis’ middle daughter was no empty-headed princess with only her physical attributes to recommend her.


  “Initially, she kept her eyes downcast and spoke hardly a word. I feared she’d prove to be as vapid as the other high-born ladies who have sought to ‘catch’ me. But when I asked her about the long journey, she became animated. After that, she forgot her shyness and was able to steer the conversation from topic to topic, displaying a deftness I’ve encountered only in men but with a vivacity that few learned people show.”


  “Her reputation suggests she’s not only attractive but intelligent,” said Toranim. He knew the king would find that quality appealing, which was why he had pursued this match doggedly for nearly four years. Queen Amenia hadn’t been three seasons in her grave when the king of Obis first suggested the then-12-year old Myselene as a potential future bride for the bereaved king.


  “She and I have several more meetings scheduled during her stay and I have to admit I no longer dread them.” Azarak paused and a frown creased his features. “I only wish she had come in less complicated times. How can I consider a marriage to Princess Myselene with so many other concerns threatening?”


  “How can you not? Myselene is here, in your palace, and what she brings to a union is tangible: the potential to forge a strong relationship with Obis, whose armies at their weakest would be three times the size of ours at their strongest.”


  It was one more thing to mull over. Although it was true that Obis was a city of hard-bred fighting men, it was a long distance away, and a battle for Vantok, if it came to that, might be won or lost long before aid could arrive.


  Azarak changed topics, moving to another vexing issue. “What news of our recalcitrant would-be wizard?”


  “He’s still unaccounted for.”


  “Can’t say I blame him, considering the circumstances. What does the innkeeper say?”


  “He isn’t worried. Says the boy’s too besotted with the duke’s daughter to abandon her, and the enticement of marriage is too great.”


  “So he’s in hiding?”


  The chancellor nodded. “So says Warburm. We have time to wait him out. Since the goal is to send him into The Forbidden Lands in search of the Havenham portal, Harvest is the optimum time to start the journey.”


  “Are we certain Vantok’s portal can’t be used?”


  “His Eminence says not. A souring of old records revealed that Warburm apparently owns the property where it once stood but he says there’s no trace of it. It was utterly razed. I looked into some rumors of a portal existing in the North, somewhere between Obis and Syre, but was unable to confirm anything. The site is reputed to be haunted and no one goes there. I passed a question about it to the prelate and he replied that the location in The Forbidden Lands is the only credible one.”


  Azarak doubted that. It was more likely that Ferguson didn’t want anyone else to know of additional portal locations. “He always knows more than he claims.”


  “That may be the case, although he has no reason to hide it. If there was a way the boy could be transformed without having to make a dangerous journey into The Forbidden Lands, Ferguson would attempt it, but he believes all the northern portals were destroyed during the post-wizard era to ‘prevent headstrong would-be heroes killing themselves in fruitless attempts to validate non-existent magical abilities.’”


  That agreed with the king’s studies. Once the gods took back the gift of magic, even those with latent abilities had died if they attempted to use a portal. Men became so frightened of losing sons and daughters that they smashed portals and buried their locations.


  “I’m not entirely comfortable with the way this has been handled. Ferguson orchestrating an underground society seeking to locate a candidate for the role of Vantok’s wizard protector… A few years ago, I would have called it madness, and this has been going on for longer than a few years.”


  “And today?”


  “Desperation. I’ve read the tomes and scrolls, Toranim, and I know how unlikely it is that this stableboy, above every person in all the cities, will be able to pass the test and be welcomed by the portal. One in one thousand - those are his most optimistic odds. We’re likely manipulating him to his death because there’s the faintest of faint chances he could have the potential. We don’t even know if magic is possible - that, as Ferguson argues, its return was a parting gift from the gods.”


  “Your Majesty, if it comes to war, you’ll have to send far more than just one boy into harm’s way. Men will die at your command - many of them. Unless you intend to abdicate, you must steel yourself to make these decisions. And if this boy fails, we’ll turn to Prelate Ferguson to identify the next candidate. He’s been cultivating this lad for nearly two decades. This is no idle, random pick. And most probably not the only one available to him.”


  “I understand that, Toranim,” said Azarak testily. No one knew better than he that the possibility of a wizard was too powerful a lure to ignore, but he was irritated at how much had been done behind his back - how the supposedly most powerful man in the city was powerless in this matter. “But this borders on treason. A conspiracy that has festered and grown within this city.”


  “That’s a bruised ego speaking, Your Majesty, not the judgment of a shrewd ruler.” When bluntness was called for, Toranim didn’t shrink from it. Had he been a sycophant, Azarak’s first queen would likely still be alive. “Ferguson is outside your authority and the roots of this ‘conspiracy’, as you call it, began far from Vantok. The boy’s mother hails from Syre. This may be many things, Your Majesty, but it isn’t treason. Quite the opposite, in fact. This group has provided you with an option that, should it come to fruition, might save both your reign and this city.”


  “Even with a wizard, this war - if it comes to pass - is far from won. The thing that convinced me magic may have returned isn’t the thousands of moldering scrolls I’ve pored over or the dry dissertations of our learned prelate. It’s that no force other than magic can be responsible for the unnatural heat that’s brought our city to heel. It makes me fear what may be brewing in the infernal Forbidden Lands where we’re sending our best hope.”


  Toranim nodded his agreement. This was the first time the king had spoken openly about what they both assumed - the manipulations of an adversary wizard were responsible for the weather.


  Azarak mused, “We know so little, but we have to assume this wizard, whoever he is, is readying a strike north, with Vantok as his first target. Does he have an army? Are his forces men or monsters? Is the heat his way of breaking us down, weakening us so we’ll be too weary to fight when the time comes? It’s a basic strategy taken to extremes. The question is: How to combat it?”


  “It’s all about preparation. Arm the populace and train them to use their weapons, then put our faith in His Eminence and his schemes. You and I both know, Your Majesty, that one as wily as our prelate has more brands in the fire than one stableboy.”


  “Aye. Ferguson’s a lover of secrets, and he’ll tell us only as much as he wants us to know. He dispenses information the way a farmer dispenses seed. If there was some way to know something about the host we might face - their nature, their numbers…”


  “We can speculate,” offered Toranim.


  “With thin evidence.”


  “Perhaps, perhaps not. If the wizard is using the heat to sap the effectiveness of our army, it could mean his force isn’t large enough to face us on an equal footing.”


  “Or he’s concerned about losing too many men in an initial battle, which could limit his ability to surge northward.”


  Toranim nodded. “So it’s unlikely we’ll be facing an overwhelming army. And my best guess is we can expect the majority of the enemy’s ranks to be comprised of mercenaries and nomads and peasants from villages in the Deep South.”


  “At full strength, Vantok can field an army of six thousand, perhaps a quarter of whom will have some legitimate fighting training either in private militias or as members of the Watch. It would be surprising if any force based in The Forbidden Lands could do better than match that,” said Azarak.


  “Our knowledge of The Forbidden Lands is limited. We know there are settlements along the coast and it may be that there are towns or even cities far to the south, well beyond the ruins of Havenham. It’s a pity we’ve never explored more than the northern fringes.”


  “We tried.” Azarak recalled something he had read. “Several centuries ago, a king of Vantok sent a heavily armed force of ten score mounted warriors on an expedition into The Forbidden Lands. Their goal was to map the region, make contact with anyone who had settled there, and discover what lay on the southern side. They vanished without a trace after having sent back only a few mundane messages about how inhospitable and barren the place was. In the mountainous regions, they encountered wild goats and a few wolves. They were never heard from again and a rescue party found no evidence they’d been there. The Forbidden Lands are thus named for a reason.


  “I’ve been shortsighted, ignoring the potential of a threat from the Deep South.” Azarak had always believed Vantok to be the safest of the southern cities because of its distance from the belligerent northern states. He had never dreamed that the greatest danger could be brewing in his own backyard.


  “If the heat continues to build, morale will decay. It’s not good now. The conscription has made you unpopular.”


  “How much time would you estimate before an attack comes?” asked Azarak, recognizing that Toranim had an overall better understanding of tactics than he did.


  “Assuming we’re projecting an attack by a mostly conventional fighting force, more than one year, but less than two,” said Toranim with a certainty that surprised the king.


  “You sound confident of that.”


  “The heat’s been building steadily over the span of several years. This will likely be the final year when a harvest is possible during the upcoming Winter. As the heat grows to levels we haven’t yet experienced, shallow wells will run dry. Trade will trickle to a stop and our grain stores will be depleted. Pestilence and famine, already creeping dangers, will run rampant. Many will flee Vantok for the cooler, more fertile lands to the north. That’s when our enemies will strike. The people may turn against you before then, Your Majesty. The future ills that befall Vantok will be laid at your feet.”


  “One of my predecessors remarked that a popular king is one who shirks the hard choices faced by a good and just ruler. Not that such kernels of wisdom are helpful in times such as these.”


  “A royal wedding, complete with the attendant pomp and celebration, is sure to lift spirits.”


  Azarak frowned at that, but had to admit the truth in his chancellor’s words. “We must time it right,” said the king. “It’s a one-time weapon with limited longevity.”


  “And we must find the right bride.”


  “Which brings us back to the issue at hand. Should I wed the Princess of Obis and take as her dowry a contingent of King Rangarak’s army to bolster our own forces?” Azarak was beginning to wish he had acceded to the pressure placed upon him soon after the death of his first wife. At that time, the prime consideration for the new queen would have been her fertility. Now, with war, famine, and the rebirth of magic lurking like monsters in the shadows, the decision had become more complicated and the wrong choice could mean disaster for the city he ruled.


  * * *


  The morning after her dinner with the king, Myselene rose from her bed more optimistic than at any time since coming to Vantok. She didn’t even mind it when her overly attentive maid awoke her with a tray of honey-covered biscuits and berries to break her fast. She knew she had been at her best the previous evening and the thrill of her triumph had carried through the night. She sensed she had won Azarak over or, at the least, made a dent in his armor. Courtship was as much a battle as combat with arms. Her strategy was to wear down his defenses then, when the opening presented itself, launch the final assault.


  How to accomplish that remained an open question. Her older, pragmatic sister had suggested she yield her virginity to the king. Any man of honor, as Azarak surely must be, would be duty-bound to marry her after that. One of her maids and confidants had countered that she should tease him but not surrender her maidenhead. That would leave him lusting for a prize he would receive only after the vows were exchanged. Myselene could see wisdom in both approaches but she would need to know her intended betrothed better before deciding which would be the better course of action.


  She wanted this marriage, and not just for her children. She wanted it for herself. Having now spent hours in Azarak’s company, she felt certain her role could be more substantive than that of a royal broodmare and an ornament for important occasions. She could be those things, of course, but she had more to offer. The king of Vantok was the kind of man who would listen to her counsel and solicit her opinions. As his queen, she would have power and influence - two things she currently lacked as the second daughter of the king of Obis and would never have as the wife of a rich merchant or favored noble.


  She didn’t know the identities of her rivals but assumed there were many. The king’s unwillingness to marry for years after his first wife’s death indicated he was unhappy with his choices. Myselene’s tactic was to convince Azarak that she was the right one - the only one - who could fill the void left by his first wife.


  She knew her dowry would be as crucial an enticement as her person. She had gently probed the king’s needs and learned a few things. He didn’t seem overly worried about finances but he was concerned about how the weather was damaging Vantok’s trade and farming industries. He was also troubled about the military, although she couldn’t discern why. Perhaps because of the crime and lawlessness resulting from the rumors about the gods, but there seemed to be something more… something he was unwilling to reveal. At any rate, it was clear that he needed troops as dearly as a well-patrolled trade route between Obis and Vantok. But how many men was a marriage between her and Azarak worth to her father? One hundred? Two hundred? Five hundred? Obis had a standing army of twenty-thousand men, so five hundred didn’t seem unreasonable to Myselene, but she knew her father prized his militia above all else.


  After the maid had departed to clear away her dishes and fetch a pitcher of fresh water, Myselene rose from bed, let her sleeping gown slip to the floor in a pool of aquamarine silk, and regarded herself critically in the polished sliver looking glass. This was still her best weapon, she acknowledged, appraising her full breasts with their symmetrical areola and pink nipples. Going forward, every garment she wore would be designed to emphasize her body, to let Azarak see what could be his. She would turn his head if it took walking naked into his sleeping chamber to accomplish that goal. Some believed her naturally quiet demeanor to be a sign of maidenly innocence. They couldn’t be more wrong. Myselene had little practical experience but she had studied what occurred between men and women in the bedchamber and had been given advice by experienced servants. When it came to using sexuality to win campaigns, few would be able match her. Once all the skirmishes were fought, she would be the queen of Vantok.


  CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO: CAPITULATION


  For Sorial, the twilight of Summer meant the time had come to face the future. As much as he enjoyed the simplicity of spending long days at manual labor and short nights sleeping the dreamless slumber of exhaustion, he couldn’t remain in this limbo forever. At seventeen years of age, Sorial had elected to heed the clarion call of destiny and confront those who had manipulated his past; the time for flight and subterfuge was over. It was unfair to him. It was unfair to Alicia. It was even unfair to those who had placed him in this position.


  One aspect of repetitive, rigorous physical labor was that it freed the mind, giving Sorial many hours to contemplate his situation. He accepted the correctness of his mother’s secretiveness. He also recognized that the people who had mapped out his youth were serious, desperate men. This wasn’t some random plot cobbled together on the fly. His existence had been planned from before his birth. Whatever their flaws, Warburm’s cabal had acted deliberately and they were far from the end game. They wanted, nay needed, a wizard and they were determined for Sorial to be that person. They had manipulated his bloodline and kept him hidden from his enemies, whoever they might be, but nothing they had done could ensure he was truly capable of wielding magic.


  It was past time for the key players in this drama to provide a full accounting. Sorial understood the framework of his situation, but he was ignorant of a myriad of details. He would do what they wanted. To gain his heart’s desire, an unharried life with Alicia, he had to risk everything. The alternative meant spending the next fifteen years as a fugitive while hoping Alicia would be waiting for him when her time of servitude was done. And would there even be a Vantok in fifteen years? The expectation and hope was that once he came into his powers, he would save the city. Without a wizard, how long could it last? There was more at stake than his future happiness, even though that was how it had been framed for his consumption.


  He admitted there was something enticing about the lure of power. All his life, he had been a servant, one who existed to do the bidding of others. His greatest acts of freedom had been stealing swims in the upstream river and spending hot, sweaty nights under the sheets with Annie. Being a wizard would change that. He would have authority and respect. He would give the commands, not receive them. Wasn’t such a reward worth the gamble of a life that, if lived on its current trajectory, might lead to long years of toil and hardship, possibly ending in an unmarked grave?


  Sorial wanted to live. Truth be told, he was frightened of death, especially if the gods had cast men adrift. He could understand why so many despaired. It was a terrifying possibility, the bleakness of oblivion. He suspected this quest to awaken his powers would kill him. He lacked the faith that others had. Deep down, he didn’t believe in monsters or magic. The world was what he saw around him. But the die had been cast. He would do what they asked, what they required, but it would be done on his terms.


  The sun had cleared the eastern horizon, heralding the beginning of another scorching day, when Sorial pushed aside the flap of his master’s tent and entered the close quarters within. He had just completed his final shift working for the merchant Drazir, a grueling sundown-to-sunrise stint that had seen Sorial load the man’s six wagons for the long trip north. Drazir was leaving on the morrow for more profitable cities. During Summer, Vantok offered little to buy and less to sell. This would be his last stop here until the heat abated.


  Drazir glanced up from coin counting when Sorial entered. “Ah, Mansab,” he said in a heavily-accented voice, using the name Sorial had given him when entering his employ. “Come to collect your last wages? Sure you won’t change your mind and come north with me? I could use a man like you in my guards. Pay good. Twice what you make here, and ’twill be cooler in Basingham. Here, it’s hell. There, paradise.”


  This wasn’t the first time Drazir had asked. Sorial knew the man was concerned about the trip, even though he had recruited six mercenaries to protect him from the dangers of the road. Bandits were becoming more brazen and even well-protected caravans had been attacked. One reason Drazir had lingered for so long in the unprofitable markets of Vantok was that he feared he wouldn’t survive the journey to Basingham.


  “Sorry, Master Drazir. I hafta clear my name.”


  “Which is not Mansab, we both know. In Basingham, you could be whoever you want. No one cares what you did in Vantok.”


  “All the same…”


  Drazir grunted his disappointment, then extended his hand and dropped a dozen brass studs into Sorial’s calloused palm.


  “May the gods guard your path.” Sorial mouthed the traditional departure wish.


  Drazir snorted. “If there were gods to guard my path, I wouldn’t be having to take the path.”


  Immediately after leaving Drazir’s tent, Sorial headed for Lamanar and Kara’s farm. He had decided to confront his mother first, then Warburm. It would be telling to note discrepancies in their stories; there was no guarantee that, even at this late date, they would be forthcoming. They had been keeping secrets for so long he suspected it had become second nature.


  It had been a year since Sorial had been to the farm, and he was shocked at its condition. The fields had turned into flatlands of packed and baked clay as if no planting had taken place during Winter. Even from a distance, the house looked dilapidated, with wall timbers rotting and in need of chinking and the thatched roof in disrepair. Whatever Lamanar’s faults as a father and husband, he had always been rigorous about his crops and house. No longer, apparently.


  Kara answered his knock and her weathered expression brightened. She threw her arms around him and kissed him on each cheek, tears in her eyes. She looked older than Sorial remembered; the lines on her face were deeper and there was gray in her hair. She might have been thinner as well, although her simple, homespun dress hid any weight loss.


  “Mother.” Sorial’s voice was carefully neutral.


  “Come in,” she motioned, stepping aside to let him in out of the sun. The main room showed the same signs of neglect as the outside. The fireplace had partially collapsed and there was a hole in the ceiling where the thatch had rotted and fallen through. The chamber was stuffy and smelled of mice and rats; Sorial knew the odor from his years in the stable. There was no evidence of them, but there could be dozens lurking out of plain sight.


  “What happened?” asked Sorial.


  She sighed. “Lamanar has given in to despair. After you disappeared, he stopped caring. Instead of tending the fields and fixing the cabin, he spent his waking hours going from tavern to tavern, drinking away the days. How he’s been paying for it, I don’t know; we’re probably deep in debt, although Warburm may be subsidizing his binge. Those two were once like brothers. The house looks worse than it is, though. With so little rain, there’s not much concern about the weather getting in. The hole in the roof lets the cooler air in better at night.”


  There was no accusation in Kara’s tone, but her words were plain enough: After you disappeared, he stopped caring.


  “Have you returned for good or is this just a visit?” asked Kara. Apparently, she assumed he had left Vantok following the day.


  “That may depend on what you tell me. You and Warburm.”


  “You intend to see him?”


  Sorial nodded. “As soon as I leave here. The Wayfarer’s Comfort is my next stop.”


  “I shouldn’t say this, but unless you intend to submit to Warburm, don’t go there. Once he has you in his power, he won’t let you go. Believe me, I speak from experience.”


  Sorial expected no less.


  “Tell me your story, Mother. All of it. Open every secret. I want plain speech and I want to know everything. Anything less, and I’ll disappear back to where I’ve been for the past two seasons and you’ll never see me again.” It was an idle threat, but Kara didn’t recognize it as such. His disappearance had shaken her. He wondered if the same was true of Warburm. Somehow, he doubted it. The innkeeper knew him too well. Far better than his mother did.


  They sat across from one another near the ruined fireplace, occupying the same worn chairs they had used so often in the past.


  Kara began. “It started when I was a child in a small village between Obis and Syre. My mother was a courtesan of Syre who died giving birth to me. My father was a sergeant in the military of Obis. I was left in the care of relatives who treated me like a slave. My father would visit from time-to-time, so there was some necessity for my guardians to see to my general well-being, if only to avoid his wrath. He was a kind man although often sad and distracted and he genuinely loved me. When he died in a border skirmish with barbarians from The White World, my cousins began to ill use me. I knew that when I flowered, I would be raped and sold as a whore, so I ran away.


  “A priest found me begging by a roadside inn near the border of Obis, seeking a crust of bread from any who would spare it. He cleaned me up, gave me a meal, and offered to take me back to his town to learn the ways of piety and truth. I wasn’t much interested in his gods but the thought of having a warm place to sleep and a full belly was appealing. So I went.


  “The place he brought me to was more of a camp than a town. It was run by the priest and several of his fellows who represented a sect devoted to the ‘last whisper of the gods.’ They followed the teachings of a man named Ferguson who, although not yet a prelate, was highly placed in the distant city of Vantok. Everyone in the little village - peasants, adventurers, and merchants - shared the belief of the priest: the days of the gods were numbered and they were making preparations for the future survival of the faithful by returning magic to the world.”


  Apparently, the abandonment of the gods wasn’t a new idea. It had existed long before Sorial’s birth. That it had come to pass led credence to the beliefs and actions of those who had taken his mother in. Another thought came to mind, and he voiced it: “Was this priest my father?”


  Kara smiled, perhaps a little sadly, but continued her story without answering. “Ferguson came to see me shortly after my first woman’s bleeding. By then, I’d been in the village for four or five seasons, and was perhaps thirteen years of age. I learned it wasn’t happenstance that the priest encountered me outside the inn; he’d been sent to fetch me. According to Ferguson, I was the one they were seeking. I was asked if I would pledge myself to their cause and, having seen nothing but kindness from them, I agreed. Would that I understood at that young age the sacrifices I’d be required to make.” Her voice trailed off and her eyes took on a faraway look. Sorial knew she was no longer in the room with him. She was back in the camp, promising herself to Ferguson.


  “I was placed in the joint care of the priest and a young adventurer named Warburm who frequently stopped by the village. What he lacked in chivalry he made up for in bluster, but I took a liking to him. Together, those two taught me what my duty would be. Magic was returning to the world, they said, and it would appear in the next generation. I’d been selected because my bloodline could be traced back to one of the ancient magicians of the last age. A man from another strong blood line would be chosen to lie with me and sire a child. That son or daughter would grow up to be a great hope of the world - one of the cabal of four wizards who would maintain balance once the gods were gone.


  “The first time your father came to me, I didn’t see his face. He visited me every night in the darkness for a full moon’s cycle. He was neither gentle nor cruel; to him, it was a duty. By day, he remained out of sight in a shuttered cabin and, once the new moon came, he left the village. Three seasons later, I was delivered of twin boys - your brothers. There was much rejoicing that day, but it didn’t last.


  “The oldest boy was sickly and died when a mild bout of influenza swept through the village; he was only four years old. His brother survived but Ferguson decreed that ‘a spare’ was needed, so my lover was recalled from wherever he was journeying. Our ‘courtship’ proceeded as before; the result this time was a girl.


  “For nearly ten years, life progressed as it always had. Toward the end of that peaceful decade, the priests became urgent. Ferguson issued a decree that the time had come. Warburm and several others escorted my son, just past his Maturity, to a portal located in the nearby ruins of the ancient city of Ibitsal. He didn’t return. The portal rejected him and he was incinerated in a flare of fire. There was nothing left of him to bring home.” She paused again, a tear trickling down her cheek. Sorial said nothing, waiting for her to continue.


  “No one could explain what went wrong. There was speculation: magic hadn’t yet returned, the portal was damaged, or my son simply lacked the innate ability. Whatever the case, he was dead and my daughter, who was next in the line of succession, would be expected to undergo the same ordeal once her Maturity arrived. She was only ten at the time, but she understood she would follow her brother, possibly into the grave.”


  “Around this time, there were rumors of other factions - groups that shared Ferguson’s core beliefs but disagreed with him about how to proceed. Some saw this as an opportunity to profit and prosper if they could raise one of the four wizards. Ferguson’s dream of unity among the quartet was shattered, as Warburm had always predicted would happen. Now it was a matter of producing one and hoping he or she would be able to reach out to the others and convince them of the need to work together.


  “One year shy of her Maturity, my daughter fled. She had grown so fearful of her fate and so certain that death awaited her at the portal that she packed a satchel of provisions and sneaked off in the night. Her trail was located the next morning but vanished at a river. We spent weeks searching for her but she was never again seen. To this day, I don’t know if she’s alive or dead.”


  But I do. She has warned me against the day when I might be turned against her. Sorial nearly spoke these words aloud, but stopped before they crossed his lips. As cruel as it might be, the time had come for him to have his own secrets. If he told Kara he had twice encountered his sister in Vantok, that information would reach the ears of Warburm and Ferguson.


  “The days were growing short. My child-bearing years were coming to an end,” continued Kara, “and we had no heir. So your father was found and brought back. This time, I was granted an opportunity to see him. He was older than I expected and looked weary and beaten down. I had the impression he returned under duress and our sessions weren’t as successful as in the past. Arousing him was difficult and many of our nights ended in failure. After a fortnight, he was gone, but his visit proved fruitful. You were born three seasons later; I haven’t seen your father since then, although Warburm claims to have met him on at least two occasions. It may be they’re still in contact.


  “Once you were born, Ferguson decided you needed protection. He said forces opposing you were too dangerous for you to remain in an isolated village. Since his seat of power was in Vantok, far to the south, he wanted you here. He assigned three of us as your guardians: myself, Warburm, and Lamanar, the priest who for so long had been my protector. The rest of the story I believe you know.”


  Sorial digested what he had been told. Little was surprising; most confirmed conclusions he had reached on his own, although a few details were different. “So Lamanar is the man who cared for you, and you came to Vantok as husband and wife?”


  Kara nodded. “We aren’t married. He can’t perform as a man. He became a eunuch to honor a vow of chastity. It’s not my place to discuss that further. You must ask him about it.”


  “But he hates me.”


  Kara sighed. “No. He’s embittered. Once, he was full of passion and energy. But he’s found his time in Vantok to be unfulfilling. And I’m unsure as to whether he still believes in the cause as he once did. He needs something to give his life the relevance it had when we were in Sussaman and he had charge of me. Today, he’s a shell of the man who raised me.”


  “Have you contacted Ferguson since moving here?”


  Kara shook her head. “He’s met many times with Warburm during those secret gatherings at the inn, but there’s no plausible explanation that would allow him to speak with me, either here, at the temple, or elsewhere. Your life was already in danger; my meeting him would serve no purpose beyond arousing suspicion and possibly placing you in greater jeopardy. There’s nothing unusual about a penniless stableboy. But a penniless stableboy whose mother meets with Vantok’s prelate…” She paused before asking, “What now?”


  “If I said I was leaving, would you hurry to the inn to tell them?”


  Sorial studied her face carefully; her flat expression betrayed nothing. But her lack of a response told him all he needed to know. Sorial believed his mother loved him but her devotion to her cause was greater than her maternal affection. He didn’t begrudge her that; she had surrendered everything for the cause. If it proved false, her life would be meaningless, an endless chain of pointless sacrifices. Sorial was sympathetic but only to a point. “That’s what I thought,” he said.


  “What will you do?”


  “Don’t worry. I’m gonna do what I said: go to Warburm. You and them others made sure my attachment to Alicia is too strong for me to leave her. I love her so much that it aches to think of being apart from her. So I’ll do what you want and probably die because of it.” He bent to kiss her gently on the forehead. “Farewell, Mother. I ain’t sure we’ll meet again.”


  Surprisingly, there were no tears on either side, but the gulf of sadness was tangible. The lingering moment when they gazed at each other across the threshold was funereal. Then Sorial was gone.


  Less than an hour later, with the sun approaching its mid-day zenith, Sorial stood outside the stable that had served as his home for the better part of his youth. He stepped inside and was instantly taken aback. The place, which he had kept rigorously clean during his tenure, was a mess. The stalls were all empty - not surprising in the middle of the day at Summer’s end - but it looked like there were no caretakers. Mice roamed freely through the clumped, manure-clotted straw, showing no fear of people. The place stunk so badly that Sorial, no stranger to foul odors, nearly retched. The stableboy, a lad of perhaps twelve or thirteen, lounged on a bale of hay, stripped to the waist but looking like he hadn’t done a moment’s work. Watery brown eyes turned toward Sorial, but the boy showed little interest or curiosity. Above the reek of shit, urine, and rot, Sorial caught a whiff of opium.


  “Go tell your master he got a visitor in the stable.”


  The boy gazed at him blankly, as if he didn’t understand.


  “Quickly!” The anger in Sorial’s tone provoked a reaction. Frowning, the stableboy stumbled to his feet and ambled out the door, heading for the inn.


  With a sigh, Sorial picked up a pitchfork and began turning over the straw, sending mice scampering everywhere. Old habits died hard. He had been a good stableboy not only because he  worked hard but because he cared about the results of his work. Those traits had been hammered into him by Warburm and others. After no more than a few pitchfork throws of straw, Sorial’s muscle memory kicked in and it was as if he had never left the stable. With a pang of nostalgia that surprised him, he found himself wishing he had stayed. He had never been “happy” here, at least not in the conventional sense, but life had been uncomplicated. Annie had been here and his relationship with Alicia had been playful and flirtatious. He still watched the sun rise every day, but those once promising minutes lacked the magic they had once held. He mused and remembered as he worked. That was the state in which Warburm found him.


  “You know, lad,” said the innkeeper, “I never found anyone near as good as you. It be a shame, but you done got a bigger pond to swim in. Why don’t we go inside, where it be a mite cooler and we can sip something chilled in the cellar?”


  Sorial put down the pitchfork. “I’d rather stay out here. There’s comfort in familiarity.”


  Warburm wrinkled his nose but nodded his assent. In the game they were playing, they both knew it was Sorial’s move.


  “I visited my mother. She told me everything.”


  Warburm deposited his sizeable ass atop a bale of hay. “No doubt you done already figgered out most of what she had to say. Don’t be too hard on her, lad. She done what she thought best for the world and sacrificed as much or more’n any of us, you included. I ain’t gonna downplay your misfortunes - you been trapped into something you want no part of and asked to risk your life on a myth to marry the girl you want. But whatever you be suffering, Kara done had it worse.”


  Sorial already realized that, but it didn’t make it easier to cope with his current situation.


  “I be guessing you got questions. Things Kara weren’t able to answer.”


  “How long have you been involved in this?”


  Warburm chuckled. “Longer than I ever thought possible. Lamanar be the one who ‘converted’ me to the cause, or at least he introduced me to Ferguson. Back in those days, our prelate were a fanatic. Claimed he been ‘singled out by the gods’ to prepare the world for their departure. In those times, he were a ruthless man. Still be today, truth be told. One hour with him and I were convinced that if we didn’t act the world would end in fire and chaos. So I agreed to join him ’gainst my better sense. I used to be an adventurer until it started looking like Ferguson were right. Then it became deadly serious.


  “You got to understand, Sorial. This ain’t about you or Kara or Lady Alicia or me. This be about the world. The gods done left us. Think what that means. The ‘why’ of it don’t matter. But they be gone and man be on his own. The world be ours to hold or destroy, and there be plenty who’d lead us to ruin for their own pleasure. Our group done adopted a policy of self-denial. Everything we do be for the continuation of human life. Sometimes, it seems cruel and some got harder tasks than others. Yours be among the hardest. I can’t say if the portal be likely to accept you. Neither can Ferguson. It ain’t without risk, but we be asking you to take it not just because of Lady Alicia but because of what it means for everyone - those you love, those you hate, and those you never met. If it were up to me, I’d take your place in an instant, but I been involved in this for twice as long as you’ve been alive. And, least according to Ferguson, there ain’t a drop of wizard’s blood in me, so I’d die trying the portal as surely as I would falling on my own sword.”


  Long speeches from Warburm were rare and, although Sorial had been subjected to a few during his time at the inn, this was the most heartfelt. But there was another question he needed answered - one that haunted him as a dark, growing suspicion.


  “What happened to Annie?”


  “You mean, was she sacrificed to the cause?”


  “I mean, did you kill her?”


  Warburm sighed, but there was nothing in his eyes or expression that Sorial could read. If nothing else, the man excelled at hiding his feelings. “What happened to Annie were unfortunate, but it weren’t my doing. Obviously, she were a thorn in our plans, something we never expected. All our efforts were to bring you and Lady Alicia together. We never done considered Annie as more than a quick tumble-in-the-hay for you. Better’n a whore, less’n a wife.


  “When it became clear you was infatuated with her, and she with you, we was left with no choice but to act. We tried to buy her off, but she didn’t want no money. Our next plan was to scare her into thinking things would go poorly for you if she stayed, but we never got to that point. She were killed before we could approach her.”


  “And you had nothing to do with her death.”


  “Nay.”


  Liar. Sorial stared deep into those dark, impenetrable eyes, which expressed neither guilt nor remorse. He couldn’t see into Warburm’s soul, but he instinctively didn’t believe the denial.


  Perhaps sensing Sorial’s doubt, the innkeeper elaborated, “She were my best serving girl and I cared for her like a daughter.”


  Those things were true, Sorial knew. But he also realized that against the backdrop of the driving force in Warburm’s life, arranging Annie’s death would have been a small thing. Kara had sacrificed four children and her own happiness. Warburm’s sense of duty condemned him, if not his words.


  Silence stood between them for a long moment as they regarded one another. Warburm’s expression was carefully nonchalant. Sorial’s was challenging.


  Finally, Warburm broke the stalemate. “Ready to join us, lad? To fulfill your destiny and win your bride? It ain’t how you wanted it, I know, but it be a chance not only to wed Lady Alicia but to become one of the first wizards in untold years.”


  Sorial wasn’t immune to the enticements: to have Alicia and the power and influence that would come with being a wizard, to be able to protect Vantok, and, if he so desired, punish those who had forced him into this position. Sorial wondered if they were concerned about that possibility - if he acquired what they desperately wanted for him, he might use it against them. If they were fanatical enough, perhaps they didn’t care as long as the wizard came into being.


  “You know I wouldn’t be here if I ain’t already decided to submit to you,” said Sorial. “If I was going to run, I’d be north of The Crags by now.”


  “So you’ll accept the aid and guidance of my brotherhood until this be done.”


  “Till I’m a wizard or killed trying to become one, yes.”


  Warburm nodded. With a grunt, he rose to his feet. “Let’s get started then.”


  CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE: FAREWELLS


  For the briefest of moments, as Sorial slipped from restless sleep into wakefulness, he imagined Annie beside him, spooning him with her full breasts pressed against his back. Then the memory faded and he was lying alone atop a lumpy mattress.


  He was in the same room he had called his own during his final seasons with Warburm - the room where Annie had come to him in the darkness and where Alicia had kept her bedside vigil following the attempt on his life. Warburm had offered him this chamber as a place to stay while preparations were being made for his trip and, with the alternative being to sleep on the floor in Rexall’s cramped room, it seemed oddly appropriate to turn to the past as he awaited his future.


  Sorial wished he could get it over with. Having made the decision, he wanted to start the journey and face whatever lay ahead. His brother had died trying this but his sister had survived. Sorial’s fate would answer the question about the credibility of blood lines. If they proved unreliable, it wouldn’t matter to him. Dead men didn’t care about such things.


  According to Warburm, because they were headed south, they had to wait until it was nearly Winter to begin the trip. The hope was that they could be there and back again before Planting. Sorial was to have four “companions” whose duty was to keep him safe and blaze the trail. He suspected they would also ensure he fulfilled his responsibility and didn’t attempt to flee. Not that such an eventuality was likely. Sorial was determined to see this through to the end. The hard part had been making the decision. That done, he was at peace with himself. Alicia, he knew, wouldn’t be as sanguine.


  Sorial had stipulated three conditions for his cooperation. The first was that he be allowed to choose his companions. Warburm had agreed but with limitations - Sorial was permitted to select two of the four, since the innkeeper and Lamanar were already committed. The naming of Brindig and Darrin, Sorial’s longtime friends from the Watch, was met with enthusiastic approval. Warburm admitted that they had been on his “short list” along with several men in Carannan’s militia - soldiers Sorial had served with during his brief tenure working for the duke.


  Warburm had also endorsed Sorial’s second condition: access to Alicia before his departure. “There be no reason why the two of you shouldn’t meet, and more than once if’n you want. Neither you nor she be a prisoner. Precautions got to be taken that you don’t run away with her, but other than that, you be free to spend as much time with her as you want. Just keep your clothes on and the priests will let you be.”


  The third condition, however, was rejected. Sorial had wanted an audience with the prelate but Ferguson refused. Using Warburm as his intermediary, he expressed regret but argued that “there are too many eyes watching and ears listening, and some would see meaning in something as inconsequential as my providing you with a blessing.” King Azarak, on the other hand, was expected to greet Sorial on the day of his departure.


  On this morning, Warburm was waiting for Sorial in the inn’s empty common room. The big man was lounging on a bench with a huge mug of something cold in one hand. His brow was slick with sweat and his newly laundered apron was already stained brown. It was rare to find him in the inn at this hour. Normally, he rose early and was about his business before sunrise.


  “Damn heat’s getting worse,” grumbled Warburm. “Every season worse than the one before. I been sleeping in the cellars and it be getting stuffy down there. Give it another year or two and Vantok’ll be a ghost town. Everyone’ll pack up and head north. Unless the seasons be set back regular again.” Sorial caught the meaning. Warburm never missed an opportunity to remind him that the journey was as much about the survival of the city as sealing his betrothal to Alicia. Not that either thing would be accomplished if Sorial died, but Warburm never spoke of failure. His optimism, whether real or feigned, sometimes bolstered Sorial’s spirits. Until he remembered Annie and was reminded of who Warburm was and what he was capable of.


  “According to my contacts in the temple, you ain’t seen the Lady Alicia yet? Why not?”


  Sorial shrugged. It had taken all his willpower to keep from rushing to the temple as soon as he was cleared to visit Alicia, but he felt it prudent to limit their contact, especially after Rexall told him how vehemently she opposed the journey. “Being close to her without being able to hold her and talk freely would be uncomfortable. It’s enough that I’ll be able to say goodbye.”


  Warburm nodded as if he understood. Perhaps he did.


  “We got a departure day yet?”


  “Around Mid-Harvest Day.  Be ready by then. If you got things to attend to, get ’em done.”


  Sorial was surprised at how soon it was.


  “Planning to see your mother?”


  Sorial had considered this, but decided against it. “We said all that needed to be said last time we met. I don’t bear her no ill will, but it’s hard to be kindly disposed toward someone who’s manipulated your life from birth.”


  “That be me as well as her.”


  Sorial nodded. It is indeed. “You ain’t my blood and I got little choice in the matter of being with you.”


  “There ain’t much we need you to do for a short while, but as we get close to the day, there’ll be preparations to make. Till then, spend your time as you will.”


  * * *


  During his half-season’s sojourn with Warburm, Sorial found himself drawn to the neglected stables where he resumed his old duties without being asked. The simplicity of mucking stalls, feeding animals, and forking straw was therapeutic. Every day brought him that much closer to the point when his life would change forever.


  Rexall thought he was insane for doing such menial tasks without pay. Sorial saw his oldest friend daily and Rexall often brought messages from Alicia. Sorial’s paramour wasn’t happy about his unwillingness to see her gilded cage, but she understood his reasons. Or so Rexall claimed. Sorial wouldn’t know for sure until he faced her in person to say farewell. He looked forward to that moment with equal parts anticipation and dread. He desperately wanted to see her but recognized how emotionally draining the parting would be.


  Sorial was in the stable when his sister visited for the third time. Although he had been expecting her, he was nevertheless startled to turn and see a cloaked, hooded apparition regarding him. Her face was veiled and her hands were encased in black leather gloves. Her entire figure was insubstantial, shimmering around the edges. Was she really there or just a specter?


  “So, you’ve elected not to heed my warnings. It was only to be expected, I suppose. Warburm can be compelling. I remember that much.”


  “You resisted him.”


  The cowl dipped, although whether it was a nod of approval or acknowledgment, Sorial couldn’t tell. “You’ve solved the riddle of my identity. Good for you. We can drop all pretense. It was tiresome and too like the games I’ve come to despise.”


  “Let me see your face.”


  A harsh laugh greeted his request. “No, dear brother. Once, you might have thought me comely, with fine features like our mother. In my youth, I was a beautiful girl, much prized as a bedmate in the cold, lonely North, where men pay for the companionship of a pretty thing. But there’s a price for accepting magic - a bargain that must be made. They haven’t told you because they don’t know or don’t want you to know. I can’t say which. They’re groping in the dark - all except Ferguson, who keeps his own counsel. His secrecy will be his undoing. Beware of him above all the others. The only ‘best interests’ he has at heart are his own.


  “To be a wizard, you must give up something of your humanity. It’s different for each of us and often more of an inconvenience than a true impediment. A ‘choice,’ the portal calls it, but it’s innate and no real choice at all. For me, it was my beauty. My face, once a thing of loveliness, is a scarred ruin. You wouldn’t ask to see it, Sorial, if you knew the nightmares doing so would bring to you.


  “You can still turn from this path.” Was there a note of pleading in that grating voice? “Believe me, wizardry isn’t to be pursued lightly. What seems at first like a blessing becomes a burden. Magic is an addiction. You must use it and, in using it, you destroy yourself. That presumes it doesn’t reject you as it did our brother. Your fate might as easily be his as mine. I’m not certain which is worse.”


  “I got no real choice in the matter,” muttered Sorial, his tone surly.


  His sister laughed her unpleasant laugh again. “We both know that to be untrue. You could walk away today and they wouldn’t stop you because they believe you to be theirs. You could be working as a stall-mucker in Basingham before they realized you were gone. They want you to believe, as they once wanted me to believe, that your fate is sealed. Every day, they whispered to me of the great things I would do when I was a wizard. They made me hungry for it. When Braddock died, it all turned to dust. But even after I fled, I wanted it. Feared it and craved it and finally, to my despair, gave into it. The portal sung to me and, once I heard that song, I couldn’t shake it free. It called and I answered.


  “They’ve enticed you with a woman. I can offer you ten, all prettier than the one you’ve set your heart on. There’s nothing special about this Alicia - if you continue to pursue her, you’ll learn the truth of that. The pleasures of the flesh are so very fleeting. To do this thing for yourself is folly. To do it for her or for your city is worse than folly.”


  “Why do you keep coming to me? Why advice and a weapon?”


  “You’re my blood and blood calls to blood. I wish… if things had been different, maybe we would have been close. Like Braddock and me. You’re so much like him. But my situation is such that if you succeed in your goal, it will force us into opposition. The man whose interests I share has another in mind for the position you seek. At the moment, you’re not a concern to him - just another pretender, insignificant in his eyes. But should you achieve your goal, you’ll become an impediment to his plan. He’ll lash out at you and you won’t survive. If you don’t turn away from their path, death awaits - either at the portal or afterwards from him. And I would prefer for you to survive.”


  “Who is he?”


  “No one to you - possibly a distant cousin if Ferguson’s ramblings about blood lines are to be believed. He’s not our father, if that’s what you’re wondering. But he’s ruthless and powerful. His element is fire, and he’s been shaped by it. For twenty-four years, it’s burned within him.”


  “What about you? What’s your element?”


  “I was well-named,” she said. “In case Mother never told you, I’m Ariel. My element is air. I don’t know yours. If it’s fire or air, the portal will shred you; it rejects multiple candidates for each element. One wizard per element at any given time. No more. As far as I know, earth and water remain open. My ally, The Lord of Fire, seeks to place an acolyte in each position. His objective is to forge a group united in purpose and free from the influence of outsiders. Finding loyalists isn’t hard. Finding loyalists with magical aptitude is another matter. There are groups like Ferguson’s across the continent who seek power and influence by controlling or allying with a wizard. One of those knew of your identity and sent assassins to eliminate you. Rather than use you, they would destroy you. A pathetic waste, but they’re small-minded and petty. As are your handlers - all but Ferguson, who’s the most dangerous of all.”


  “But you wouldn’t use me either.”


  “No,” said Ariel. “He would advise me to, but I’m his ally, not his subject. I can fan his flames or extinguish them, and he recognizes the danger should we clash. I could try to convert you - sing to you of the glory we could have together as Sister and Brother, combining our powers and bending the world to our will. But the nature of magic would end that dream quickly. I’d rather save you than corrupt you and, failing that, I’ll destroy you. Until you reach the portal, you can always turn back, and I’ll offer whatever protection I can. Until that final moment, there’s always hope, always a chance to turn back. If you give yourself to magic and it doesn’t reject you, I’ll spare you from its curse by granting you the gift of oblivion and allow The Lord of Fire to put someone more biddable in your place. Seek life, not death, brother, and I promise to save you from the apocalypse that is to come.”


  Then, before he could ask another question, she vanished, leaving the stable as still and quiet as before her arrival. Despite the uncomfortable warmth, Sorial shivered.


  In the days that followed, Sorial found himself dwelling on Ariel’s dire words. It would have been easier if he could dismiss them as the threats of one jealously guarding her exclusivity but, perhaps foolishly, he trusted her sincerity. If she possessed the power she claimed, and there was ample evidence this was the case, she could have killed him at any point. That troubled him. Yet, even if every word she said was true, it wouldn’t change his course. Regardless of what she asserted about his free will, he was trapped by implacable forces. If he succeeded at the portal, he might regain a measure of control over his life and future. For now, however, he was a pawn destined to move where the gamemasters placed him. Acceptance of that allowed him to face the upcoming journey without collapsing in terror.


  Nine days later, Warburm came to his room to tell him they would depart at sundown on the morrow. The time had come for Sorial to say his final goodbyes and put to rest any ghosts  he cared to exorcise. Regardless of what happened in the Deep South, once he left the streets of Vantok behind, his days as an anonymous stableboy would be done. He would return in triumph or not at all.


  Sorial intended to spend the day with Rexall, in whose hands he was leaving Alicia’s safety. Tomorrow, he would see her in the morning before his audience with the king. After that, he would join with the others and walk past the city’s eastern guard post with no fanfare. Once well beyond the city, they would stray from the road and turn southeast, heading in a direction few traveled, and from which fewer returned.


  Rexall, who had left his old job with the prospect of taking over Sorial’s post at The Wayfarer’s Comfort’s stable, joined him shortly before noon when the sun was approaching its hottest. Although noticeably cooler than during high Summer, the mid-Harvest heat was withering; people remained inside until late in the afternoon.


  Sorial told Rexall about his imminent departure.


  “You’re gonna have to see her,” he said. “Every time I go to the temple, that’s the first thing she asks. ‘Where’s that slimy shit?’ Well, maybe not quite in those words, but she sometimes talks like she was raised in a tavern. Most unladylike. Spent too much time with that brute of a guardian, I guess. For a while, she was desperate to see you. Now, she’s just pissed off. No more understanding your reasons for staying away. She’s used up her understanding.”


  “I thought it would be easier this way - just seeing her once.”


  “You can explain that to her. It ain’t gonna be easy. She’s pretty sure you’ll end up dead. And so am I. Magic? Really, Sor, you never used to believe in fairy tales.”


  “If I thought it was a fairy tale, I wouldn’t be going.” That wasn’t entirely true. Sorial was no longer sure what he believed. He recited the argument he had used to convince himself. “When you look around at what’s happened to this city, are you gonna tell me there ain’t no such thing as magic?”


  Rexall shrugged. “I’m just an ignorant stableboy. Speaking of which, I guess that means I start tomorrow.”


  “Stop in and see Warburm later. And make sure you get the first season’s pay in advance. If I’m not coming back, there’s a good chance he ain’t, either.”


  “So no running? You really gonna to do this?”


  “No running,” said Sorial. “And no more waiting.”


  “Gods, I hope I never fall in love.”


  Sorial laughed at that. “You fall in love all the time. You just don’t stay in love.”


  “True. That’s the best way. There’s something about the whining and nagging that makes even the prettiest wench turn ugly.”


  “I suppose I’ll learn that lesson the hard way.”


  “Well, you always threatened to go adventuring someday. Thought it’d be the two of us, though.”


  “Somehow, I don’t think this trip is your kinda thing.”


  “Especially considering the company you’ll be keeping. Warburm? Those two prigs from the Watch? Your humorless father? Couldn’t they find any women to babysit you?”


  The two continued bantering for a while, but the forced light conversation became difficult to maintain. Finally, Sorial said, “You’ll keep her safe while I’m gone?”


  “She’s got a sharp tongue, but my skin’s thick. I’ll keep an eye on her, though Vagrum’s all the protection she needs. They gave him a room in the temple so he can be near her. I ain’t sure if he’s still working for her father or doing this out of a sense of responsibility.”


  “I leave her in your hands, then.”


  “Gee, thanks.”


  “For now, let’s go for a swim and have a few drinks. Warburm promised me the good stuff. What he means by that is the ale and beer before it’s been watered down. It still tastes like piss, just stronger.”


  “You sure you want to face her in the morning with a hangover?”


  Sorial grimaced. “Not really, but I need to get drunk tonight to avoid having to think about tomorrow.”


  * * *


  Tomorrow came more quickly than Sorial might have wished. He rose from bed with a dull throbbing pain behind his forehead and a sandy feeling in his eyes. He had no clear recollection of making it back to his room last night, but his presence here was proof he had done so.


  It took longer than usual for him to execute his morning routine, which involved dousing his face in lukewarm water, scraping a razor across his whiskers, and gulping down a bowl of what Warburm’s wife, Mistress Ponari, called “porridge.” The hangover was only part of the reason. Sorial was procrastinating. He was more nervous than he would have admitted to anyone about the meeting with Alicia. The last time he saw her seemed like another lifetime.


  This was his first visit to the temple. Under other circumstances, he might have looked in wonder at its magnificence, which was remarked upon far and wide across the continent. This was the physical representation of Ferguson’s seat of power - the same Ferguson who had orchestrated not only Sorial’s birth but the direction of his life. Now, for the first time, he was arriving in the man’s domain.


  Entrance to the temple was restricted except during open worship hours. Sorial gave his name to an unsmiling gatekeeper who checked a ledger then let him pass. Another equally dour priest approached and, without a word, motioned for him to follow. He was led through a series of hallways and stairways that were unlikely to be commonly used by visitors. Apparently, Sorial was expected. By the time he was guided to his destination, he was lost. The temple corridors contained so many intersections and turns that they resembled a maze and Sorial, who didn’t possess the best sense of direction (not much of necessity when working in a stable), doubted he could backtrack without aid. He wondered whether the route had been selected to confound him and thereby limit the chance of a successful escape or if it really was the most direct way to Alicia’s chamber.


  His guide brought him to a simple, unprepossessing door. After rapping twice on the wood and announcing, “You have a visitor, Your Ladyship,” the priest was gone. Sorial stood alone in the silent corridor with an ache in his head and his heart thudding in his chest.


  She let him wait for what seemed like an eternity before admitting him. Then, with the portal flung wide, she stood there, framed in the doorway with sunlight streaming through an open window behind her, looking both hauntingly lovely and breathtakingly angry. Her expression was serene but there was a familiar glint in those eyes. Impatiently, she beckoned him across the threshold then, once he was in, shut the door behind him a little more firmly than was necessary. He winced and swore off ale forever.


  “Assume anything we say or do will be heard and reported,” she said by way of introduction.


  She offered no sign of affection - no warm greeting, no kiss, no embrace. Instead, she turned her back to him and gazed out the window. The direct sunlight glinted off her pale hair, turning it to spun gold. It was surprisingly cool here - certainly more comfortable than in Sorial’s room in the inn.


  “I should have come earlier,” said Sorial, acknowledging the error. Despite the reasons given to Warburm and to Rexall, cowardice had kept him away - cowardice of facing Alicia once he made his decision.


  “Yes, you should have,” she responded in a clipped tone.


  “It’s just that… I couldn’t face you after choosing. I’m a coward.”


  “No, stableboy, you’re not a coward,” she said, her voice soft, her tone brittle. “But you’re selfish. You made this choice by yourself, without discussing it with me. You don’t seem to remember that your actions impact my life as directly as they do yours.”


  “I’m doing this for us…”


  “No!” She rounded on him. The mask dropped. Tears pooled in eyes blazing with fury. Sorial had envisioned many things when imaging this meeting; this reaction wasn’t one of them. “You’re doing this for you. You can pretend it’s for us, but deep down, you know it isn’t. Yes, if by some miracle you succeed, we can be married with the blessing of the king and the Temple and my father and everyone else. But I’ll be your prize not your wife. I’m your reward for doing what they tell you to do. And you’ll have power and respect and money and people bowing and scraping to you. But if you fail, and you most likely will, you won’t have to live with any consequences. I will. I’ll have to wait here in my ivory tower, worrying about you, until someone remembers to tell me you’re dead and I continue this vigil until my next unfortunate suitor comes along and decides to martyr himself to the same cause. Then, fifteen years from now, I’ll be released from my imprisonment with no hope of marriage or any kind of future. Because the man who was supposed to wait for me will have been dead for half my life.”


  Perhaps it was the accusatory tone of her voice. Or maybe it was that the words twisted his motivations, if only a little, but Sorial found a spark of anger of his own. His response, intended to be conciliatory, was anything but that. “If I was thinking of myself, I’d be in Basingham now. Or Syre. Or Obis. I’d be somewhere safe, living an anonymous life - the kind of life someone like me is supposed to have. But I’m doing this because it’s the only chance we got to be together. D’you think they’d ever let us marry, even in fifteen years, if I run? You know them! D’you think I put so little value on my life that I’d throw it away? In the last two seasons, I’ve learned a lot about myself and the goals of those who put us in this position. Sitting up here in your ‘ivory tower’, where you’re a captive but safe, you ain’t got the right to judge me! The price of failure’s my life, Alicia, not yours.”


  Sorial braced himself for another fusillade, but Alicia surprised him. Instead of yelling, she smiled sadly. The tears pooling in her eyes escaped and trickled down her cheeks.


  “You may be right,” she admitted. “But sitting here doing nothing is the worst thing. I could bear it if it wasn’t so hopeless, if I could believe this wasn’t the last time we’ll see each other.”


  The temptation was strong to tell her about Ariel. Assume anything we say or do will be heard and reported. He couldn’t take the risk, even if it would ease Alicia’s worries by confirming to her that there were wizards and his bloodline had produced one. But to tell Alicia would be to tell Ferguson, and this was one secret he didn’t intend to allow the prelate to have - not now and perhaps not ever. If secrets were the currency in which his creators traded, he needed to accumulate his own stash.


  “Although I ain’t got complete faith in all this - for all I know, I won’t even make it to the portal - there’s more hope than either of us believed two seasons ago. Warburm made a case that this heat wave is the work of a wizard, and I agree. Ain’t nothing normal about it. We’re at war with someone possessing magic and we don’t realize it. We need a wizard to fight back.”


  “Why you?”


  “I’ve given up asking that question, and you should too. It was supposed to be one of my brothers, but they died. Or my sister, but she disappeared.” Then found her own way. “But if magic is back, if wizards are back, then touching the portal ain’t an automatic death sentence.”


  “I love Sorial the stableboy,” said Alicia quietly. “I’m not sure how I’d feel about Sorial the wizard. Don’t pretend there won’t be a difference. You and I both know there will be. Will what we have still be there?”


  Sorial didn’t know. He accepted that if he returned to Vantok, it wouldn’t be as the same person. He had never considered how Alicia would feel about that. He hoped the things she loved about him wouldn’t change, but he couldn’t offer assurances. “It’s a risk we got to take. It’s the only chance we got. Rexall argues that the smart thing for me to do is run away to one of the cities in the North, wait fifteen years, then come back and claim you. It’s a nice fantasy, and one I thought ’bout. But with no one to stop this heat, there won’t be a Vantok in another three or four years, and certainly not fifteen. And what happens after this city’s abandoned? Does the heat continue north? Where will you be taken? What will they do with you once Vantok is lost?


  “Then there’s what Ferguson and Warburm and their group invested in me. They’ve spent forty years waiting for this moment. If I run, they won’t just let me go. Ferguson’s got contacts in every city, town, and tiny settlement. Someone will find me and I’ll be brung back here in chains. At least by agreeing to go with them now, I ain’t a prisoner. They’re ruthless men, especially when thwarted.”


  “Did they kill Annie?”


  “I don’t know. Warburm says no.”


  “But you don’t believe him.”


  “No. Her death was too convenient and he admitted she was in the way. Robbers would’ve raped her, beaten her, stolen her few coins. Warburm’s lying because he don’t want me focused on a vendetta against him.”


  “What will you do?”


  “Someday, if I live through his, there’ll be a reckoning. I’ll get the truth from him if I have to squeeze it through his broken, bleeding mouth. And he’ll pay the price for what he did to her. Being Vantok’s wizard doesn’t mean being Warburm’s puppet.”


  From there, their conversation strayed to inconsequential topics, with each gradually relaxing in the other’s presence. The closeness and camaraderie they had enjoyed in the months leading up to Alicia’s Maturity couldn’t be recaptured in a few hours, but they were able to put the rancor behind them. As the minutes ticked by, however, awareness grew that the time of their farewell was approaching.


  A discreet knock at the door brought an abrupt end to their encounter. “Your Ladyship, Master Warburm is awaiting your guest at the main entrance.” The familiar voice didn’t belong to the priest who had escorted Sorial here.


  “So this is it,” said Alicia, rising along with Sorial from where they sat side-by-side on the bed.


  “Guess so. I got an audience with the king before leaving at sunset. Warburm probably wants me to pack but other than my dagger, I got nothing to bring. Strange that after seventeen years, I got so little to my name.”


  “Did they tell you how long it will take? The journey, I mean.”


  Sorial shook his head. “They ain’t said much except they hope it’ll be done by Planting. I asked Rexall to stop in to see you while I’m gone. If you need anything, ask him. He’ll refuse, of course, then do it anyway.”


  Alicia wrinkled her nose. “You once said he’d grow on me. I’m still waiting for that to happen.”


  Sorial laughed but his demeanor quickly turned serious as he put a finger under her chin to tilt her head upward. Their kiss was decorous but lingering. Both were keenly aware that this might be the last time their lips met.


  “Goodbye,” said Alicia in a small voice, her eyes again glistening.


  “I’ll be back,” said Sorial. “And then no one will be able to keep us apart.” He turned away quickly so she wouldn’t see the unshed tears in his eyes.


  Outside Alicia’s room, Vagrum waited. The big man nodded to Sorial but said nothing. Their trek through the temple’s maze of corridors proceeded in silence. Finally, as they approached the exit, Vagrum stopped and turned to Sorial, extending his hand for the younger man to shake. “I ain’t a man of many words. You know that. So I ain’t got no long farewell speech for you. But I know how much you mean to her and what it’ll be like if you die trying to do somethin’ she don’t believe in. Come back to her.”


  “Protect her till I do,” Sorial responded, matching Vagrum’s grip with one of equal firmness. Then he left the temple behind to join Warburm and face an uncertain future.


  CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR: CATCHING A KING


  Sitting across from Ferguson always made Azarak feel like a supplicant. It took him back to his misspent youth when the strict, ponderous tutors hired by his father would fix him with a disapproving stare if he gave a wrong answer.


  They faced each other across the table in Azarak’s private sitting room as they had done so many times in the past. And, as on many of those occasions, the king wondered whether they were meeting as grudging allies, rivals with a common cause, or something in between. Azarak didn’t doubt Ferguson’s loyalty to Vantok but being loyal to a city wasn’t the same as being a subject of the king. And the existence (or non-existence) of the gods made little difference to the prelate’s power base. His title might be that of Vantok’s spiritual leader but he was a secular force to be reckoned with. The king suspected that if Ferguson wanted the throne, he could probably have it - not that such a thing appealed to the prelate. Still, it wasn’t a comforting consideration.


  Azarak wondered if the revelation of every one of Ferguson’s countless secrets might put him in a better position to protect his city and win the war that could be coming. Maybe there were things he was better off not knowing. A glance at the placid, unperturbed features of Vantok’s top priest offered no insight.


  Their opening pleasantries behind them, they began to discuss matters of import. Ferguson had requested this meeting; the agenda was his. Azarak assumed the time had arrived for the prelate to divulge another meager morsel of his private knowledge. Patience was a reliable ally in meetings with Ferguson, who would reveal what he intended in his own way, in his own time.


  “The boy is set to leave on the morrow,” said Ferguson.


  “I’ve arranged to see him before he departs.”


  Ferguson frowned, the sign of disapproval rippling across the wrinkles around his mouth and eyes. “I’m not sure that’s wise, Your Majesty. There’s a reason why I refused his request for an audience. Many eyes are watching. For you to meet with an uneducated stableboy for no particular reason could arouse suspicion that would place young Sorial under scrutiny. His carefully constructed anonymity may already have been compromised.”


  “I can assure you the meeting will be very private. Other than the boy, his companions, and Chancellor Toranim, no one knows about it. I’m aware who the ‘eyes’ are within the palace.” Most of them belong to you, prelate.


  “It’s a gamble, Your Majesty.” The frown hadn’t lifted.


  “A gamble that needs to be taken. If Sorial is to be Vantok’s wizard, he needs to know that we support him at this early juncture. He has to hear from my lips that this city will honor all of its obligations to him if he agrees to take us under his protection. I’m sure you’ll agree the last thing any of us wants is for him to turn rogue once coming into his power. You’ve manipulated him, Your Eminence. If I was in his position, I’d resent you for that and, perhaps by extension, everyone associated with you. He needs to be told that the Crown will respect his independence. We seek to be his ally, not his puppeteer.”


  “The final decision is yours, Your Majesty. But it’s my counsel that you cancel, or perhaps defer, the meeting and let Sorial slip from the city unmarked and unnoticed. It’s the watchers you may not know about who are the most dangerous.


  “Sorial’s part in our struggle will be played out in the future, far from here. There’s little we can do beyond what we’ve already done. Now it’s up to Warburm and his company to keep the boy safe and guide him to the place where the legacy of the gods will let us know whether we’ve chosen wisely.”


  “And if you haven’t?” challenged Azarak.


  “Sorial isn’t our last hope, just our best one. I am continuing to analyze the bloodlines of the wizards of old. Sorial has the best potential by far, being linked to both Malbranche through his mother and Altemiak through his father, but there are others who can trace their genealogies to other great wizards. If the portal rejects Sorial, we’ll move to them.”


  “Who are they?”


  “I’m researching that, Your Majesty. Should the need arise, I’ll provide you with a name. Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.”


  Azarak steeled his features so as not to display the depth of his irritation. It was plain that Ferguson already had multiple options in place but was unwilling to reveal them. So much for the man’s previous promise to be forthcoming - not that Azarak had ever truly believed it.


  “There’s another matter I wish to discuss, Your Majesty.”


  Azarak nodded his assent.


  “I’ve been thinking much of late about the supposed ‘elf’ who visited you some years ago. I assume you’ve had no further contact with her since we discussed the matter?”


  “None.” As remarkable as Eylene’s visit had been, he had since become enmeshed in more immediate concerns. The ambassador might have indirectly set the engines of war into motion, but they had long since taken on a life of their own. If a representative of the Farthan came to Vantok seeking an alliance today, he or she would be welcomed, but Azarak didn’t think that would happen. Everything about Eylene’s visit had been suspicious; her purpose was no less ambiguous today than on that Harvest night four years ago.


  “I believe she may have been an imposter sent to sow disinformation.”


  Azarak indicated his agreement with the slight inclination of his head.


  “My best guess, and it’s only a guess since I didn’t observe her personally, is that she wasn’t an elf.”


  Azarak thought back to his encounter with Eylene. “She wasn’t human.”


  “That may or may not be. Appearances can be altered, especially if magic is involved. In the dark of night, seen by none other than you, your chancellor, and perhaps a few guards, she could pass for something she wasn’t, especially if ensorcelled. It’s of little matter except to those of us curious about the survival of any faction of the elf nations. Whether she was human or something else altogether, I’m convinced she was playing us false. She had an agenda. What it was, I don’t know. We would do well to assume it was sinister until proven otherwise. Whatever the case, it’s doubtful we’ll encounter her again. The ‘Farthan’ is likely no more real than she was.”


  “Then she most likely was an emissary, but one sent by our adversaries as a spy. Appearing as an elf would guarantee a private audience with me - something unlikely if she came as a common supplicant.”


  Ferguson nodded. “That would be my assumption. If correct, it’s further evidence that we face a force bolstered by magic. Although the future will reveal the truth of these things, it’s best to be prepared for the worst.”


  “And now?”


  If Azarak was hoping for some carelessly revealed nugget of wisdom, he was disappointed. “We wait,” said Ferguson. “For our enemies to make their move. But more importantly, for the boy to meet his destiny.”


  * * *


  Sorial, the future savior of Vantok, was as nondescript as Azarak could envision - a clone of nearly every strong young laborer within the city. Whatever made him special didn’t show in his features or form. The king had seen the boy once before, at the Lady Alicia’s betrothal ceremony, and his opinion hadn’t changed. Sorial looked out-of-place in the palace. The king had little doubt he would be more at ease in a stable or a field.


  Knowing Sorial might be uncomfortable with the trappings of royalty and wanting to maintain as much secrecy about the meeting as possible, Azarak was dressed simply and had chosen his private audience chamber as the venue. It was late afternoon and the day’s duties were over. Traffic in the palace’s halls was at a low ebb, although it would increase shortly in anticipation of the evening’s dinner. For now, however, things were as quiet as they ever became between sunup and sundown.


  Only four were present: Azarak, Sorial, Warburm, and Toranim. Thus far, they had engaged in small talk while drinking wine. Warburm already had re-filled his goblet twice but his charge sipped distractedly. Whether that was because of nerves or a desire to remain sober, the king couldn’t say. He sensed, however, that Sorial was more shrewd than a quick glance might reveal. It would be a mistake to underestimate him. Azarak judged that an open and honest approach would serve him best in these circumstances. Sorial wouldn’t be impressed with flattery. In fact, he might be insulted.


  “Sorial,” began the king, switching topics from the weather to the matter at hand. “Although I don’t claim to know the particulars, I’m aware the journey you’re about to embark on has been thrust on you rather than undertaken out of a duty to the city. Am I correct?”


  “You are, Your Majesty.” Sorial’s words were as guarded as his expression. Azarak took note of that. This one isn’t as caged as his handlers believe him to be. Ferguson thinks this boy is his tool; he’s mistaken.


  “You have my word on this: whatever you’ve been promised will be yours if you complete this task and return to Vantok to serve us with your magic. You’ll be given autonomy, freedom to marry as you wish, and the gratitude of all who live in this city. Furthermore, regardless of whether you succeed or fail, I’ll ensure that the Lady Alicia and your mother are cared for in perpetuity. They shall want for nothing.”


  “Thank you, Your Majesty. All I want is to finish this thing, one way or t’other. Reckonings, if they are to come, will wait.”


  Azarak felt Toranim stiffen by his side. Recognizing that Sorial’s words could be interpreted as a threat, Azarak spoke quickly to preempt an unfortunate response by his chancellor. “I’m aware, Sorial, that you haven’t been well-treated in this matter. If there are punishments to be meted out, we’ll discuss them - you and I - upon your return.”


  This time, it was Warburm’s turn to appear discomfited, but Sorial seemed satisfied.


  Azarak took a long look at the young man, sitting across the table as calmly as the king could imagine in these circumstances. He had a toned body and a comely face. Two scars added character to his features. If he failed, he would die as he was, but if he succeeded… Magic exacted a price. That much Azarak knew from his long hours shuttered away in the palace library. The forces that imparted arcane strength to wizards eroded their vitality, crippling and deforming them. Sorial might never see another day when he was as hale and healthy as he was today. Azarak wondered if anyone had informed him of the full scope of his sacrifice - how wizardry had once been referred to as a “curse” long before the gods withdrew it.


  For Azarak, Sorial would be a weapon - a rare and valuable one, to be sure - but he would use him like a warrior wielded a blade. And, as with any sword, each strike would mar the edge until it was dull and pitted. For a wizard, there was no whetstone for honing. Eventually, he would break. It would be Azarak’s duty, as the king of Vantok, to employ Sorial until he had nothing left to give. And, much as he hated that duty, he would do it.


  The open question, however, was how biddable Sorial the wizard would be. The worst of all circumstances would be for him to turn his powers against Vantok. Capitulation might be unavoidable if the admittedly meager rewards currently on offer proved insufficient. Alicia’s hand in marriage, a noble title, a seat on Azarak’s council, and a luxurious house might be adequate temptation for a penniless stableboy, but would it be enough for a wizard? Azarak worried that the manipulation used to bring the young man here might have left deep scars.


  “Be that all, Your Majesty?” asked Warburm. The innkeeper was in a hurry to leave. No doubt he wanted to get as far from the city as possible before the evening light failed. Azarak didn’t blame him. The one thing no one spoke of was that with all the dangers of the road and in the wilds, reaching the magical portal was no sure thing. If Sorial died along the way, cut down by bandits or felled by one of the dangerous critters said to inhabit The Forbidden Lands, the bitterness of the irony would be bile to Ferguson.


  “May you go in peace, Sorial, and return before our greatest hour of need is upon us. And remember my vow: whether you fail or succeed, those you hold dear will be safe as long as I sit on Vantok’s throne.”


  A short time later, after Warburm and Sorial had left to join the rest of their group, Azarak and Toranim drained their goblets while discussing Ferguson’s chosen one.


  “He’s unremarkable,” said the chancellor.


  “Oh, I don’t know. There’s steel in him. He’s more formidable than either Ferguson or Warburm gives him credit for.”


  “But will he help us?”


  “If he survives, I believe he will, unless the portal changes his fundamental character. But I wouldn’t want to be either the prelate or Warburm once he comes into his power. He may well kill them both. And if he does, I’ll offer him a full and unconditional pardon. At this juncture, one wizard is worth hundreds of their kind. Whatever will appease him, we’ll do.”


  “Now we wait.” Toranim’s words matched Ferguson’s from earlier.


  “For Sorial. In his absence, there are countless other things to do, starting with tonight’s dinner feting the vice chancellor of Obis, followed by your closeted negotiations with him on the morrow. Let’s get this thing done as expeditiously as possible. If the winds of war start blowing, we’ll want our domestic business completed - and we’ll need the troops Obis will provide as a dowry.


  “Do your best to finalize the agreement within a week. Then we can send the vice chancellor home to fetch his king and I can make an official proposal to Myselene.”


  “And you can get down to the business of making an heir.”


  “Things of that nature don’t have to wait for a betrothal or a wedding, my friend.”


  * * *


  If it wasn’t improper for a woman of her standing, Myselene would have tossed decorum aside and given way to giddiness. Although the “official” betrothal hadn’t yet been announced, it was a formality. Her father’s emissary, the vice chancellor (a more trusted advisor than the doddering old fool who bore the “chancellor” title), had arrived earlier in the day. He would be the guest of honor at a celebratory dinner tonight. After that, he and Chancellor Toranim would be locked together in negotiations for several days. The waiting would be tedious, but since Myselene outpaced all the other contenders, she was confident that the result would be what she had worked for: Queen Myselene of Vantok.


  One thing that remained unclear was whether she had any serious rivals. When it came to hearing unfiltered palace gossip, she had long since learned the simple trick of befriending the servants. Many high-born people thought of them as background objects and would talk freely in their presence. They knew more than most suspected and it required only a little kindness to draw them out. Many were just waiting for a friendly ear.


  It was acknowledged that at one time, within a year after the first queen’s death, nearly every noble girl of age had been brought before the king… and rejected. Azarak had shown neither interest in nor partiality for any of them, and had gone so far as to name a successor not of his blood, leading to speculation that he intended to live out his life as a bachelor and die without issue. Such a thing was not unheard of, but it was unusual.


  By her own assessment, Myselene’s campaign had been inspired. It was hard not to view Azarak as a conquest; she now knew how great warriors felt upon deflowering a notoriously virginal maiden. There was satisfaction in achieving the goal; the simple taste of victory was a nectar to be savored.


  Initially, she had been circumspect in her interaction with Azarak. She had used their first few encounters to show off her mind. However, when his early interest had waned, she decided that what couldn’t be accomplished with talk might be achieved through other means.


  She had begun by wearing the most daring dress in her traveling wardrobe - something favored by the courtesans of Syre. Designed to be worn without undergarments, it was sheer, with the left shoulder cut beneath the breast. Azarak had gaped the first time he saw her in it (as did nearly every other man, and a few women, at dinner that night), and his eyes didn’t leave her for the entire evening. The next time they met, she had come to the encounter modestly attired and with her previous demure attitude restored, but she had salted their conversation with double entendres. By the end of the evening, she had felt the heat from his gaze. She had her opening; now she had to deliver the final thrust.


  The next night, he had summoned her to his chambers for a “private discussion.” The courtesan’s dress had been shed as soon as the door was closed behind her. For a man who hadn’t made love in more than a half-decade, there was no evidence of fumbling or rust. He had been skilled and patient and, once the pain had subsided, she had found pleasure in their joining. Lying in his arms afterward, still breathing hard after he dozed off, she had reflected that she might grow to like this. Sex had never held much fear for her, despite the tales of terror related by some of the noble ladies in Obis, but she now understood why some women devoted their lives to it.


  Myselene hoped she was with child, but it would be a time before the conception sickness would let her know. Ultimately, it didn’t matter, at least as far as her aspirations were concerned. Azarak was a man of scrupulous honor. He would marry her whether or not her womb was home to his royal child; he would take her as his wife because he had deflowered her. That night had sealed her future.


  That night, Azarak had allowed her to remain in his chambers until dawn’s light - something unheard of with courtesans and unusual with mistresses. In the morning, he hadn’t bundled her out through a secret passage or sent her scurrying back to her room in a disguise. Instead, he had summoned her maid and allowed her to leave with dignity. Their interaction at their next encounter, a supper for a wealthy merchant from Basingham, had been formal with no hint of intimacy, but she had sat at his right hand, opposite the guest of honor. The table placement had ignited widespread speculation; those present had sensed the sands of influence shifting under their feet. Most had chosen to flatter her, recognizing that the king might have found his new queen.


  Azarak had sent for her thrice more since then, with each experience more enjoyable than the previous one. Now, it was just a matter of formalizing the relationship. There was one thing more Myselene wanted from Azarak: his trust. It wasn’t her intention to be a trophy smiling from a throne beside his, dancing with guests at dinners, and riding next to him in companionable silence through the streets of Vantok. She wanted to share his rule, to aid his decisions. To achieve that goal would require him to trust and believe in her. He was familiar with her intellect; he knew she was no vapid ornament. Now, Azarak had to be convinced that she could use her intelligence for the betterment of his governing. Convincing him to cede even the smallest measure of his power wouldn’t be a simple task. She might have captured Azarak the man, but Azarak the king remained elusive.


  Myselene’s ruminations were disturbed by her maid, who announced the arrival of Vice Chancellor Gorton. The girl had barely finished saying the name when Gorton swept into the room like a force of nature, his strides long and purposeful, his black cape billowing behind him. His handsome face with its carefully manicured salt-and-pepper mustache and goatee lit up with pleasure upon seeing Myselene. He offered her a perfunctory bow, as was demanded by custom, then wrapped her in a bear hug.


  “Uncle!” she squealed with delight. Of all the dignitaries and functionaries at court who had raised Myselene from a babe, none had been more doting than Gorton, the confirmed bachelor who loved children. A notorious womanizer, Gorton was rumored to have sired more than a dozen bastards, all of whose upbringing he generously paid for. Myselene didn’t care about such things, however; she had adored her “Uncle” Gorton as a child and was no less enamored of him now that she had achieved her Maturity. Viewed from the vantage of a woman, she could see what made him so appealing to adult members of her sex: the deep, dark brown eyes, the ready grin, and a full head of dark hair that, despite showing signs of graying around the temples, was neither receding nor thinning.


  “So, little one, you’ve caught yourself a king.” His voice was soft, strong, and full of unabashed affection.


  “Did you doubt I would?” challenged Myselene.


  He laughed. “I didn’t, but others did. When your father first contemplated sending you here to woo His Majesty King Azarak, there were many at court who believed you were doomed to fail, and would return humiliated. ‘Let her go,’ I counseled. ‘One look at her pretty face and King Azarak will be smitten.’ Once His Majesty agreed to host you, the outcome was never in doubt.”


  “It took a little more than my face to convince him.”


  Gorton raised an eyebrow. “Indeed? Tell me no more. There are some details better kept from uncles and fathers.”


  “You’re here to negotiate the wedding settlement?”


  “That’s the duty I’ve been entrusted with. I know Chancellor Toranim of old. It will be a challenging negotiation. He knows how to wring water from desert sand.”


  “This wedding must take place.” Myselene was adamant. Although rare, there were times when seemingly promising marriages were scuttled in this phase.


  “You need not fear, little one. We’ll yell at each other, call each other unspeakable names, and challenge each other’s manhood. I’ll stomp my feet and storm from the room, shouting that I’ll take you back to Obis immediately. He’ll spill ink all over the provisional document and yell that you aren’t fit to be his queen. Then, in the end, we’ll shake hands, get drunk together, and emerge with an agreement both sides can live with.”


  “You mustn’t go too far, Uncle. I won’t see my marriage ruined by an ill-chosen remark or because of some small difference in compensation.”


  “Toranim and I are both good at this. We enjoy the game. And your father has given me a great deal of latitude. As long as King Azarak doesn’t demand half the army of Obis, you’ll be queen. Speaking of which, do you have a sense of what your bridegroom might want?” The question wasn’t normally asked of a girl, but Myselene wasn’t a normal girl.


  She considered. “More than anything, Vantok needs a change in weather. This heat wave has been unrelenting. Since all the gold in Obis can’t produce a cool breeze, I believe His Majesty will be more interested in troops than treasure. He recently started a conscription to build a working army. Incorporating well-trained soldiers from Obis into their ranks would be a boon.”


  “Is King Azarak expecting to go to war?”


  “He looks with concern to the Deep South. There’s something brewing in The Forbidden Lands, or beyond there, that causes his brow to furrow. He wants a strong force in place in case it’s needed to repel an invasion. I haven’t been privy to the meetings where such matters are discussed, but he’s whispered some of his concerns when we’re alone.”


  “Pillow talk,” said Gorton.


  Myselene nodded.


  “Very well. Men over gold. I shall be generous in my final offer, if not my initial one. After all, it’s only fitting that a princess of Obis be well protected by her former vassals when she assumes her new position.”


  “They must live in Vantok and come under my husband’s authority. Those who arrive must renounce Obis and become citizens of Vantok.”


  “Of course,” said Gorton. “Otherwise, King Azarak wouldn’t agree. He doesn’t want an occupying force here; he wants a veteran core for a green army. But you must understand that these men will revere you even as they pledge obedience to your husband. He’ll gain their immediate loyalty through you. Such is the way of things.”


  “It’s good to have you here, Uncle. I know my future is in capable hands.”


  “Wait until the negotiations are complete before investing me with that faith.” Any doubt in those words was belied by a cheerful expression.


  CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE: THE SOUTHERN WILDS


  It wasn’t until the middle of the night, with the waxing moon bathing the surroundings in its soft glow, that Warburm called a halt to the journey. Thus far, their pace had taxed Sorial’s stamina. Although no stranger to hard labor, he wasn’t accustomed to extended periods of walking over uneven terrain. As he unfurled his thin bed roll and sat down on it, relief flooded through his overtaxed muscles.


  “We’ll stop here for a while.” Warburm’s wheezing forced him to pause between each word. Sorial couldn’t see the innkeeper in the semi-darkness but he had little doubt Warburm was sweating profusely and perhaps doubled over from exhaustion. Of them all, he was by far the least fit to make a demanding journey. Once, he might have been a great adventurer, but the years in Vantok had softened him. He had admitted as much to Sorial shortly before their departure. “We’ll start again just before first light then travel till it becomes too hot to continue.”


  They were off the east-west thoroughfare that connected Vantok to several small trading outposts and towns to the east. After traveling for about an hour, Warburm had led them south of the route, angling their course in the general direction of the ocean. Their intent was to follow the coast all the way to The Forbidden Lands, since Warburm claimed it would be suicide, “or near enough,” to pursue an inland path. The hills marking the boundary to The Forbidden Lands were gentlest near the ocean. They grew into monstrous mountains the farther east one went. Finding passes could take days and there was an elevated risk of falling or getting caught in a rock slide. There were rumors that some of The Forbidden Lands’ most unsavory creatures lived in those mountains, and they were likely to be hungry after a long, parched Summer. Even if the dragons and trolls of legend no longer roamed among those peaks, a pack of wolves or a single big cat could make easy work of a small band of humans.


  Since they were without horses, they carried all their provisions - primarily non-perishable food and clean water - in packs strapped to their backs. Brindig and Darrin had advocated making the trip mounted, claiming that not only would it greatly reduce their transit time but it would allow them to carry more water. Lamanar had argued for bringing along a pack mule or two. In overruling everyone, Warburm had claimed that animals would limit their freedom and could slow them down if the terrain became too rugged. Sorial believed there was another, unspoken reason for the innkeeper’s reluctance: it would be easier for Sorial to mount an escape if there were horses or mules he could ride. During the day’s journey, Warburm’s watchful eye rarely left him.


  Soon, everyone was snoring except the affable Darrin, who had agreed to take the first watch. Sleep didn’t come easily to Sorial. For so long, this trek had been an amorphous future thing, but now it was here and real. It was unsettling to acknowledge that his life might be numbered in days, not years. In a way, though, it was easier to accept that the journey might end in death than the other thing. Death at least was natural. Magic, on the other hand…


  “Strange out here, ain’t it?” said Darrin, startling Sorial, who hadn’t heard him approach. He was squatting on his haunches next to the bedroll. “You get so used to the sounds of a city that when they’re gone, it’s hard to relax. But all this silence ain’t natural. I was born in a town out in the middle of nowhere, far from Vantok. There should be night sounds - insects, animals,  and other things. But there’s nothing. Heat’s killed everything. We’re all alone out here.”


  “Is that supposed to make me more confident?” asked Sorial.


  Darrin chuckled. “No, but it makes the job of taking the watch easier. Normally in a place like this, I’d have one hand on the hilt of my sword at all times, worried we’d seem easy prey for a pack of hungry wolves. Not tonight.”


  “Is there anything to worry about?”


  “Stinger-snails and snakes. They barely make a sound. If you take off your boots to sleep, make sure you shake them out before putting them on again. You never know what might crawl into them. In these parts, it shouldn’t be much of a problem. South of the mountains, though… I’ve heard tales of serpents so large in The Forbidden Lands they’ll eat a man whole. You never know if there’s truth in stories like them. Brindig scoffs, but I’m more open-minded.”


  “The only thing I know about The Forbidden Lands is I was always told to avoid them, that ain’t no one went there ever came back.” Children were commonly threatened that if they misbehaved, they would be sent to The Forbidden Lands.


  “It’s true they’re a bad place, but their reputation’s exaggerated. Them’s harsh environs but men live there, mainly nomads and loners who don’t like cities or large settlements. When I was a lad, I met a group of traders come north from The Forbidden Lands. They were much like you and me, except maybe rougher and more hardy. They said they lived down there because the women were willing and there wasn’t no kings and nobles to answer to.”


  “What about all the lost expeditions?”


  “Feeding and watering a legion in climate like that, surrounded by unforgiving terrain and hostile tribesmen… Over the years, there’s been single explorers and small groups entering The Forbidden Lands and returning. Many went there seeking their fortunes, hoping to find gold or gems or rare goods in trade with the natives. None reported anything worthwhile. We avoid The Forbidden Lands not only because they’re dangerous but because there ain’t no reason to go there. And since this heat started, dying of thirst along the way became a bigger concern than getting eaten by a giant snake or stung by a stinger-snail.”


  “Did Warburm tell you why we’re going?”


  “Because we’re damn fools,” said a gruff voice from out of the darkness. Brindig was awake, although Sorial didn’t know how long he had been listening.


  “Because we’re good soldiers and friends to you,” said Darrin. “We don’t know the mission, if that’s what you’re asking, but we’ve been assigned tasks and we’ll do ’em. We was given a choice, not conscripted. But the king himself made the request, and who’re we to refuse a royal commission?”


  “The extra pay didn’t hurt neither,” added Brindig.


  “There’s that. Our duty is to protect you.”


  “And make sure you don’t run off,” said Brindig. “So don’t try it. If’n you do, we’ll tie you up. Not that anyone’s given much thought to how we’re supposed to move someone your size if you’re trussed up. I ain’t carrying you, that’s for sure. Fool thing, not bringing horses.”


  “Warburm said it wasn’t likely you’d try to escape,” said Darrin. “Whatever it is you got to do down there, you’re going willingly. We’re supposed to see that you get there unharmed. Nothing was said about bringing you back, so we assume you’re going to live in one of those native settlements.”


  “Can’t think why they’d be so desperate for a stableboy that the king would get involved,” opined Brindig.


  Sorial wondered how the two would react if he told them he was traveling into The Forbidden Lands to find a portal that would either turn him into a wizard or kill him. They’d probably think he was making sport with them. No rational person believed in wizards these days. He wondered if people still believed in the gods and whether it was more difficult to accept their absence than the return of wizards. There was ample evidence of both things.


  “The king ain’t paying you to talk or keep others awake with your gossip,” said Warburm’s testy voice from out of the darkness. “Whoever be on watch keep a lookout and everyone else get some sleep. Or at least keep quiet so I can.”


  * * *


  Over the next few days, the group settled into a comfortable routine, traveling from pre-dawn until late morning, breaking when the day was hottest, then resuming in the late afternoon and continuing until well after dusk. Although the absence of rain might be a bane for farmers, the clear skies and dry ground aided Sorial and his companions. As Warburm, a veteran of many roads and trails, remarked, they were being spared the difficulties of trudging through mud and being unable to get dry at night. Since it was cooler in the open grasslands, sleep came more easily. In fact, with the path of the sun drifting lower in the southern sky and the days shortening, the temperatures were becoming bearable. Their chief concern had less to do with the climate than with the necessity of procuring fresh water. Even rationing, they would run out long before they reached their destination. Thus far, the three watering holes Warburm led them to had been bone-dry - they hadn’t been viable sources of water for seasons and perhaps years.


  It took only two days for Sorial to admit he was hopelessly lost. Perhaps that might not have been the case had his knowledge of geography extended beyond the walls of Vantok, but he doubted he could find his way home if left to fend for himself. The position of the sun told him north from south, east from west, but he was no longer certain which direction led to the city. Their path through the knee-high grass had been circuitous and Vantok might as easily be directly north as west.


  There was no difference in the terrain from horizon to horizon and, once they left the immediate environs of Vantok, they encountered no other travelers. Warburm exuded an air of confidence about their path, never pausing or seeming confused and rarely consulting the maps stashed in his pack. He claimed they were near the ocean but Sorial saw no signs of that - not that he would know for certain, having never seen a body of water larger than the Vantok River.


  During the first three days of travel, Sorial’s closest compatriot was the garrulous Darrin, who seemingly never ran out of topics of interest and was willing to discuss anything from theology to a strange colored stain on his white shirt. Darrin was good at delivering monologues, so he kept up a constant stream of chatter even when Sorial, sunk in his own thoughts, was disinclined to engage him. Brindig rode with them, but mostly in a cocoon of moody silence. Sorial reflected on the bond between the two watchmen and marveled how individuals with such different dispositions could be so close. Maybe it was like a marriage in which they complemented each other.


  Without much on the journey to interest him and with little required beyond the process of putting one foot in front of the other, Sorial’s mind was free to wander. Unwilling to look too closely at the single event defining his immediate future, he resorted to daydreaming about what might be if he succeeded. The Alicia of these thoughts was more docile than the real one and was inclined to gaze at him with complete adoration. Wryly, a part of his mind recognized that of all the conjurations of his imagination, this was the one least likely ever to happen no matter how great a magician he became.


  Sorial was jolted out of his reverie when Warburm ceased his forward movement, raised a hand in warning, and ducked down. The rest of the group followed his lead.


  “There be something, or someone, ahead,” he whispered.


  They crept slowly forward, hidden by the high grasses. Eventually, after an interminable crawl, Sorial heard what had alerted Warburm: an indistinct noise that resolved into the guttural conversation of men. The faint smell of a smoky fire and something roasting hung in the air.


  Warburm halted and motioned Lamanar to scout ahead. The priest, moving with a stealth Sorial didn’t expect, slid soundlessly forward, disappearing without a trace into the grass. Ten minutes later, he was back to report in hushed tones. “There are four, all traders by the look of them, in a crude camp. They have a pair of mules and a wagon and set up two large tents. I’d guess they’ve been there for at least a day or two, perhaps more. They’re eating a meal - some kind of animal roasted whole over an open fire. They may be waiting to rendezvous with another group before moving out. Or they could be itinerants who routinely move from place-to-place. Usually, such a group would have a least one woman with them, though.”


  “Forbidden Lands folk?” asked Warburm.


  Lamanar nodded. “They have that look about them. At the very least, they aren’t city dwellers.”


  “Can we take them if need be?”


  “We outnumber them five to four and are better armed and likely more skilled. Your pistol is worth at least two of them. We could beat them in a fight but it would risk injury and possibly death to one or more of us. We might be better advised to avoid them. It could be easily accomplished with little delay.”


  Warburm shook his head. “We need information. This be our chance to get a first-hand account of the goings-on to the south. The key ain’t to alarm them or make them feel threatened. They got no more want to sell their blood than we do. We should be safe as long as we keep our weapons in their sheaths.”


  “So you mean to approach them?”


  “Making as much noise as possible. And we stick to the story we talked about in Vantok - we be fighting mercenaries fleeing sickness in the cities and seeking employment to the south.”


  So they rose and began marching ahead, talking loudly among themselves and making an inordinate amount of collateral noise. By the time the camp came into sight, there were four ragged men blocking their path. Their stance was wary but not overly aggressive. Their cudgels - rough wood-hewn clubs - were conspicuously tucked in belts at their sides, readily accessible if the need arose.


  Warburm slowed his pace but continued forward. His ruddy face broke into a wide grin. Sorial, Lamanar, and Darrin followed suit, with varying degrees of success when it came to looking cheerful. Brindig did his best not to scowl.


  “Ho, the camp!” called out Warburm in greeting. He extended his hands palm-forward in a universal gesture of peace and goodwill. The others did the same, although it would be apparent to the traders they were all armed and their weapons were more sophisticated than clubs.


  “Ho, travelers!” called one of the men, the tallest and burliest of them. His voice was gravelly and heavily accented. His gap-toothed grin resulted in a more sinister than reassuring appearance. Like his fellows, he was dressed in ill-fitting leather jerkins and leggings with hard boots that were apparently city-made. His head, like his chin and upper lip, was shaved to stubble.


  Once the groups closed to within ten feet, they stopped to appraise each other. After a moment, Warburm spoke. “We be men of the north, seeking employment for our swords in the south. I go by the name of Warburm, and these be my companions.” He introduced them one-by-one. They had agreed before leaving Vantok that there was no reason to adopt false identities - their real names wouldn’t carry weight or meaning.


  The traders absorbed this information before the spokesman said, “My name is Tawlor and these is Makow, Dathug, and Gurbin. We is free men of the plains who trade with the cities and settlements to the north.”


  Thus began what seemed to Sorial a tense and awkward interaction. With Warburm speaking for their side and Tawlor for the traders, they exchanged basic information about the conditions ahead and behind.


  Warburm, mixing fact with fiction, embellished the negativity of conditions in Vantok, stating that the heat had led to widespread famine and disease and it was no fit place for a visit, let alone inhabitation. He and his companions had left because an uncertain life in the wilds was preferable to certain discomfort and possible death on the streets of the city. He implied they were guardsmen who had deserted their posts, which would make their desire to quit civilized areas more plausible.


  Tawlor said his quartet, an offshoot of a much larger group that was several days behind and unable to move swiftly due to their numbers and the encumbrance of women and children, had traveled from deep in the mountains. Although the heat was brutal this far north, it relented within what city-dwellers referred to as The Forbidden Lands. Water remained plentiful and conditions were no more inhospitable than usual.


  Armed with intelligence of indeterminate value, Warburm wished the others fair travel. He and his fellows continued on their way, giving the camp a wide berth to avoid the implication they might be planning an assault or robbery. When they stopped for their mid-afternoon break, Warburm commented about what they had learned.


  “This changes a few things if what Tawlor says be true. And if there be a larger group, we’ll want to miss that encounter.”


  “I’m not sure there are more of them,” said Lamanar. “That claim may have been an attempt to avert a robbery. If they recognized their strength couldn’t match ours, they might have invented a larger group to give us pause if our intentions were hostile.”


  “We can’t chance a meeting with a large force of wild men,” declared Warburm. “We got to quit the grasslands immediately and move along the coast. We be getting close to where the terrain’ll become rougher, anyway. And there should be food in the ocean. I for one would welcome a fire-cooked fish after all this dried horse meat and stale grain.”


  Traveler’s Fare, as it was euphemistically called, did little more than stave off starvation. Even when mixed with a good swallow of water, which was necessary to wash it down, it did little to banish hunger pangs. A helping or two of real food would do wonders.


  “Check our trail behind,” said Warburm to Lamanar. With a nod, the latter man dropped to his haunches and vanished into the grass, returning in the direction from which they had come. Nearly an hour later, with the sun well into its descent toward the horizon, Sorial’s father reappeared.


  His expression was severe. “They’re following, but cautiously and at a distance. There are seven of them, so either they acquired reinforcements or there were some hidden. They may simply be shadowing us to ensure we don’t double back and attack them at night. Or…”


  “Or they be readying a trap of their own. To those dressed and armed like them, our clothing and weapons would be worth a little risk.”


  “Bah!” scoffed Darrin. “Four or seven, it don’t matter. As long as we ain’t taken unawares, we can beat them.”


  “Cudgels be crude weapons,” agreed Warburm. “But if they strike home, they’ll crush bone. And those leathers won’t encumber them as they dance around your dirk. We know nothing about how skilled they be at fighting and it’d be foolish to underestimate them. I learned that the hard way in my time as an adventurer. This ain’t a back alley in Vantok where the next watchman be a street away.”


  “Do we double back and go after them? I don’t like the thought of having to watch our backs all the way into The Forbidden Lands,” said Brindig.


  “An armed confrontation be a last resort. No matter how good the odds - and they ain’t as favorable as we thought - we can’t afford to lose anyone. So we move fast, be vigilant, and hope they ain’t earnest in their pursuit and can’t bring more men to join the chase.”


  As they packed up their meager belongings, Warburm pulled Sorial aside for a quick word.


  “Lad, adventuring be like this. Eating shit, drinking warm water, never bathing, sleeping on hard ground, and running from men who might want to kill you for your knife, gun, or boots. Given the choice, don’t you think I’d rather be in my inn, baking a few loaves of bread and watering down the ale for the evening crowd? I be here because this trip might save that way of life. I might never set foot in that inn again but if we succeed then someone else will be able to do those things someday. You think I be a hard man, lad, and mebbe that be true. But since the first day I met Ferguson, I seen the importance of all this. Now mebbe you do too?”


  Not expecting an answer, Warburm continued, “If things get rough and one or more of us goes down, take your orders from whoever be left. And, if worse comes to worst and none of us looks to make it, you run. Leave us. Save yourself. The four of us be expendable. You ain’t. Go back to Vantok and present yourself to Ferguson.”


  It was a sobering admonition, but not entirely unexpected. For Sorial, however, the ultimate challenge might be finding his way home in such a situation. For perhaps the first time, he realized how utterly dependent he now was on Warburm, and it wasn’t a comfortable recognition.


  CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX: LEFT BEHIND


  Alicia was becoming an expert at pacing. It was an activity she had perfected since arriving at her temple quarters and, following Sorial’s departure two days ago, it had become her primary means of relieving anxiety. Her mind was as restless as her legs, plotting an escape. Beginning yesterday, her reins had been relaxed, allowing her access to most of the compound. Although she was theoretically permitted to wander unescorted, she recognized that her every move was being observed by concealed eyes. Much of her “freedom” was an illusion. Soon, she hoped, she would be allowed to roam outside the temple. Any opportunity to venture into the city would be welcome and might afford her with an opportunity to break free of her captors and set off in pursuit of Sorial. There were two major obstacles: finding associates who would help - this wasn’t something she could do on her own - and learning where Sorial had gone. He could be anywhere in the world and, with every passing day, he was getting farther away. For her to intercept him and end this foolishness, she would have to act soon. Patiently awaiting optimum circumstances wasn’t an option.


  Her first visitor of the day knocked after her morning meal’s remains had been cleared away. She stopped pacing long enough to admit her father, then resumed her traversal of the room’s perimeter. Duke Carannan, by now used to his daughter’s restlessness, seated himself in a chair.


  “Have they decided yet?” asked Alicia.


  “You’ll be permitted a short, escorted tour just outside the temple grounds tomorrow.”


  Alicia frowned. “What about the marketplace?”


  “Why would you want to go there?”


  “Because it’s alive. Dirty. Loud. Everything it isn’t here. I want to be able to breathe the stink of the city.”


  Carannan laughed. “You’ve changed, my dear. At one point, you would have done everything possible to avoid that stink.”


  “That was before you pushed me into the arms of a stableboy who doesn’t bathe often enough.”


  “Am I correct in assuming you have a destination in mind other than the marketplace?”


  Alicia didn’t respond.


  “You know that even if you visit the stable, he won’t be there. We haven’t hidden anything from you. He left two days ago with Warburm. It’s not his stable anymore. Hasn’t been for a long time, if you think about it.”


  “Still… It would be comforting to see it again. I can’t explain why, but it would quiet my heart. Sometimes, it seems like all the time I spent with him was a dream, that none of it was real. Standing on the floor of that stable, retching from the smell, and seeing all the mice will remind me.”


  “You can’t live in the past, Alicia. There’s no reason either you or Sorial should ever set foot in a stable again.”


  “Until he completes his task, all I have with him is the past. And you know as well as I do there’s no guarantee he’ll ever return. He may die on this journey.” Logic argued that was by far the most likely outcome. Her stableboy coming back as a wizard…it didn’t seem possible. Not in the real world. She wondered whether, in his heart of hearts, Sorial believed it could happen. Or was he acting out of desperation? Their farewell meeting hadn’t clarified that. She knew what he had said. But it was easy to say things you didn’t believe.


  “I understand. I’ll see what can be done, but I can’t promise. The prelate makes those determinations and sentiment doesn’t come into his way of thinking.”


  Alicia paused. She knew what the answer would be, but she couldn’t help asking the question. “Any word?”


  “No. It’s much too early and if we heard something at this stage, it wouldn’t be good. It may be weeks or even a full season.”


  “Or never.”


  Carannan nodded. “Or never. I’m not going to protect you from the grim possibility Sorial won’t return. But you’ve decided to wallow in pessimism. Have a little faith.”


  “Faith? Look what happened when people placed their faith in the gods. Abandoned and left to fend for themselves. Now you want me to put my faith in men? If it was just a matter of believing Sorial could accomplish something he had control over, I’d have faith. But he’s risking his life on a fool’s errand.”


  “Many don’t believe that, including Sorial.”


  “What choice does he have? He has to believe, otherwise this journey would be meaningless. I hate that I’m being used as the reward to send him to his death.” Her voice broke. She gritted her teeth, willing back the tears.


  After taking a deep breath to compose herself, she asked, “Do you know where he’s going?” It was too straightforward a question but her urgency made her careless.


  “If I did, I wouldn’t tell you. Impulsive as you are, Alicia, that information would be dangerous for you to have. All I can tell you is it’s a well-guarded secret known only to a select few.”


  Alicia hoped it wasn’t as well-guarded as her father believed it to be.


  “So you’ll try to get my cage expanded?”


  “I’ll make the request. As I said, the decision isn’t mine.”


  “What exactly are they afraid of? That I’ll run away?”


  Carannan regarded her evenly. “That’s one thing. But the farther away Sorial is, the less real that fear becomes.”


  “So eventually I’ll be given my freedom?”


  “I said one thing. There are other considerations. Your safety, for example. Sorial has enemies who’ve already tried to kill him. It’s public knowledge you’re betrothed to the future wizard of Vantok…”


  “…who everyone believes to be a myth. I’m pitied far and wide.”


  “Who everyone believes to be a myth except the men who tried to kill Sorial. There are people who know, or at least suspect, what he represents. Your connection to him makes you a target. What more tragic end could there be than for Sorial to endure a long journey, a grueling experience at the portal, and return home to find that his future bride has been murdered in his absence? The bars on your cage aren’t exclusively to keep you in. They’re to keep others out.”


  From there, the conversation degenerated into small talk until, after having spent the better part of an hour with his daughter, Carannan took his leave. As he departed, Alicia wondered whether this was the last time she would see him. It all depended on how fast circumstances allowed her plans to develop and how soon he planned his next visit. She knew it was hard for him to come here, but he did it out of duty and affection. Probably not guilt, however. Like everyone else in his secret society, Carannan believed wholeheartedly in what he had done. He might regret the pain it was causing his daughter and the danger in which it placed the life of a young man he liked, but he accepted those things as justified.


  It was early afternoon, the hottest part of the day, when Alicia emerged from her chambers to look for Vagrum, who was always nearby. Her request was terse: “Find Rexall and ask him to come here. He and I haven’t talked since Sorial left and it’s time for us to have a frank discussion.”


  With Rexall in tow, Vagrum returned about two hours later. Sorial’s friend appeared irate and let it be known that he was less than thrilled about being taken away from what he was doing for a trek across the city to the temple.


  “What can your most humble and obedient servant do for you?” he purred, executing a mocking bow. “I’m deeply sorry I wasn’t able to attend to your needs more quickly, but your pet brute had some trouble finding me.”


  Vagrum, who was standing just outside the door waiting to be dismissed, didn’t look pleased at the comment. Alicia waved him away.


  “You could use some lessons in etiquette,” she said. “That was the sloppiest bow I’ve seen since Sorial tried something similar - although his was in earnest.”


  “I learned my courtly manners from him. I tried teaching him letters in exchange, but he was hopeless.”


  Alicia was surprised. “You can read and write?”


  “Don’t act so shocked, Milady. Not all those bred outside mansions are illiterate.”


  “I just thought…”


  “No matter. The only reason I’m here is because I made certain promises to Sorial. But don’t presume too much. I ain’t available to fulfill your every whim.”


  Alicia scowled. Rexall, like Sorial, often brought out the worst in her. It wasn’t surprising, she supposed, since they were alike in many areas that mattered, although Rexall was more brazen and less solicitous. But, in order for her fledgling plan to have any chance of success, she needed him. She judged that honeyed words, demure looks, and honesty were the best ways to earn his cooperation.


  “Let’s walk in the courtyard. Even with Sorial gone, there are still too many eyes and ears in here.”


  As stuffy as it was within the temple, it was hotter outside. Nevertheless, with the brutality of high Summer past, a walk around the barren remains of a previously fertile garden was feasible. Besides, the air in the courtyard might be warmer but it was unpolluted by the ever-present odor of incense that filled the temple. Alicia had once adored the pungent aroma but her time in Ferguson’s care had transformed her affection into dislike.


  “Have you heard anything from him?” she asked, her voice a whisper, her lips hardly moving.


  Rexall mimicked her. “Since he left, you mean? Not a word. And I don’t expect to learn anything till after it’s over, one way or the other. Even if he could send a message, his keepers wouldn’t let him. And, considering your importance in the overall scheme of things, you’re likely to hear something before me.”


  “Only if it’s good news. Bad news will be kept from me for as long as possible. They view me as biddable only for as long as they have marriage to Sorial as an enticement.”


  “‘Biddable? You?”


  “Obedience is the price of freedom.”


  “Aye,” agreed Rexall, “But you’ve hardly been docile long enough for them to trust you. The whole reason we’re mumbling to each other is because you think there’s an army of priests watching your every move. That ain’t freedom.”


  “Do you think Sorial’s going to survive this?”


  Rexall considered, unsure what she wanted to hear. Was she looking for reassurance that, at the end of all this, she would have a shot at the happily-ever-after ending? Or was she asking him to validate her pessimistic view that Sorial was being escorted to his execution?


  “No,” he eventually said. “But it don’t matter what I think. Everyone who’s smarter than me believes he’s going to find this magical portal, do whatever he needs to do there, and return to Vantok as the first wizard in a thousand years. Forgive my skepticism, but I ain’t never believed in wizards even when my mum assured me they was once real.”


  “Will you help me, then?”


  “Help you what?”


  “Stop Sorial. Save him.”


  Rexall chuckled. “Ain’t going to happen. He wasn’t carted away as a prisoner. He went of his own free will because the reward for success was more appealing to him than the price of failure. The only way he’d give that up is if he could have you now.”


  “Which is what I propose to give him,” she said.


  “By running away with half the temple watching you? And tracking Sorial down when you have no idea where he’s going? And getting him away from Warburm and his armed escort? Sorial has a better chance of becoming high wizard of the land than you have of doing even half of that.”


  Alicia felt her anger rising. “I’m not a dolt and I know the obstacles, but they’re not as insurmountable as you think. I have a plan.”


  “Good to know you ain’t going into this blind.”


  “But I need help. Your help.”


  “I was wondering when we’d get to that part,” said Rexall. “Consider this, Milady. If I was to work with you in an attempted escape and it failed, they’d march you back to this room and post a guard outside until Ferguson decides it’s safe to give you a little freedom. As for me, my head would decorate a pike somewhere. What could you possibly offer that would encourage me to take that kind of risk? Even if I got away, I’d have to spend the rest of my life on the run.”


  “Have you forgotten this is for Sorial? Your supposed friend. The one you just admitted is on a journey to his death.”


  “I’m making a point. There are limits to what I’m willing to sacrifice, and my life is beyond them. It’s up to you to arrange your escape from your captors. After that, I’ll give whatever aid I can.”


  Alicia considered. It would require changes to the framework of what she had planned but it was workable. “It’s hard…” she began.


  “Not yet, but if you do more than a quick feel and some inexpert grinding, it’ll get there,” he said with a leer.


  Alicia’s scowl showed that she found the remark neither charming nor amusing, although it was typical of Rexall. When she next spoke, she covered her lips with her hands and outlined the beginnings of her plot. There were details that needed to be clarified but she thought it had a reasonable chance of success… provided Rexall provided the aid she needed.


  He was less than impressed. “That’s it? That’s your bid for freedom? The only thing that will accomplish is to get you locked in this room and your accomplices sent to visit the headsman.”


  Alicia glared at him. Inwardly, although she was hurt by his bluntness, this was what she had hoped for from him - an honest appraisal and help with a workable solution. She couldn’t let him know that, of course.


  “Look, Milady, it won’t work. Suppose you manage to convince your captors to let you roam the city. Do you think they’ll be content with having you watched by a small contingent of handlers? You ain’t no anonymous figure. Sorial could remain hidden in plain sight for weeks because no one knew who he was - some random stableboy who looks pretty much like every other stableboy. You, on the other hand, are the Lady Alicia the Wizard’s Bride. The moment you slipped past your handlers, there’d be a city-wide hunt for you. You’d never make it past the border guards or the Watch patrols searching for you.”


  “What do you suggest?” Rexall was right, of course, but his scolding manner made it difficult to accept his advice.


  “First, you can’t muscle your way out. I got no doubt Vagrum could overpower whatever small escort you’d have, but even he ain’t a match for an armed group of guardsmen. You need to find a way to sneak out, preferably under cover of night, in such a way that your absence ain’t noticed for hours. Then you contact someone in the city who can provide you with a disguise and help you get out of Vantok. If all that can be done before your disappearance is noticed, you’ll stand a chance of escaping. Finding Sor is another matter.”


  Alicia looked at Rexall with an expression somewhere between irritation and contempt. “A brilliant plan!” she exclaimed. “Now all I need is a wizard to help me pull it off. Sneaking out of the temple in the middle of the night? Every door except the front one is locked at sundown and there’s no way to slip past the contingent guarding that entrance. Perhaps you could confine yourself to ideas within the realm of the possible.”


  Rexall shrugged. “Nothing’s impossible. Difficult, yes. Impossible, no. And in this case, you ain’t got no choice. That’s how it’s got to be done.”


  His smugness and nonchalance, whether feigned or not, aggravated Alicia. “How?” she demanded.


  “As it happens,” said Rexall with a smirk. “I got an idea. Courtesy of your betrothed.”


  * * *


  Two days later, Alicia invited Vagrum to accompany her on a stroll through the courtyard.


  After reaching up to wipe a bead of perspiration from her forehead, Alicia commented, “I think it’s getting a little cooler. When I arise in the morning, my bedding isn’t as soaked with sweat as it was a few weeks ago.” Still, it hadn’t been many years past when she would have been dressing in heavier clothing and exchanging her muslin underclothes for woolen ones while her father stocked his winter woodpile in preparation for the all-day and all-night fires that would warm his mansion through the cold, dark weeks. Considering how far away the nearest forest was, it had been an expensive annual proposition.


  “Even in this heat, Harvest is cooler than Summer, and Winter cooler than Harvest. Every year, Midwinter’s Day is warmer. We’re fast approaching the point when the growing season will be too short and the only source of food will be from merchants. Riots, famine, disease… that’s when the city will fail. I’ve seen it once before on a smaller scale. That time, it were cold, not heat, but there ain’t much difference in the end.”


  Time to put his allegiance to the test. “Vagrum, you know I have to stop Sorial. Or at least try.”


  “There’s nothing to be done, Milady. He’s gone. Him and Warburm and the others left the city days ago.”


  “Which is why it must be done soon. I’m just waiting for one detail to be worked out. Will I have your help?”


  Vagrum cast his eyes down. He stopped walking. “My help?”


  “Come, Vagrum. You know what I’m asking. Your help getting out of here and going after Sorial.”


  “I can’t, Milady. Don’t ask me…”


  Steel crept into Alicia’s voice. “I don’t have a choice. You’re the only one I can trust. Or can I? I thought that once before.” She knew that would drive the knife deep and twist it, but she had no time to spare his feelings.


  “Please understand,” he pleaded. “To do this would put you in danger. While you’re in here, no one can touch you. Out there, the roads ain’t never inviting to a young woman. The farther you get from Vantok, the more appealing you’ll be as prey.”


  “Which is precisely why I need you. There will be four of us including you, but none of the others is capable of much in the way of intimidation. Your presence alone would scare off most predators. And, if it comes to a fight, you’re the best guardian we could hope for. I’m doing this with or without you but, if you care about my well-being and Sorial’s life…”


  She hated putting him in this position, but she was in earnest. She recognized this violated his scruples, but the situation was such that she couldn’t afford to care about such niceties. She wasn’t by nature callous, but this was Sorial’s life.


  Rexall’s reworking of her escape scenario meant that she didn’t need Vagrum to get out of the temple. But after that, on (and off) the road to her destination, his aid would be invaluable. She could do it without him, although Rexall might back out if he learned the “muscle” wouldn’t be accompanying them, but it would be harder. Perhaps impossible.


  “What do you need of me, Milady?”


  In less dire circumstances, Alicia might have smiled. “I need you to go to Rexall and make sure everything’s in place. Unless something changes, we go tomorrow night. Let him know you’ll be in the party and he’ll give you instructions about how to proceed. And check that he’s made contact with the last member of our group and there won’t be any problems.”


  “Is he trustworthy, Milady?” asked Vagrum, meaning Rexall.


  “Not in all things, but I think he’s sincere about Sorial. And if he was going to betray me, he’s had numerous opportunities before now. There are limits to how much he’ll sacrifice, so we have to be careful not to ask too much.”


  “And where are we going?”


  “I don’t know yet. But we’ll have a direction and a destination before we leave the city or there’s no point leaving. That’s where Rexall’s powers of persuasion come into play.” She could only hope the rogue’s golden words and winning smile were sufficient to swell the ranks of their small group from three to four or the journey to save Sorial would die a directionless death within the city confines of Vantok.


  CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN: AN UNEXPECTED ALLY


  Warburm was worried, and that was a cause for concern. The unflappable innkeeper had seen a chance encounter blossom into a potential nightmare, and the situation was made worse by his realization - unvoiced but shared by his fellow travelers - that it could have been avoided had they not approached the encampment.


  Their pursuers hadn’t given up, but neither had they gained ground. Warburm didn’t stop to rest during the night, hoping to create enough distance that the nomads would abandon the chase, but that didn’t happen. Lamanar’s early morning scouting mission revealed they were still coming, unhurried but determined, and the size of the group had tripled to more than twenty. Battle, at least with the goal of victory, was no longer an option.


  Although Warburm continued to assert that this was a group of “rough men” seeking easy prey, Sorial didn’t believe it. Nor, he suspected, did anyone else, Warburm included. Sorial was a target and someone or something had tracked or recognized him.


  “We need to make for the coast,” declared Warburm. “There ain’t nothing we can do to stop them hunting us overland but, once we reach the shore, we can hide our tracks.”


  It was a solid plan with one obvious flaw. As soon as their pursuers recognized where they were going, it would become a race and, tired as they were, they weren’t in a position to win it. The rough men were content to move slowly now, maintaining a steady gap, but it was only a matter of time before they began an attack run.


  “How far are we?” asked Sorial.


  “’Bout two days,” said Warburm. “If we only stop for short rests, we can be there by dawn on the day after the morrow.” It sounded like a long way in the future - too long if their pursuers increased their pace. And too long without proper sleep.


  “We could make a stand here,” said Brindig. “Rest up and wait for them. We’ll catch them unawares; ain’t something they’ll be expecting. We’ll be rested and they won’t be. If they keep pushing us and we keep running, we’ll be exhausted by the time they catch us.”


  “I done considered it,” admitted Warburm. “And if I thought it would give us the victory, I’d be for it. But they outnumber us too badly to take such a risk. Make for the coast - that be the best plan.”


  “Lad,” said Warburm, addressing Sorial. “If it comes to a battle, you run. Don’t hang around thinking you can make a difference. Your death makes it all pointless. Find the coast and follow it. Eventually you’ll get to a village. They’ll tell you the way back to Vantok.”


  “If you told me where we’re headed, I could make my way there instead of…”


  “Alone out here, you’d be dead within a day,” said Lamanar coldly. “Your priority is staying alive. If you lose your escort and try to reach the goal, you’ll fail. If we die, it’s up to you to ensure there’s a purpose to our deaths. That means staying alive, getting a new escort, and coming back to fulfill your task. It doesn’t mean struggling on and getting killed in the process. Duke Carannan says you’re good with a sword and knife, but that prowess won’t be enough in The Forbidden Lands.”


  Sorial directed a black look at the baked earth beneath his feet. He could think of few things less appealing than returning to Vantok in failure, enduring a long wait while another company was assembled, then repeating this journey. One way or another, he wanted this over. He didn’t want it to turn into the lifelong obsession it had become for Warburm, Lamanar, Ferguson, Kara, and others.


  “There be one thing you should know,” said Warburm, after a moment’s deliberation with himself. “We foreseen this as a possibility, Ferguson and I. Getting to the portal was always gonna be more dangerous than using it. There be others who could head up a second party. Our group got more’n two-dozen capable men. If it comes to it, next time it’ll be bigger and better armed. If you return to Vantok alone because we failed, you’ll be allowed to wed the Lady Alicia before leaving a second time. Coming back would be proof enough of your loyalty.”


  Sorial didn’t know whether to believe that. It sounded good, an inducement beyond all others. There was logic in it. If he showed himself to be committed, there was no need to reserve Alicia as a “reward.” But it might also be a lie, spun to make him eager to return to Vantok rather than run off and hide if things went wrong. The problem was culling fact from fiction in the words of a known liar.


  They trudged on in silence for most of the day. Sorial frequently looked over his shoulder but could see nothing except the burned, waist high grass through which they moved. He noticed they were leaving an obvious trail but didn’t think there was anything to be done about it, at least in this terrain. As evening approached, Warburm called a halt. The ground was no longer as flat as it had been for days. Its gentle undulations heralded the approach of foothills that would lead them into the mountains that appeared like a bruise on the southern horizon. Sorial wondered if they would ever get that far, although he knew it to be their ultimate destination. Except they weren’t headed there, at least at the moment. Instead, they were angling to the west, hoping to intercept the coast.


  Lamanar disappeared as soon as they halted. Sorial had to admire the man’s stamina. He kept going while they rested and never seemed the worse for it. The trip was hardest on Warburm, who had probably sweated off ten percent of his body weight since they departed Vantok. His face was red and he was wheezing, but he repeatedly dismissed suggestions that his endurance was a concern. “I been fat much of my life an’ I been to every corner of this land. You don’t need to worry ’bout me. Worry ’bout yourself.”


  It was less than an hour before Lamanar returned. “They’re closer,” he told Warburm. “But they’ve made camp. They’re not staking tents, so they don’t plan a long stay, but they’re setting up fire pits, so they plan to eat. My guess is they’ll be stopped for at least three or four hours.”


  “Their numbers?” asked Warburm.


  “About the same as before. Difficult to be sure. They may have picked up one or two more. Still enough to overwhelm us.”


  “No problems following our trail?”


  Lamanar shrugged. “A blind man could follow it, but there’s not much we can do. If I didn’t track back along our route, I’d leave a trail, too. No way to hide passing through grass this brittle.”


  “Unless the grass be gone,” mused Warburm.


  Sorial didn’t guess the innkeeper’s meaning but Lamanar did. His eyes widened with incredulity. “You can’t be serious!”


  “Not yet, but if it be our last chance…”


  “What?” demanded Sorial.


  “Start a little fire,” said Warburm. “’Cept in this grass, there be no such thing as a ‘little’ fire. It will grow so big and spread so wide that not even the best trackers will be able to find us.”


  “And it’s as likely to burn us up as confound our pursuers. Once you start it, you can’t control it. One errant breeze in the wrong direction, and we’re done for. And that includes Sorial.”


  “If it comes to that,” said Warburm, “I’ll send him ahead as a precaution.”


  Sensing an opportunity to put additional distance between themselves and their pursuers, they began moving as quickly as possible but, as the light faded, the increasingly uneven terrain made travel perilous. They couldn’t risk even the minor injury of a turned ankle, so movement without torches, lanterns, or moonlight became a slow and tricky business. It was unlikely their pursuers were so hampered since they weren’t constrained by the need to move in secrecy.


  Sometime after midnight, Warburm called a halt, frustrated at the slowness of their progress. “We need to wait till dawn,” he said. “It be pointless stumbling in the dark like this; someone’ll break a leg. Damn ground became our enemy when we can least afford it. We might as well use the time to rest and get started again at first light.”


  “I’ll range back a little and keep a watch…” began Lamanar.


  Warburm shook his head. “Get some sleep. At least a few hours. First watch be mine. We’ll see ’em coming a long ways off by the light of their torches. If they done camped long enough, we might still have a head start in the morning. We’ll just have to hope for the best.”


  Sorial curled up on the ground, forgoing the bedroll, which didn’t add much in the way of comfort. He drifted off into a dreamless sleep almost immediately. When he awoke, however, something wasn’t right.


  It was still dark and the stars’ feeble light illuminated little. He couldn’t see his fellow travelers. His ears detected no sound beyond the heavy breathing of his companions. But he knew someone else was close. He could sense a silent presence among them. He rose to a sitting position and reached for his knife. The hiss of his clothing against the ground as he shifted sounded unnaturally loud. He froze, his heart thudding in his chest.


  Words spoken out of the darkness startled Sorial with their closeness while shocking the rest of the party to wakefulness. “I come in peace and mean you no harm.” It was a soft voice, one that held no hint of danger.


  Sorial held the dagger ready. During his tenure at the duke’s estate, he had been taught to fight blindfolded and believed he could give a good accounting of himself in the darkness if called upon to do so. Some inner sense told him, however, that this encounter wouldn’t be resolved by a physical confrontation.


  Warburm’s answering challenge was direct. “Who be there, to sneak up on travelers catching a night’s sleep?” Sorial had no doubt the innkeeper waited with a naked weapon in his hands. By the shuffling around him, he knew the others had armed themselves. But the darkness might defeat them all if it came to a fight.


  “You can put down your weapons, travelers. I am Eylene of the Farthan, and I seek only to help those who appear lost and in distress close to the lands I call home.” Luminescence sprung to life from something small cradled in her hand. It was a soft light, more blue than orange - not bright enough to be seen at great distances but sufficient to keep the immediate darkness at bay.


  Dimly, Sorial was aware of Brindig and Darrin to his left and Lamanar to his right. Warburm’s voice came from directly behind him. His eyes locked with the speaker’s intense green orbs. She looked like fairy tale elf: high cheekbones, pointed ears, and upswept eyebrows. Her hair was of the purest red. She was slender and short - Sorial was on his haunches and his head was level with hers. She stood a scant two feet from him but made no threatening moves.


  Yet there was something about her…


  “So you claim to be an elf, eh?” demanded Warburm, unable to keep the skepticism from his voice.


  Eylene raised one eyebrow in a characteristic gesture. “I claim to be nothing more than what I am. I am Eylene of the Farthan tribe. You are human. I am elf. These are facts, not claims.”


  Warburm circled around until he was within Sorial’s field of vision. Standing as far from the light as he was, he was veiled in shadow. “Never heard of this ‘Farthan’ tribe and, as near as I can remember, there ain’t been no elves in human lands for centuries.”


  “We are a reclusive people,” said Eylene. “We retired from the lands of men long ago and have since dwelt in places where you rarely venture. The Farthan has established a settlement to the south, in a place you call ‘The Forbidden Lands.’”


  “If that be true, you be a long way from home.”


  “Not so far as you might imagine. Perhaps closer than you are to yours. If I read you aright, you are men of Vantok. I have visited your city in recent years.”


  “If that were true, you done kept yourself well hidden. What brings you here? By my reckoning, we be several days from the northern reaches of The Forbidden Lands.”


  “You are being hunted by your own kind. Without aid, you will be caught before the sun next sets. You will be killed and quite possibly eaten - food is scarce in these parts. All, that is, except this one.” She pointed at Sorial. “He is the one they seek, the one upon whose head has been placed a handsome bounty.”


  Warburm stiffened at these words, but Sorial’s attention was on Eylene, not him. The harder he tried to make out her features, the more difficult they became to see clearly. Something about them was almost… evasive.


  “Me? Why?” he asked.


  She met his eyes again, an appraising look. “I do not know,” she acknowledged. “But powerful men believe you to be important. The reward is impressive for your head but more generous if you are delivered intact with your heart still beating.”


  “Why help us?” asked Lamanar.


  “The Farthan seek an alliance with Vantok. It would demonstrate our goodwill if we helped citizens to escape from a trap.”


  “And how would you help us?”


  “There is a small group of nomads nearby - a poorly armed hunting party who could be easily overcome by men of your obvious fighting experience. I can lead you to their camp.”


  “How would that help us?” Warburm echoed Lamanar.


  “They are mounted. Five men, five horses. The horses are not in the best condition - they suffer from malnourishment and dehydration - but they have sufficient stamina to carry you to safety, although not all the way back to Vantok. The final part of that journey you will have to make afoot.”


  “I see,” said Warburm. “And what would your price be for this?”


  “Price? I require no remuneration. Merely that upon your return to Vantok you seek an audience with King Azarak to tell him you encountered me and I rendered aid.”


  “And if we choose not to return to Vantok…?”


  For the first time, Sorial noticed a slip in the elf’s veneer of flawless courtesy. It was brief - a narrowing of the eyes - but he didn’t miss it. Her expectation was that they would turn around and go back from where they came. She didn’t want them proceeding into The Forbidden Lands. That made her intentions suspicious at best. He wondered how Warburm, the eternal cynic, was assessing this encounter.


  “That is, of course, your affair. I offer you a means of escape from those who pursue you and the advice that you use the horses to return to safer lands. Whatever you seek here, if it is to the south, you will not survive to find it. Entire armies have been lost in The Forbidden Lands. It is not a friendly place to those who are not born and bred here.”


  “Your advice be welcome,” said Warburm, although Sorial noted he made no promise to follow it. “As well as your locating those horses for us.”


  “They are close, and will likely remain there until past sunrise. Travel on moonless nights is dangerous, even for those familiar with the terrain and willing to carry lanterns. If you move at first light, you should be able to catch them unawares before they break camp.” She laid out the particulars of how to locate them.


  As she spoke and Sorial continued to study her, a nagging possibility dawned.


  “Now I must go,” she said. “Before morning arrives, I must be away from here. Your pursuers will not have arrived by first light. If you are swift, you can capture the horses and be away before they find you. To the south, there are others, however - many others.”


  She then turned and looked directly at Sorial, her eyes boring into his. Her final words seemed directed to him alone. “This is the last time I will help you unless you turn back. You know what awaits should you forge ahead.” The cryptic statement crystallized Sorial’s suspicions. He nodded almost imperceptibly, as much to himself as to her.


  Then the light vanished and Ariel, in her guise as Eylene of the Farthan, disappeared into the night.


  “Damn queer,” muttered Warburm once she was gone. “Smacks of sorcery.”


  “Still,” said Lamanar, “We’ve got no choice but to do as she said and hope there will be horses and not a trap.”


  “Oh, I ain’t got no doubt there’ll be horses,” replied Warburm. “There ain’t no reason to approach us otherwise. A trap? Already sprung with us in the noose. She got a reason for helping us, but damned if I know what it be.”


  “She wants us to go back to Vantok,” said Sorial.


  “That she do,” muttered Warburm. “That she do. And we’ll be sure to tell the king about her once we be done with what we came here to do.”


  “So you admit we should have come mounted,” said Brindig, the most vociferous objector to the group traveling on foot.


  “You can have your ‘I told you so’ moment.”


  As Warburm conversed with the others, planning a strategy for taking the horses, Sorial considered his sister’s latest visitation. Ariel’s aims weren’t a mystery to him, not that he would enlighten the others. Her reasons were murky but not her intentions. Was she afraid he would die at the portal? Or, worse, that he wouldn’t? She had dismissed the possibility of his being her ally but she didn’t want him as an enemy or victim. There were things she could have done to ensure he’d never reach the portal but, at least thus far, she had refrained from taking decisive action. Advising, persuading, warning… She was conflicted, that much was certain. It concerned him that, the closer he got to his goal, the more desperate she might become to prevent him from reaching it.


  But Sorial’s path was set, and not just because of Alicia. In a way he didn’t fully understand, he had become committed to testing himself at the portal. If not now then at some future point. It was as if a compulsion had been awakened deep within him and the only way to find a measure of peace was by answering it. Maybe that explained why his sister, after fleeing her home to escape the portal, had eventually sought it out. She knew the power of the lure in a way that none of his escorts could imagine. How long before she gave up on the lost cause of dissuading him and tried a more violent form of persuasion? One more thing to worry about…


  * * *


  Obtaining the horses proved to be as simple as Ariel had indicated. As soon as it was light enough for travel, Warburm sent Lamanar ahead to scout the situation. In particular, he wanted to make sure the horses and their riders were where the “elf” had said they would be. The priest returned in ten minutes to report that all was as expected.


  As they prepared to move out, Warburm instructed Sorial to stay clear of the fighting. It turned out to be an unnecessary precaution because there was none. As soon as the nomads - a group of poorly-fed, unwashed vagabonds - realized their camp was being raided by well-equipped, armed men, they fled, leaving behind the horses.


  The animals, apparently recently stolen, were in better condition than their handlers. They showed signs of food and water deprivation, but they were well-rested and fit to travel, at least for a while. Sorial, whose riding experience was limited to lessons while serving in Carannan’s militia, was given the calmest of the beasts. Warburm, awkwardly astride the largest of the horses, showed signs of discomfort, likely because of his girth. The other three sat on their animals with a practiced, easy air.


  After traveling all morning and into the early afternoon, Warburm called a halt to rest both horses and riders. Rations for the animals would be a problem. They could munch on the burnt grass but there were no water sources and the men couldn’t afford to surrender any of their dwindling supply. Finding water - a scarcity in the sunbaked terrain - was moving up the list of priorities. The horses would falter in a day without it and it would reach a crisis point for the men within a week. The growing lightness of Sorial’s pack testified to how much of their provisions had already been consumed.


  The rest of the day passed uneventfully and the group made good time. With the terrain more rocky here than where they had spent the previous night, considerations of travel after dusk were moot. Once they settled down for the night, munching on chewy strips of dried meat and taking sips of tepid water, Warburm announced they would reach the coast within an hour of sunrise.


  “We be near.” His disembodied voice emerged from the darkness. “I can hear the distant crash of waves on the shoreline and smell the tang of salt in the air. Brings back memories, it does.”


  As hard as he tried, Sorial could hear nothing but the breathing of his companions and the noises made by the horses, although his nose detected a faint, unfamiliar scent. The soreness in his legs and buttocks made for an uncomfortable night. He slept fitfully, tossing and turning as he hadn’t since leaving Vantok, and awoke just as the blackness of night was losing its battle to the hazy gray of another warm morning.


  Two of the horses died during the night, presumably of dehydration. The corpses were already attracting flies the size of moths. The other three looked ill and weak. After examining them, Warburm decided the group would be best served by moving forward on foot, leaving the surviving animals to forage and fend for themselves. To Sorial, who had spent most of his lifetime caring for animals, this seemed cruel, but he recognized the necessity. None of the horses could bear more than one rider; the men would make better speed without them. Untethered, there was a hope, albeit a faint one, they might locate water or other men to care for them.


  Ariel had provided them with a means of escape from their immediate situation but not a manner of quickening their journey for more than a day.


  Lamanar suggested butchering the dead animals for meat, but Warburm vetoed the idea. The day’s heat would spoil anything they brought with them and, according to the innkeeper, the “sea would provide” food aplenty. Ironically, because the water was salted, finding something to drink remained a critical issue. Sorial found it difficult to grasp how, with such an abundance of water, they could die of thirst.


  Less than a half-hour later, Sorial was granted his first glimpse of an ocean.


  CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT: THE ROCK WYRM


  The decision to travel along the coast proved to be a fortuitous one. The men’s first view of the ocean wasn’t promising - they were poised on a cliff thousands of feet above the crashing breakers. The sheer face of rock dropping off below their feet disappeared into the churning white water far below. Gradually, however, even as the hills became mountainous and the inland crags grew taller and more imposing, the distance down to the ocean decreased and the slope to the waters became gentler. Eventually, they were able to venture into the shallows, wash the accumulated dust and dirt from their bodies, and catch a meal of scuttling sand crabs. After three days of walking along the shoreline, Warburm announced that they had passed into The Forbidden Lands.


  It was an anticlimactic moment, although a milestone on the journey. Since their brief time on horseback, they had seen no signs of pursuit. Other than the small critters that became their meals and the occasional stinger-snail, there was little evidence of life. Ariel didn’t reappear and, although the sea teemed with a variety of fish and crustaceans, the land remained barren. Concerns about water lessened when they found an inland freshwater stream. With full skins, their packs were once again heavy, but the weight was welcome.


  Another obvious change was the climate. Whether because it was naturally cooler by the sea or because the distance from Vantok was sufficient to take them out of the city’s heat bubble, conditions were tolerable at the border of The Forbidden Lands. The sun still blazed at mid-day but it was cool enough to sleep comfortably at night and they weren’t drenched in sweat after walking only a mile or two in the mornings. The ground wasn’t as hard and crumbly as it was to the north.


  The improvement in climate, the discovery of fresh water and a sustainable food supply, and the acclimation of their bodies to the rigors of all-day traveling made for a more endurable time than they had experienced in the plains and hills to the north. The easier the trek became, however, the more Sorial found himself focusing on what lay at its conclusion. In a way, he almost missed the danger and deprivation. It had been an effective distraction. He had been less concerned about facing the portal when he thought he might lose his life to nomadic tribesmen or die of thirst.


  During one of their occasional breaks, he approached Warburm. “Do you know where we’re going?”


  The innkeeper, whose rotund shape had slimmed enough to reveal muscle under all the fat, glanced at him. “To the portal. You know that, lad.”


  “I mean like on a map. Where is it? Do you even know?”


  “Alright, lad, I’ll tell you. No reason not to. We be going to the ruins of the once-great city of Havenham. Fifteen hundred years ago, men lived in The Forbidden Lands, at least in the north on the coast. And, like every other major human city, there was a wizard portal. But the city died before the powers were taken back by the gods, so no one ever destroyed the portal there. Supposedly, it still be active. Or so Ferguson says.”


  “Supposedly? Ain’t you been there?”


  “Never. This be my first time this far south. Most of my youthful adventures were in the North, where the air be colder and the women warmer.”


  “Then where did you take my… brother?”


  “The prelate’s found two active portals. Could be more’n that but them be all we know of. This one, the Havenham one, ain’t never been tried, at least not in recent memory. The other be in the North, beyond Syre, in the ruins of another ancient city called Ibitsal. After what happened to your brother, Ferguson decided not to trust that one again. He wonders if it were the portal, not your brother, that caused what happened.”


  Unlikely, since Ariel undoubtedly used that portal to activate her powers.


  “The ruins of Havenham should be easy enough to find. They be on this coast, so as long as we keep following the shore, we’ll get there. Then we just got to search out the portal.”


  “So you don’t know exactly where it is?” Sorial doubted finding it would be as easy as Warburm’s words made it sound.


  “All portals look much the same. They be big and tall, with rough stairs cut into the sides. At the top, there be a gaping hole. I done seen the one at Ibitsal and pictures of others in books, and they be impossible to miss.”


  “He’s right,” said Lamanar. “They’re big. But this one has been out there for fifteen hundred years. That’s a long time. It might not be easy to locate. It could be buried. In fact, it might no longer exist.”


  “You made the same argument to Ferguson,” countered Warburm. “He didn’t think so.”


  “As he discounted my suggestion that it made more sense to go north. There’s no proof that portal is damaged. More likely, the boy wasn’t a wizard and his fate was that of all pretenders. Ferguson isn’t the one who has to trudge all the way down here then all the way back and to the other end of the world if he’s wrong. Easy enough for him to say from the security of the temple.”


  “We done got a better shot with this one than t’other.”


  “So he says. Ferguson isn’t infallible,” said Lamanar. “If he was, Braddock wouldn’t be dead.”


  “No, but his record be better than yours by more than a short distance.” It was an unmistakable rebuke and it shut Lamanar up immediately. He returned to a sulky silence.


  “Where’s Vantok’s?” asked Sorial.


  “Vantok’s what?”


  “Vantok’s portal. There must be something left of it.”


  “Very little, lad. After the iris was caved in and filled, it was chipped away over the years. Then someone built an inn nearby and put a stable on top of the smooth, flat stone of what remained of the portal.”


  Sorial’s eyes widened. “You knew?”


  “’Course I knew. That’s why I bought that inn in the first place. Ferguson thought it would be a good thing for you to live there. Thought maybe the constant exposure would make you more susceptible or something. Can’t see how it could matter if the thing be dead. But you lived a good part of your life right on top of Vantok’s leveled portal. You and the mice.”


  For some reason, the revelation was deeply unsettling. It reinforced how carefully orchestrated everything about his upbringing had been. Nothing left to chance. It makes it that much less likely that what happened to Annie was an accident. The single thought re-ignited his cooling anger toward Warburm. He was past the point of feeling indignation for the way he and Alicia had been manipulated. But Annie… she had deserved better than a lonely roadside death.


  That evening, as they were setting up camp for the night, Brindig pointed out a dark smudge on the western horizon, out to sea. As the sun vanished behind it, it spread and grew, revealing itself to be something Sorial hadn’t seen in a long time: a Summer storm front. How long since such a sight had been commonplace?


  “No shelter ’round here,” grumbled Warburm. “We be headed for a soaking.”


  “At least we can refill some of the empty skins. That stream was like a gift from the gods, whether they still exist or not, but I wouldn’t like to rely on another one,” said Darrin.


  “Oh, I don’t think water will be a problem,” said Warburm. “But I detest traveling in wet boots. Wrinkles your damn feet. No help for it, though.”


  For a while, it felt good to be rained on. Sorial, like his fellows, stripped off his ragged, filthy clothing and allowed the water to wash away the accumulation of salt that was a byproduct of bathing in the ocean. After a while, however, the refreshing sense of cleanness gave way to a waterlogged feeling. The storm brought with it not only a cool wind but a marked drop in air temperature. As the ground beneath his feet turned into liquid mud, Sorial had to wrap his arms around his chest to keep warm


  The storm didn’t last long and, as the more permanent darkness of night fell in its wake, Sorial had trouble finding sleep. He shivered and curled into a ball. He would have given anything for a warm, dry blanket but it was worse putting on sodden clothing than lying naked and exposed.


  “Chilly this morning,” muttered Warburm several days later, emerging from beneath the cloak he had been using as a blanket. It wasn’t yet cold enough for his breath to be visible, but it was getting close. Sorial had to clamp shut his teeth to keep them from chattering. When the sun was high, it warmed considerably, but the mornings were the worst.


  Later that day, they reached a barrier. The easy shoreline route they had been following for a week vanished as the land once again rose up from the ocean to create a precipitous drop into crashing surf. The top of the cliff, where it fell off in a five-hundred foot plunge into the ocean, was unsafe. The footing was insecure and an accident couldn’t be risked. They had little choice but to move inland and climb.


  The crags here weren’t as high or dangerous as those to the north and east, but they proved taxing; Warburm would lead them miles out of their way to find a gentle passage or manageable trail rather than risk a challenging slope. It took them three days to cover the same distance they might have trekked in three hours over smooth ground.


  Then they saw it.


  They crested the top of a rise that was too steep to be considered a hill but too gentle to be called a mountain, and glimpsed it far below on the ocean-facing side. At first, they weren’t sure what they were looking at, then Lamanar put it into words. “That’s Havenham. Or at least what’s left of it.”


  If Sorial had expected it to resemble a city, he was mistaken. All that remained were the broken remnants of stone towers, pointing like accusing fingers at the sky. The smaller buildings had been devoured by the shifting earth. Surprisingly, little in the way of vegetation grew there, despite its abundance in the mountains. It was the absence of greenery more than the presence of visible ruins that called the eye’s attention to the spot.


  And there was one other thing: smoke. Havenham might have been abandoned fifteen centuries ago by its citizenry, but it was no longer uninhabited.


  “A settlement?” asked Warburm to Lamanar.


  “We’re too far away to tell for sure, but that’s probably it. They may have dug out some of the old buildings to use for shelter. It’s only natural. People lived here once for reasons, and those reasons remain valid.”


  “Why was the city abandoned?” asked Sorial.


  Warburm shrugged. “Who knows after so many years? We know little ’bout Havenham, ’cept it was the biggest of all the southern human cities.”


  “Plague,” said Lamanar simply. “Plague the likes of which men never seen before or since. Some of the old scrolls tell of it. So many bodies that streets were impassable. A stench so foul that the living had to flee into the mountains to escape it. No one knows what started it, but it took half the population in one night and the rest who stayed in the second.”


  “No one tried to re-settle it?”


  “Oh, it was tried. Many times. Over the first hundred years, more’n a few expeditions went to Havenham, some organized by survivors who emigrated to Vantok. Most were never heard from again and the few that were told tales of strange, inhuman creatures inhabiting the lands around the city, as if the plague that killed men gave birth to monsters. After that, the territory south of the mountains became known as The Forbidden Lands, and no one with any sense ventured there.”


  “And now we be here,” said Warburm. “Strange how things work. So, was it truly plague that killed all those men?”


  A plague that killed so quickly, without warning, and left no survivors? And gave birth to a land populated by monsters? “Sounds like magic.”


  “My thinking exactly,” said Warburm. “And of the most ill sort. Be interesting to know what caused it, and why.”


  “I don’t see a portal,” said Lamanar, who was studying the landscape below using a small telescope produced from his backpack.


  Warburm shielded his eyes from the bright sunlight and squinted down at the brown patch of ground far below. “We be too high up to see it.”


  “Or it’s buried.”


  “Or it be buried,” he agreed reluctantly.


  “And if it’s buried, how do you intend to find it? Ask the current inhabitants if they wouldn’t mind if we dig up their settlement looking for an ancient ruin?”


  Warburm scowled, but it was clear he didn’t have answer. Of the various possibilities he had prepared for, this wasn’t among them. “We’ll know better when we get closer. Maybe this be where the Farthan live.”


  Lamanar’s skepticism was plain on his features.


  “Let’s go,” said Warburm. “We got to find a way down there.”


  For Sorial, the taste was less like the triumph of a journey nearly finished than the terror of an ordeal begun.


  The path to the remains of Havenham proved to be anything but straightforward and it became clear it wasn’t going to be a quick or easy few miles. One full day after first spying the ruins, they had descended into a valley within the mountains and altogether lost sight of their destination.


  “In the morning, I’ll scout ahead,” said Lamanar. “There has to be a faster, easier way down. We’re getting low on water again and we can’t afford to waste a week stumbling around in these mountains.”


  “Faster and easier, yes,” said Warburm. “Safer, no. Our goal ain’t to get there as quick as possible. It be to get there alive and whole. I seen a half-dozen ways down we could have taken that would put us much closer… or dead in a ravine.”


  Warburm turned his attention to the two guards, who were quietly setting up camp for another cool night in the mountains. “When we get closer to Havenham, Lamanar and I’ll leave Sorial in your care and approach the settlement together. We needs to understand the nature of the people who live there and whether they be hospitable to strangers. If the elf was right and there be a bounty on Sorial’s head, it’d be wise to keep him hidden.”


  Brindig and Darrin nodded in concert. Professional soldiers, they knew how to take orders and understood that, the closer they got to their destination, the more likely it was their swords would be needed.


  Sorial awoke with a start early the next morning before any of his companions were awake except Lamanar, who had last watch. It was the muddy first hour of dawn; with the sun still hidden by the mountains, the light was dim and gray. A faint mist hung in the air, waiting for the touch of the day’s first rays to dispel it.


  Sorial couldn’t say what brought him to such a sudden and urgent wakefulness but the feeling of disquiet receded once he sat up. Nevertheless, he withdrew Alicia’s dagger from its sheath and got to his feet. Lamanar noticed his actions and shot him a quizzical look.


  The ground beneath Sorial’s feet shifted. He jumped back as an impossibly long, serpentine head erupted through the crust, spraying dirt and pebbles in all directions. Its skin, like that of a snake only with larger scales, was a deep umber that appeared black in the poor light. Its eyes were dark and unfathomable. A whip-like tongue slithered between thin lips. The extraordinary thing about the creature, however, was its size. The mouth would easily be able to swallow a fully grown man.


  The body followed, rising from the ground behind the head. At least fifty feet from snout to tail, the creature looked less like a snake once its entirety was visible. It walked on four squat legs that ended in vicious claws and its back was topped with bony protuberances that looked like irregularly cut pieces of quartz. They, like everything else about the creature, were of the darkest brown.


  Sorial dropped into a fighting crouch, then froze. The instant his eyes locked with those of the monstrous lizard, he was transfixed. It was equally immobile, although strange half-hisses/half-growls emerged from its mouth every time the tongue darted out. Sorial caught a glimpse of sharp, nasty teeth. He experienced the strange sensation that the creature was trying to communicate with him, or that it expected him to communicate with it. They faced each other for perhaps several seconds, although it seemed longer, before Sorial’s companions leaped into action.


  Brindig and Darrin attacked from opposite sides, staying clear of the whiplashing tail, while Lamanar placed himself between Sorial and the creature’s rows of lethal teeth. It reared, lashing out at the priest with one of its forelegs. Lamanar, expert swordsman that he was, saw a chance to strike at the belly and took it, recognizing he would pay a heavy price for such a decisive and reckless action. His blade, however, was deflected by scales as tough on the underside as they were on the rest of the creature. Lamanar’s chest had no such protection and it was opened almost to the bone by three slicing claws. The only sound he uttered was a grunt of pain as he staggered out of the way of a follow-up attack.


  The guards were having little luck with their strikes at the creature’s flanks, which were impervious to their blades. Attempts to stab in between the interlocking scales were fruitless. They struck and dodged repeatedly but, although their positioning made it difficult for the giant lizard to lash out at them with either teeth or claws, their blows had no discernible effect beyond blunting the edges of their swords. The creature was largely ignoring them, however, no matter how vigorously they pressed it. It was focused instead on the injured Lamanar, whose wounds were spilling bright blood; its lunges, although effectively blocked by his two-handed parries, were driving him back.


  A shot rang out, followed in quick succession by another. The creature reared, letting out a fearsome bellow of pain as thick drops of ichor spilled from the twin holes made in its left eye by Warburm’s pistols. Behind him, Sorial could hear the innkeeper cursing as he reloaded. Brindig and Darrin continued pounding uselessly at the sides while Lamanar, seemingly unaffected by the damage to his chest, closed with the lizard, risking another injury from the fearsome claws. It snapped at him and his sword caught the tongue in mid-dart, lopping off the tip. It screamed and reared again.


  Another shot rang out. This one missed wide of the mark - the right eye - but even bouncing harmlessly off the scales, it was sufficient to convince the creature that it was facing adversaries capable of causing harm and pain. Using its hind legs to propel it, it leaped skyward, executed a mid-air flip, and plummeted face-down. Instead of impacting on the earth, however, it passed into it like a diver cleaving through water, the body burrowing into the rocky surface as if it was soft sand. Once the tail vanished, there was hardly any sign of its passage.


  “Rock wyrm,” muttered Lamanar, dropping his sword and nearly collapsing, his breath coming in huge, ragged gasps and the front of his tunic stained crimson.


  Sorial and Warburm were by his side in an instant. Darrin and Brindig took up defensive positions in case the creature returned or some other threat approached.


  After ripping away what was left of Lamanar’s tunic, Warburm washed the three claw marks with water and examined them critically. “You be lucky,” he said. “It looks worse than it be. You should survive.”


  “Bandage me up and give me a little time to recover my strength.”


  Warburm shook his head, “You’ll stay behind. We’ll pick you up on the way back.”


  “Not likely. You need me now more than ever.”


  Warburm, after removing several long, stout strips of cloth from his pack, started binding Lamanar’s injuries with practiced ease. “Hale, that’d be true. Injured, you be more a burden than a help.”


  “I can travel. I can swing a sword if need be. I didn’t come along on this journey to sit out the final steps because of a few scratches from a wingless dragon.”


  “You be as like to bleed to death as not if you walk.”


  “Sew me up then.”


  Warburm looked at him dubiously. “We done got no spirits to dull the pain. It’ll hurt like shit.”


  “Do it,” said Lamanar, removing the bandages Warburm hadn’t even finished applying.


  The innkeeper shrugged, reaching into his pack for a bone needle and catgut twine.


  Lamanar, despite his stoicism, passed out mid-way through the procedure, which made it easier for Warburm to complete the job. The seventy stitches stopped the bleeding although it gave the chest a ghastly appearance exacerbated by the pallor resulting from blood loss. Clean bandages were applied and, by the time Lamanar recovered enough to stand, it was early afternoon. Brindig and Darrin had been on high alert all morning in case the wyrm returned.


  “Best not to wait here till nightfall,” said Warburm. Then, looking at Lamanar standing unsteadily while leaning against a large rock for balance, he added. “We can move off a little and make camp. We could all use a break after the exertions of the morn.”


  “No,” barked Lamanar harshly, sounding like he had a mouthful of gravel. “I won’t slow or stop our progress. We have a duty and we’ll fulfill that duty.”


  The one concession he allowed was for the items from his pack to be distributed among the others; with his injury, he couldn’t tolerate the straps chafing his chest. He insisted on wearing his sword, although it was scabbarded at his waist rather than slung across his back.


  Despite the priest’s assertion that he wouldn’t slow the group’s progress, they had to rest twice more before twilight and covered significantly less ground than they would otherwise have. A glance at Warburm’s face told Sorial of the innkeeper’s concern.


  Lamanar wasn’t bearing up well. Although he didn’t complain, it was obvious that his strength was at a low ebb. His skin was pallid and clammy. He drank water but refused food. When his chest was exposed to change the bandages, a foul odor emanated, and there was puss mixed with the drying blood.


  No one said anything, but some things didn’t need to be spoken. Even Sorial, who had never before seen a mortal wound, knew it was only a matter of time before the number of companions would be reduced from five to four.


  CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE: TRUTH


  King Azarak awakened early, his sleep troubled by concerns about what was transpiring to the south. Somewhere in The Forbidden Lands, the hoped-for future savior of Vantok was making his way toward his destiny while darkening storm clouds gathered. Meanwhile, within the borders of his city, the rule of law grew weaker. The Temple’s authority was crumbling. Only those of the stoutest faith hadn’t renounced their belief in the gods. The strong preyed on the weak and Vantok’s newly formed militia struggled to stem the criminal tide. In fact, if the rumors were true, some of the worst offenders were officers. Azarak had faith in his top generals, but they were overwhelmed by the demands of their duties and weeding out “bad seeds” was difficult. Their task would hopefully become easier with the incorporation of seasoned fighting men from Obis. If nothing else, discipline would be improved, although he worried that resentment would fester.


  Next to him, enveloped in peaceful repose, was his lithe queen-to-be. He regarded her with a mixture of fascination and affection. Lying on her back wearing nothing but the thin silk of a top sheet, she appeared so very, very young. Yet her delicate appearance belied a sharp intellect. She had come to Vantok uniquely prepared to ensnare a king and the solitude of wearing the crown had encouraged him to succumb to her charms. Five years was a long time to be alone. Myselene wanted to share his burden and he desired the companionship of an equal. None of his other suitors, and there had been many over the years, had come close to matching her qualification. They had offered the pleasures of the night to compensate for their indifference regarding the process of governing. Myselene promised so much more.


  The betrothal contract was finalized. Surprisingly, it had taken only a few days to resolve the details - an astonishingly short time that was testimony to how badly both sides wanted the agreement. All that remained to make it formal were the requisite signatures. Today, Azarak would officially propose to Myselene and, after her acceptance, he would scrawl his name on the document, which would then be carried north by Obis’ vice chancellor. The wedding ceremony would be held when King Rangarak could arrive with her dowry. With Widow’s Pass closed during Winter, the large contingent would have to come by way of Earlford, a route that added five-hundred miles to the trip. Although fast riders could cover the distance in four weeks, the king’s entourage would be slower. The current hope was that having the ceremony shortly after the Midwinter carnival, which would begin in about twelve weeks, would be workable. It would offer the added advantage of showcasing Vantok’s most clement weather during the ongoing heat surge.


  Myselene moaned softly in her sleep and rolled onto her side. The sheet slipped to her waist. Azarak continued to watch her, his expression becoming distant. As desperately as he didn’t want to recollect similar moments with his first wife, he couldn’t stop the unbidden memories. In the beginning, he and Amenia had been so happy, or so he had thought. His final act where she was concerned, a brutal necessity of state, haunted him these many years later. Of the countless hard choices he had made since taking the throne, none had been more personally painful. By convincing himself there had been no choice, that the situation had robbed him of options, he had learned to live with his actions. His greatest concern was that the end of his first marriage might poison the seeds of the second.


  Myselene was not Amenia. They were, in fact, little alike. Amenia had been a vain woman; Azarak had learned of that defining character flaw soon after their courtship began. She had loved being queen because of the adulation that accompanied the position. She had enjoyed being seen with her handsome king, adorning his arm like the brightest jewel in the room. For balls and functions, she would spend days readying herself. Matters of state had been of little interest to her. Myselene, on the other hand, wanted to be a co-ruler. She cared about looking attractive only to the extent that it validated her position as Azarak’s consort. Had Amenia been more interested in matters of government, Azarak doubted the betrayal would have occurred. She had turned to others in part out of boredom. For a queen who devoted herself to the ruling of Vantok, there wouldn’t be time to entertain a lover.


  “What’s wrong?” Myselene’s gentle voice shook him from his reverie.


  “Evil thoughts,” murmured Azarak, speaking as much to himself as to her. “The ghosts of my past won’t let me slip peacefully into the future.” He reached out and absentmindedly tweaked a nipple between thumb and forefinger. She shivered, then sighed and turned onto her back to provide him with easier access. The motion was catlike in its languor.


  “Our future?” she asked.


  He nodded. “Chancellor Toranim showed me the final betrothal agreement. Your father, or should I say his vice chancellor, has been extremely generous. Non-perishable food stocks, a small amount of gold, and enough men to bring discipline to my inexperienced army.”


  “So it’s done?”


  “Pending your acceptance.”


  “You don’t need it,” she teased. “Princesses are property to be bartered for alliances and connections. You have my father’s agreement.”


  “You know I wouldn’t wed you without your approval, regardless of what your father or my advisors - all of whom are thrilled at the prospect - have to say.”


  “You had my agreement the first night I came to your bed. I knew what I was doing and what it signified, and nothing since has given me cause to regret that night or the ones that came after.”


  “There are things I have to confess before anything is finalized. If, after you hear all there is to hear, you choose to return unwed to Obis, I’ll release you from any perceived obligation. These are actions in my past of which I’m not proud. Those few who are cognizant of them would council me to keep these secrets close and not speak of them. ‘Let the past belong to the past’ - I believe that’s the popular phrase. But it’s your right to know.


  “If you were a pretty ornament, attractive of form but vapid, we wouldn’t be having this conversation. If your sole functions as my queen were to enhance my public image by your youth and beauty and provide heirs to the throne, you could enter our union in ignorance. But you have a quick mind and I recognize in you someone who wishes more than to be a royal broodmare. You seek to share power, not bask in its reflection. Am I right?”


  “You are, Your Majesty. I will strive to lift some of the burden of rulership from your shoulders. I’ll do my duty as your consort to provide you with children and accompany you at official functions, but I want ‘queen’ to represent more than a title. And, while I don’t seek to rule alone, should anything befall you before your eldest child is eligible to ascend to the throne, I’ll provide a respected and effective regency.”


  “Well said.” Azarak smiled approvingly. “If you’ll have me, I’ll have you. But first you must understand.”


  Myselene remained quiet and attentive. His next question surprised her. “How much do you know about my first wife?”


  “Queen Amenia? Not much. I know she died many years ago when I was but a girl.” As best she could recall, that had been about five years ago. At the time, it had excited great interest in the court of Obis. “The servants speak well of her when they speak of her at all. I asked one of the cooks about her and she said the ‘old queen’ was beautiful and kind and… flighty.”


  And faithless. “We married when I was nineteen and she had just reached her Maturity. I rejected many more suitable brides to have her. It was always the case in our marriage, as in our courtship, that I loved her more than she loved me. I accepted it, knowing that my position as king made me desirable enough that I needed fan no more than a spark of interest to win her affection and garner her permission to wed. Still, after the time we spent together waiting for her to be of age, I’m sure she developed a passing affection for me. She wasn’t besotted, but there was something there - something I thought we could use as the foundation for a long, happy marriage.


  “At the time, few in my inner circle supported my choice. Her blood was noble - her parents, dead by the time of our courtship, were longtime favorites of my father and she had more than one title to her name. But many of my advisors, including Toranim, saw her as an opportunist and disliked the lack of political ‘capital’ she brought with her. They favored a union with a foreign princess or the daughter of a powerful household traditionally antagonistic to the Crown.


  “During the first year of our marriage, we seemed to spend as much time in bed as out of it, yet she never conceived a child. My memory argues that we were happy but I’ve found that, after a few years, memory can lie. Eventually, sex became mechanical and obligatory. Our goal was no longer pleasing each other but impregnating her. We slept in the same bed but no longer shared much in the way of intimacy. The pregnancy didn’t happen. The bond of closeness that grew during our early years together dissolved. We found reasons to be apart except when duty required that we appear together.


  “She took lovers. I was oblivious at the time, cocooned in a false sense of security that unfaithfulness wasn’t possible from my queen but, after her death, I learned the names of several men who shared her favors. For the most part, they were casual flings and I freely admit that I bore a share of the responsibility for her looking elsewhere. As attentive as I was in the early days of our marriage, I became cold and distant as matters of state weighed me down and the expected child didn’t come. Amenia was the kind of woman who craved adoration and, when she no longer received it from me, she sought it elsewhere. Most of the affairs were forgivable and she was discreet enough to keep them secret from all but a few close confidantes and her maid. But then she went too far. There was one liaison - her last one - that could have proved worse than scandalous had it become public knowledge. In fact, had word of it gotten out, I might no longer be sitting upon Vantok’s throne.


               


  “At the time, Vantok’s relations with Basingham had deteriorated near to a state of undeclared war. We blamed them for inciting bandits to rob our merchants’ caravans and retaliated by paying mercenaries to harry and burn their outlying farms. Their ambassador to Vantok, a suave sycophant named Ravensforth, seduced Amenia and they began an affair that lasted the better part of a season. Not only did she share his bed but she revealed details about the militia’s campaigns. She became pregnant with his child while I was routing bandits in Basingham’s employ.


  “At first, when I learned of Amenia’s pregnancy, I was overjoyed. But it soon became apparent there were problems with the dates. When she claimed to be a season with child, her healers argued she was approaching half-term. This aroused my suspicion and I commanded Toranim to conduct an investigation. He uncovered the sordid truth and brought me evidence to damn Amenia beyond all doubt. I wouldn’t have acted as I did had there been any hope for her innocence. But she had been careless on this occasion, too careless…”


  He bowed his head for a moment, remembering the bitter day when he had decided Amenia’s life would be forfeit. This wasn’t a memory he wanted to dredge up but, for Myselene’s sake and the sake of their marriage, she deserved to know the truth. This wasn’t about Amenia. It was about him and the kind of sacrifice he was willing to make for his city.


  “Toranim and I decided Vantok would be best served if news of Amenia’s treason didn’t become public. So we acted. I obtained a rare and undetectable poison. On the appointed day, I administered it to her before we retired for the evening. That same night, a highly skilled group of ‘patriots’ broke into Ambassador Ravensforth’s house. By the next morning, both were dead - Ravensforth as the supposed victim of robbers and Amenia of ‘an unexpected illness caused by complications from her pregnancy.’ In death, she was as beloved by the populace as in life. No one knew, or even suspected, except Toranim and I. And now you.”


  His narrative completed, Azarak looked at Myselene expectantly, trying to read what she was feeling beneath her composed features.


  Her words were carefully chosen. She didn’t wish to seem callous but, at the same time, she wanted the king to understand that she was neither shocked nor dismayed by his revelation. Her father had done far worse things, some for less noble reasons. “Azarak, what you did, had to be done. Any other action, be it exiling her or subjecting her to a public trial, would have made you less of a man and less of a king. I respect what you did. It certainly hasn’t changed my mind. If anything, it’s convinced me that, in choosing to marry you, I’ve made the right decision. Now, can I ask something…?”


  Azarak nodded his assent.


  “Do you love me?” she asked. Although seemingly a simple question, it was unexpected. To this point, they avoided speaking about their feelings for one another. Endearments and expressions of attachment, commonplace among betrothed couples, hadn’t been exchanged. Yet now Myselene wanted to understand where she stood in the king’s affections.


  Azarak didn’t answer immediately, in part because he didn’t know what to say. With Amenia, he had been in her thrall from the moment he had first laid eyes upon her. Everything was different with Myselene. He had allowed her to seduce him but their first sexual encounter hadn’t happened until after he had decided she would be his wife. She was adept but inexperienced in a way that made the game more exciting.


  He wondered how she would respond to that question if he asked it of her. Would she choose the safe route and say that she had, during their time together, come to adore him? Or would she be honest and admit that she was attracted to him more for his position than for his person? With Amenia, love had made him vulnerable to manipulation and deceit. The subsequent ache had taught him an invaluable lesson. Myselene’s deepest feelings for him were irrelevant. All that mattered was that she was willing to work with him, live with him, and be his queen, companion, and the mother of his children. Love wasn’t necessary. Indeed, an argument could be made that it wasn’t desirable.


  But she had asked him, not the other way around. The words hung in the air between them. He had been honest with her thus far; there was no sense in resorting to half-truths and platitudes at this stage. He was uncertain why she had asked, but he doubted it would have an impact on her matrimonial decision.


  “I respect you, like you as a person, and look forward to spending the rest of my days with you. When I awaken next to you, I feel gratitude that I’m not alone in a cold bed. And I crave your body in a way I haven’t desired anyone since the first days with Amenia. That’s how I feel.”


  “It’s enough,” said Myselene. “Honest and straightforward. Had you told me you loved me, I’m not sure I would have believed you. It would have seemed patronizing. My father once told me that love is pointless but trust is paramount. Those are words I live by. We’ll promise much during the official ceremony, but let our true vow be one of honesty.”


  His response was to kiss her full on the lips. She answered with equal gusto, pushing aside the sheets and quickly mounting him. Thus did they confirm their betrothal.


  * * *


  “You told her?” Toranim’s tone was a mixture of apprehension and disbelief.


  “Lies and secrets were at the heart of the failure of my first marriage and the reason I had to kill Amenia. How could I begin a second marriage like that?”


  “Not telling her something she had no expectation of knowing is different from hiding something from her. You’ve provided her with ammunition. If your marriage should sour…”


  “…it would be her word against mine. Anything she claimed would be no more than unsubstantiated allegations. Not that I believe she would ever go so far.”


  Toranim sighed. “At times, my friend, you show a surprising lack of judgment when evaluating people. I like and approve of Myselene, but there’s an element of ruthlessness in her character that you’re blind to. In the right circumstances, she could and would use that information against you. You’re correct in saying there’s no proof but rumors could damage your reputation as effectively as unclouded facts.”


  “Rumors about an act that was within the purview of my responsibilities as a king. Regardless, it’s done and can’t be undone, and I stand by my decision to inform her. She has a right to know, Toranim. A right to understand the darkest thing about the man to whom she has chosen to be bound.”


  The chancellor lifted his hands in a gesture of surrender. “It’s your decision, Your Majesty, but we don’t agree. As you say, it’s done. I assume she’s given her formal acceptance.”


  “All that remains is for it to be made public. Is the Vice Chancellor of Obis on his way home?”


  “He took the liberty of assuming Her Highness’ consent and departed at first light. I believe he was most anxious to return to cooler climes. The heat didn’t agree with him although I suspect he’ll have to get used to it. The terms of the wedding agreement stipulate that ‘the Vice Chancellor of Obis shall transfer his allegiance to Vantok, where he will occupy a similar position of authority to the one he currently holds.’”


  “Will he submit to my authority?”


  “Without question. Gorton knew when we haggled over the terms that Myselene wanted him here on a permanent basis. He made it clear that he, like every soldier and officer who comes as part of Her Highness’ dowry, will sever his allegiance to Obis and swear fealty not only to Vantok but to you personally. He’s a smart and capable man and will make an excellent advisor. I could use a capable assistant - something you’ve long denied me,” said Toranim with a smile. “The next step is to make it official. Any excuse for a celebration. With the seasonal cooling and the announcement of a new future queen, spirits should be high, at least for a short while. Good news doesn’t last as long as it once did.”


  “How are our coffers?”


  Toranim shrugged. “Less than half full, but considering that tax revenue is down and we’ve been paying exorbitant amounts to fund the conscription and ship in grain, the treasury is in surprisingly good shape.”


  “Can we afford to pick up all tavern tabs for a day?”


  “No,” said the chancellor. “But we can afford first rounds.”


  “Let’s do that, then. There’s no better way to get a populace to love their future queen than by free drinks.”


  * * *


  With the rush of her triumph fading, Myselene was experiencing something she had never expected: regrets. It wasn’t that she doubted she was doing the best thing for her future by marrying Azarak, nor did she think he would make anything other than a good husband but, for the first time, she recognized what she would lose - had already lost, in fact. The familiar comfort of her father’s court, as cold and formal as it could be, had always been the most solid reality in her life and she would likely never see it again. Her former companions would no longer join her for gossip sessions about palace life. All that had been familiar was gone. She had succeeded at her goal but, in doing so, had surrounded herself with strange people in a strange land.


  She knew it was childish to yearn for things she could no longer have. Even if she had bypassed the opportunity to court Azarak, her father would have married her off to a nobleman, general, or guildmaster. She would have swapped a palace for a mansion and most of her status-conscious friends would have drifted away. She never thought to rue the day of her Maturity, yet a small piece of her was doing so today.


  Azarak respected her. There was comfort in that. She reciprocated the sentiment, esteeming him and believing in him and what he stood for. When she had asked the king if he loved her, he had answered truthfully. For that, she was grateful.


  Next would come the celebrations and, for them, she would have to be more radiant than she had ever been. Her first impression upon her future subjects had to be awe-inspiring. They must fall in love with her at first sight. They mustn’t see her as a foreigner come to steal away their king or usurp his power. Her role in public was to be submissive.


  “Congratulations, M’lady,” came a timorous voice from behind Myselene. Her maid. Her new maid. Her Vantok maid. Nothing against this woman - Myselene didn’t even know her name - but she intended to send for Nymia, her longtime personal servant in Obis. She hoped Azarak wouldn’t take offense, but she needed someone she could confide in. The maid assigned to her here was good at her job but her bearing made Myselene uncomfortable.


  The woman’s words were evidence of how quickly a rumor could catch fire. She knew from experience that nothing spread faster through the service ranks than gossip. By now, everyone in the palace knew of her betrothal. By tomorrow, it would be the talk of the city. The official announcement would be a formality.


  She shook her head almost imperceptibly with a strong internal admonition to compose herself. She wasn’t a child anymore, and wishing so wouldn’t make a difference. She lived in a world of hard realities, not magic and fairy tales. Self-pity was as unbecoming as it was unproductive.


  Power came through knowledge. Life at court had taught her that no one had more knowledge than servants. In the early days of her marriage, she could bask in the reflected glow of her husband. Eventually, however, she would need to develop a unique personal base of influence. In addition to establishing her as more than a figurehead, it would enable her to rule alongside Azarak and not in his shadow. This woman was as good a person as any to start making new connections.


  “What’s your name?” she asked.


  “Posie, M’lady.” The words were followed by a perfectly executed curtsey.


  “How long have you worked in the palace?”


  “Since I was a little girl. My mama was in service before me and my papa was a member of the king’s guard.”


  Myselene judged Posie to be a few years older than Azarak, which meant she had known the king for much of his life in the intimate way only servants could know those they served. With a smile, she requested, “Tell me everything you can remember about your king and his first wife, Queen Amenia.”


  CHAPTER THIRTY: LAMANAR’S TALE


  There were few things worse than waiting. Sorial had learned that long ago during the dead hours in the stable when the animals were cared for and all he could do was wait for someone to arrive with a new mount or return from the inn to retrieve their horse. Waiting was tedious because it required a certain level of watchfulness. One couldn’t just drift off to sleep or fall into a reverie. He wondered how soldiers on watch managed to keep their eyes sharp and minds focused. It was a skill he had never learned and doubted he ever would.


  Their goal, the ruins of the city Havenham, lay just beyond a rise that hid the southwestern horizon from their current encampment. He had been left here with Darrin and the ailing Lamanar while Warburm and Brindig executed a reconnaissance trip. The innkeeper’s assessment had been that it would take two hours to get there and another two hours to return plus however long was needed to assess the situation and, if possible, locate the portal. They had departed at dawn and didn’t expect to return until mid-afternoon. Until then, there was nothing to do but wait. Darrin, normally an expert conversationalist, was unusually close-mouthed today, likely because the job of watching the camp’s perimeter and protecting Sorial was entirely his. And, since the encounter with the rock wyrm, it had become apparent that peril in The Forbidden Lands could lurk in the most unexpected of places. They were on edge, aware that even the ground beneath their feet could conceal danger.


  He idly wondered what Alicia was doing now - whether Rexall was watching her and whether they had loosened the reins bridling her to the Temple. Once he had departed Vantok with Warburm’s group, there was no reason to keep her under strict guard. Still, he suspected any ‘freedom’ would be more illusory than real and she was smart enough to recognize the difference. They would never let her return to her home on the duke’s estate. She remained a bargaining chip and Prelate Ferguson wouldn’t part with his most important guarantee of Sorial’s loyalty. He could never forget that her old life was as effectively over as his own. If anyone had been more cruelly manipulated than him, it was her.


  Should he succeed at the portal, Sorial pondered whether demanding Ferguson’s head on a pike might be excessive. Considering King Azarak’s need for a wizard over a prelate (especially in an era when the gods no longer reigned in the heavens), such a request might be granted. But did Sorial really want Ferguson dead? Punished, to be sure, but executed? He needed to talk to the man - to look into his eyes and see if there was a hint of sorrow or remorse. He had hoped to do that before embarking on this journey but Ferguson had denied him the opportunity. That wouldn’t happen again. The prelate could refuse to see a stableboy but he couldn’t ignore a wizard.


  One way or another, it would soon be over. Finished. Done. Before departing shortly after dawn, Warburm had repeated his oft-issued directive: if the situation became grave, Sorial was to flee to Vantok. It was an absurd command. Sorial hadn’t come this far to turn back with the unlikely hope he might be able to survive long enough to find the city and mount a second expedition. He was here, now. There would be no backtracking. Alone in The Forbidden Lands and low on provisions, he would die of hunger or thirst if he wasn’t butchered by men, monsters, or those who were a little of both. And, if those things didn’t kill him, he would almost certainly become lost with little hope of discovering the path home. Then what? Live off the land? He was ill equipped to do that. He and his destiny converged here; either he would achieve his goal within the next few days or he would die.


  The immediate path forward was unclear. In the best case scenario, Warburm would locate the portal without interference from those who lived in the area. More likely, however, the innkeeper would be forced to seek an accommodation with the inhabitants and such a route was fraught with uncertainty. What could such a people want that Warburm was in a position to provide? Their encounter with the marauders to the north loomed large in Sorial’s memory. If news of a bounty had reached this far, how certain could they be that any agreement with Havenham’s current inhabitants wasn’t a trap?


  As best Sorial could determine, he had at least three separate and distinct adversaries. The first was his sister, although she had pledged not to oppose him until he passed the portal’s test. The second was the mysterious Lord of Fire, who probably saw Sorial as a rival although Ariel had indicated that, at least for the moment, a non-wizard was beneath his notice. The third enemy posed the most immediate danger: the leader or leaders of other “factions” seeking to remove a prime candidate from the running. Unlike Ariel and the Lord of Fire, they wielded no special power, but that didn’t make them less dangerous. Did they have influence this far south? The answer to that question might determine the likelihood of his being able to locate the portal.


  “Sorial, come here.” It was Lamanar’s voice, weakened to a reedy rasp. Sorial turned in the direction of the man he had once called “father.” It had been two days since Lamanar’s injury and he looked ready for the grave. His skin was a sickly color Sorial had never observed in a living man. The horrors of his ruined chest were hidden by blood and pus-stained bandages. Lamanar could keep no food down and the only way he could take water was by sucking it from a damp cloth. When they stopped for the night last evening, he had been breathing heavily and barely able to stand on his own. This morning, since awakening, he had done little more than sit with his back to a tree trunk, his blade in his lap. Looking at him now, with his eyes filming over and his left hand shaking as if palsied, Sorial knew he would never rise from that spot.


  He walked across the small clearing and squatted next to Lamanar.


  “There are things you deserve to understand. We both realize this is the end for me. Regardless of what happens with Warburm, I won’t be with you on the final steps of this quest. Before I go, I want you to know why…” A fit of coughing interrupted him.


  Sorial finished Lamanar’s sentence. “…you hate me.”


  The priest’s laughter was more a bark than a chuckle. “Hate you? No. Hate myself. My attitude toward you has nothing to do with you and everything to do with me. I’m a shell of who I once was, tied more to Warburm by habit than faith or friendship. We’ve gone on so many adventures together, he and I. Shared so many experiences. It would have seemed odd not to be with him on this one last one. The culmination of all we worked for. Forty years is a long time to devote to a cause. It’s almost as if the gods were still alive and making mock of me by stopping me so close to the goal.”


  “Mother thinks you’ve given into despair.”


  “She always knew me better than most. Always saw the truth even when I denied it. Her faith sustains her. She still believes. Even after sacrificing four children to the cause, she won’t surrender to the darkness. I wish I had her strength. I wish I could make the same claim. On the day of her death, she’ll have a comfort I lack.”


  “Perhaps it’s because of what she’s given up that she can’t allow herself to lose faith,” said Sorial, surprising himself with his insight into Kara’s character. “If she did, then those sacrifices ain’t got no meaning.”


  Lamanar nodded. “No one’s given up as much as her. Not me. Not Warburm. Not Ferguson. Not you. Remember that if ever you see her again. And now it’s up to you to give her sacrifices meaning. If you die without becoming a wizard, her entire life will have been in vain. Not only hers, but those of many, many others - some alive, but most dead. You would perhaps be surprised how many people have perished so you can stand where you are now, within a wind’s whisper from your destiny. I’ll be just one more corpse.


  “I don’t have much time, so let me say what I need to say to unburden myself. You deserve a fuller accounting than I’ll be able to provide but, if you survive, you’ll have to get it from Warburm, your mother, or even Ferguson - if you can persuade him to speak his secrets. He’s the mastermind of all this. Claims to have been chosen by the gods to prepare for their departure. Says he’s been given special knowledge. We believed him, Warburm and I. And dozens of others. We became his disciples; his doctrine gave us a purpose. When you’re young, that’s something you’re always looking for. It’s only when you get old that you realize trying to find meaning is another folly of youth. Over the years, you know who I’ve come to envy? The real farmers. The ones with homely wives and illiterate children. There’s warmth in their houses on holidays. They spend the hours between dusk and dawn in a deep, sound sleep. And their greatest worry is whether the harvest will come in. Much as I tried to make that my life, it never worked. Your mother was a constant reminder of what I was and not a day went by when I didn’t think about you. And, as the years passed and my faith faded, my guilt for my part in your making grew. You want to know why I avoided you all these years? It’s because I couldn’t bear to face you.”


  Sorial nodded absently. It made sense. Those words gave meaning to the cold glances and rushed greetings. He had mistaken guilt for hatred, remorse for contempt.


  “Kara’s arrival in our settlement changed everything. Ferguson divined that she was to be the mother of ‘our wizards.’ That’s what he called you and your siblings. ‘Our wizards.’ His studies of genealogy led him to her, the direct descendant of one of the two greatest wizards ever to live, Malbranche. I don’t know how he knew where to find her, but she was there, exactly where he instructed us to look. She was young, not yet blooded - a beggar on a path that would have led to whoring or worse. We offered her a clean bed, as much food and water as she wished, and the surety that she could keep her womanhood intact. What child wouldn’t agree to that? Safety, comfort, a full belly… There was no coercion; none was needed. She came willingly and, after a time, flush with gratitude, she joined us. We kidnapped her with kindness and friendship.


  “I think I may have loved her from the first. Certainly, my feelings grew during the many hours we spent together. Ferguson made me, his most devout acolyte, Kara’s spiritual father. I was in charge of the enrichment of her soul. That meant preparing her for what was to come. As the days passed, however, I found myself loving her not as a mentor for a pupil but as a man for a woman. I hadn’t taken a vow of celibacy - indeed, I’d known my share of women before and after coming to serve the Temple - but, even after she shed her first woman’s blood, she remained off-limits. My mind understood. My heart didn’t.


  “Your father first appeared at our settlement about a year before he was ‘introduced’ to Kara. He was kept from her during that first visit at his request; he didn’t want an attachment between them.”


  “What was he like?”


  “Maraman? Proud, haughty. Other than Ferguson, who recruited him, none of us knew him well. On those rare occasions when he was at the settlement, he kept himself apart. We learned little about his background. Rumor had it he was a disgraced noble who turned to adventuring when all other avenues were closed to him. Physically, you have the look of him. His devotion to the cause was questionable, but he was beholden to Ferguson. There was something between them. Warburm suspected either Maraman owed his life to the prelate or Ferguson was in possession of some incriminating evidence that would result in Maraman decorating a gibbet if it became public. Either way, he was among us but not one of us.


  “On his first visit, he conferred with Ferguson, got a look at your mother from a distance, pronounced her ‘suitable,’ then left. The day of his return was fixed. On that day, Kara moved to a cabin with no windows. He visited her every night for the moon’s cycle, then departed. The hope was that a pregnancy would result - the joining of the descendants of two great wizards. Malbranche through Kara, Altemiak through Maraman.


  “I’m not proud of what I tell you now, but if you’re to know all there is to know, you must hear this.


  “On the first night Maraman was supposed to spend with Kara, she was settled in her new place but he didn’t arrive. I stood guard outside her door, a post I would occupy every night she was in that house during that season and in later years when she sought to conceive your sister and you. At the blackest hour, shortly past midnight when the waxing crescent moon had set, I made a decision that would affect the rest of my life. I entered the cabin and, in silence, took your mother’s maidenhead. She was meant to think it was Maraman come to fill his responsibility.


  “It was an act of jealousy and opportunity. Had Maraman arrived on time, the idea to lie with Kara would never have entered my mind. But I had loved her for so long and the consideration that someone who didn’t care for her would be the first to fuck her… it felt cruel and unfair. There was no joy in our joining. I was driven by lust and haunted by guilt. She… what woman enjoys her first time, especially if it’s rushed? I curse Maraman for being a day late and myself for not having the willpower to stay at my post.


  “When she said nothing in the days that followed, I believed my deception to have succeeded. It was, of course, a vain hope. Maraman arrived the next morning and spent his allotted time visiting her cabin nightly. He was never in there for more than ten minutes. I later learned that Kara hadn’t been fooled. She had known by smell and touch who deflowered her and welcomed it because at least her first time was with someone who cared about her. After that, she did her duty. She and I have never spoken openly about our one night but, during our years together in Vantok, she let me know in quiet, subtle ways that she didn’t regret what happened. Would that I could say the same. She deserved better - better than my frantic groping in the dark, better than Maraman’s cold, perfunctory sessions.


  “I was eaten by guilt and confessed my sin to Ferguson. I expected anger but there was none. Some disappointment, perhaps, but understanding as well. He was most concerned that Kara might give birth to my child, and my bloodline wasn’t optimal for the conception of a wizard. Ultimately, his fears were unfounded. The twins were images of their father; it was almost as if Kara had no part in their heritage.


  “Ferguson assigned me no penance, saying only, ‘Let your conscience guide you in this matter, my son.’ My feelings for Kara hadn’t changed. If anything, our brief time together made me want her more. So I did the only thing I could think of to remedy the situation: I submitted myself for gelding. I was gone from the settlement for a full season. When I returned, no one said anything except Kara, who was full of concern about where I’d been and whether I was all right. And although I no longer lusted for her as a man for a woman, I loved her no less.


  “After your mother gave birth to the twins, life settled down for a few years. Warburm departed on an errand for Ferguson. When he returned, he brought with him influenza. It’s perhaps unfair to blame him for your brother’s death, but I know Kara always has. Until he returned sick and coughing and set off an outbreak that swept through our settlement and killed four people, she regarded him with the affection of a girl for a favorite uncle. The death of her first-born son frosted their relationship, and the ice has never fully thawed. It was heartbreaking watching your mother caring for her dying boy, all the while knowing that she might have to sacrifice the other one someday. I sometimes wonder if it would have been different had the disease taken the other son. But questions like that are better left to the gods, and they are no more.


  “After your brother’s death, Ferguson decreed that it was too chancy to place all our hopes in one boy. ‘There must always be at least two.’ So he recalled Maraman from wherever he had gone to ground and the moon cycle ritual was repeated. Three seasons later, Kara gave birth to a girl. There was some disappointment about the sex, but Ferguson assured us there were no prohibitions regarding female wizards.


  “For ten years, there was harmony. Kara and her children, Braddock and Ariel, lived a simple, peaceful life. I was always there for them. Warburm came and went, frequently running errands for Ferguson. During that decade-long interval, we could almost forget our greater purpose and experience the simple beauty of living. But, as Braddock approached his Maturity, it became necessary to tell him of his heritage and teach him of his purpose.


  “He reacted well, as might be expected from one born to duty. From the day he was told he might die at the portal to the moment when he did, his faith never wavered. He had absolute confidence he would pass whatever test was set before him. He died in fire and pain, with only three witnesses to view his failure: myself, Warburm, and Ferguson. Never before or after have I seen the prelate so shaken to his core. Like Braddock, he never considered failure. Faced with its certainty, he didn’t know how to cope.”


  “Why did my brother die?” asked Sorial. He knew the theories; he wanted to know Lamanar’s opinion. Lamanar, who had been there.


  “Ferguson blamed the portal, believing it to be defective. He might have blamed me, accusing me of siring Braddock and his brother, Craddock, if the boys’ appearances hadn’t argued otherwise. He also considered the possibility that we mistimed the attempt. Though he was sure the gods were going to restore magic, perhaps they hadn’t yet done so. Ferguson made excuses for the failure but ignored the most likely cause: that his ‘foolproof’ method for making a wizard was flawed. No matter how strong the pedigree, there was no guarantee the candidate was touched by magic. Braddock was unmagical and the portal did what it had always done to the unmagical - it destroyed him.”


  “As it may destroy me,” said Sorial, a sick feeling in the pit of his stomach. For the first time, he realized how strongly he had relied on the protection of his heredity. If Lamanar was right and it didn’t matter…


  Lamanar sighed, then coughed weakly before responding. “Your blood will give you a better chance than someone like me would have, but Braddock is proof there’s no certainty in this. Deep down, Ferguson knows this. I have no doubt there’s another option should you fail, although it’s not a child of Kara’s. Ferguson has planned this for too long to have everything invested in you.”


  In Ariel, Sorial had found a cause for hope. His sister was magical. She had survived the portal. So there was at least some validity in Ferguson’s theory. But he had no way of knowing his chances. Had Braddock been an outlier? Or Ariel? Or was the truth somewhere in between. Might he have the same odds flipping a coin as facing the portal?


  “Things changed after Braddock’s death. The spark of optimism faded. A number of followers left the settlement, never to return. Your mother kept to herself, accepting the blame for Braddock’s death. The one most profoundly affected was Ariel. Until her brother’s demise, she yearned for the day when she could embrace the portal and join him - two great wizards of the new order. As he embarked on his final journey, she said how much she envied him. Afterward, her extraverted spirit collapsed. She became moody and prone to bouts of crying. And, one day about a year before her date with the portal, she fled during the night.”


  “What happened to her?” asked Sorial. He, of course, knew the answer.


  “No one knows,” said Lamanar. “We conducted extensive searches but there was no trace. It was obvious that her exodus was well-planned, not a sudden impulse of panic. Looking back, we understood that the long ‘hikes’ she’d been taking for more than a season leading up to her disappearance were scouting expeditions. She got to know the land as well or better than those who tracked her. She learned how to cover her tracks and undoubtedly smuggled out provisions. It’s even possible she had a mount waiting for her somewhere. We’ll never know.


  “Your mother persists in a belief that she’s alive. I think that to be overly optimistic. The wilds are cruel to children although, in some ways, civilization is more hostile. The best she could have hoped for was to end up working in a brothel or as a serving wench in a highway tavern. She was comely and could have traded on her looks, but in that line of work such things wear out quickly. If she didn’t fall prey to wild animals, bandits, or the other perils of traveling in the North, whatever beauty she possessed would soon be gone.


  “You owe your existence to Ariel. Her flight forced Ferguson to recall Maraman one last time. On this occasion, he was there under duress. Age had sapped his stamina and strength, but there was something else about him that set my teeth on edge. He had lost all faith in what we were doing and made it plain that his lone reason for being in the settlement was to pay a debt. After a fortnight of often frustrating sessions with Kara, he left. I haven’t seen him since although Warburm claims to have met him several times, once as recently as three years ago at the inn. For all I know, you may have tended to his horse and taken the reins from him. He’s an old man by now but, as Ferguson has proven, old men can be dangerous.”


  Lamanar’s pronouncement caused Sorial’s memories to strain back three years, trying to remember the faces of old men who had passed through the stable. It was an impossible task. Everything about his life working for Warburm was one big blur and there had been more old men than he could count on his fingers and toes ten times over. Attempting to resolve individual patrons was impossible. The thought that he might have encountered his father, however briefly, and possibly exchanged the usual pleasantries was disconcerting. Perhaps the more pertinent question was whether Maraman had known his identity if they had met. Would it have been to Warburm’s advantage to keep it hidden or reveal it?


  “Maybe it was the last boon of the gods that you were born. The odds were against it. Maraman was near impotent and your mother was at an age when many children are lame of mind or body. Yet you were a hale, healthy baby. And your birth signaled the end of an era.


  “Ferguson didn’t want you raised in a wild settlement like Sussaman. He wanted you close to him, where he could watch over you if necessary. The decision was made that three of us would accompany you to Vantok: your mother, Warburm, and me, posing as Kara’s husband and your father.


  “It was then, I think, that I lost whatever faith was remaining to me. I saw my life spread out before me as a farce. At long last, I could spend my days with the woman I loved, but not as a man, because I had given that part of myself to the gods. So, instead of marrying her with the blessing of the Temple, I was cursed to sleep beside her as nothing more than a bed warmer on cold Winter nights. Some would say I should be thankful to have been able to live with her and work beside her for so many years, close enough to touch any time I wanted. Those who would say such a thing know nothing. It’s a peculiar kind of torture, and it seemed that the gods, whether alive or dead, were laughing at me. I saw you as a symptom of the mockery my ‘true and faithful service’ had become.”


  Over the course of his narration, Lamanar’s breathing had become increasingly labored and his voice had dropped to a whisper. But, despite his obvious distress, he showed no signs of stopping until every secret was revealed. After a lengthy pause during which he sucked greedily on a damp cloth to relieve the dryness of his mouth and tongue, he continued. Sorial had to bend close to hear him.


  “There was a disagreement about what to do with you. Your mother wanted you to stay with us. Her reasoning was that you would be more isolated from prying eyes and safer as a result. Farmers rarely had visitors and it would be many years before a trip into the city proper would be necessary. Of course, Kara’s real reason was that she wanted you to be with her. She had lost three children and wanted the comfort of raising the fourth. I supported her not necessarily because I agreed with her reasons but because it was what she wanted.


  “It wasn’t to be. Warburm argued that it made more sense for you to be at the inn. The girl with whom you were to be matched would have no way to meet you at the farm while encounters could be contrived if you lived in the city. Even then, when you were but a toddler and the Lady Alicia an infant, we had mapped out your lives. It took little effort to convince Duke Carannan to support our cause; it gave him hope that his daughter, whose status as The Wizard’s Bride was sealed upon her birth, might not die a disappointed spinster as so many had before her. And for you, how much sweeter the enticement of a pretty face and a fine figure when true love was involved? Ferguson, despite his status as a lifelong ascetic and confirmed bachelor, understood this and used it as his sharpest weapon against you. He knew that if you two fell in love, he would have control.


  “I’ve said all I can say,” gasped Lamanar, his breathing now erratic. “Go back to waiting so I can die in peace. I’ve told you these things not because I desire absolution - it means little in a life when gods no longer exist - but because you deserve the truth, and I’m not certain anyone else will give it to you without first dipping it in honey and perfume. I’m headed for oblivion and I welcome its embrace. Those who love life are fearful of its end. My existence has become a burden I yearn to be free from. When I’m gone, you can do with my body as you see fit: burn it, bury it, or leave it for the animals. It will be of little import to me.” He paused, again struggling for breath, before adding. “And if you see your mother again, tell her my final thoughts were of her as she was during those early years. She was the one good thing in my life. I want her to know that.”


  So saying, Lamanar closed his eyes to shut out the world around him. The sword remained in his lap. For a moment, Sorial thought he died with those words on his lips, but he saw that the chest was still rising and falling and knew Lamanar had at least a little time remaining. He did as he was bidden and returned to the spot across the clearing he had previously occupied. Darrin noticed his movement and gave him a curt nod and a half-smile.


  For a half-hour nothing happened. Time crawled as the wait for Warburm’s return continued. Then, in a few moments of blood, anguish, and chaos, it all changed.


  Sorial, who had been gazing in the direction in which Warburm and Brindig had departed, turned when he heard a strange gurgling noise followed by a thud. Greeted by a horrific tableau, he dropped to a fighting crouch and drew his dagger. Always a source of pride and comfort, Alicia’s gift suddenly seemed small and inadequate.


  Lying face down near the edge of the clearing with the shaft of a spear protruding from the center of his back was Darrin. The weapon had been driven with such force that his thin vest of boiled leather provided no protection. The dirt beneath him was turning a muddy, rusty brown as the blood from the mortal wound seeped into it. Twenty feet to his right, Lamanar sat as he had when Sorial left him, except a thin red line had opened across his throat. The gaping wound dripped blood down his front and onto his lap, where his unsheathed sword rested. His eyes were closed.


  There was no time for shock or grief. Six men were advancing on Sorial, the ones to the immediate left and right moving into a flanking position. They resembled the marauders who had pursued them to the north, with ragged cloth shirts and leggings and tattered boots that provided little protection from the terrain. Their weapons were crude, dented swords, although one had his blade strapped to his back and was hefting a spear like the one that had felled Darrin.


  Sorial had only a split second to react. Warburm would have commanded him to flee and, for a moment, it remained a possibility. But he was committed to staying and meeting his fate. Then his enemies had him surrounded, ensuring that he would stand and fight and, like Darrin and Lamanar, die.


  His weapon was exceptional in terms of craftsmanship and sharpness, but it was designed for close combat. As inferior as his opponents’ blades might be, they were more than twice as long and could hack Sorial to pieces before he could close within range to do damage. His goal had to be a preemptive attack; after felling an enemy, he could retrieve a sword and at least not be at a disadvantage as far as the size of the weapon was concerned.


  So, allowing instinct to take over, he charged, practically leaping at the nearest one, who had closed to within ten feet. The man let out a yelp of surprise, stumbled backward, and clumsily attempted to bring his sword into play, but Sorial was inside his guard, slamming into his chest before he could react. Using a tactic he had learned while serving in Duke Carannan’s militia, he twisted his wrist and drove the dagger up and under his opponent’s ribcage, aiming for the heart. His effort was met with a grunt. There was little blood because of the trajectory of the wound but the man’s body went limp almost immediately.


  Sorial yanked the dagger free, transferred it to his left hand, and reached for the sword. He was a fraction too slow, however. At least two more were upon him before he could complete the maneuver. Seeing a blade slashing toward him, he jerked up his dagger in an effort to parry. He deflected the blow, but the jarring clash of steel on steel knocked the knife from his grip. As the second sword swept toward him, he faced it naked, with nothing to turn it aside.


  For a brief moment, Sorial disconnected from reality, as if watching through the disinterested eyes of a third party. He understood what happened as it happened, but it didn’t seem real. His left hand, severed above the wrist, fell to the ground beside him. Warm blood sprayed from the stump, dousing him and his enemies in crimson. In that instance, he felt no pain. His eyes told him he had lost the hand but his body didn’t register the loss. Then, before the searing agony could begin, something struck him hard on the back of his head and blackness rushed to embrace him.


  His last fleeting thought before surrendering to it was that he should have run.


  CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE: THE CAGED BIRD FLIES


  Alicia was nervous now, and had been nervous all day, but there was no way to burn off the anxious energy other than by pacing. As sundown approached, she watched the shadows creep longer. But the arrival of dusk was just another waypost, urging continued patience. Nothing would happen until near midnight, when the half the torches were doused and the halls emptied. She could do nothing until he came for her, and reliability wasn’t his best trait.


  Despite his assertion that he would do nothing to aid Alicia if it involved personal risk, Rexall had taken over planning the entire operation. Little remained of Alicia’s initial plot beyond the basic premise; Rexall had belittled it as short-sighted and too reliant on luck. He had devised an alternative scheme and, when detailing it to her, had seemed inordinately pleased by his cleverness. The smugness annoyed Alicia but she was forced to admit that the plan had an excellent chance of success, at least at the outset. But getting away was only part of her goal; staying free might ultimately prove to be the greater challenge.


  The means of her escape had been provided by Sorial. At some point, he had discovered a hidden tunnel connecting the cellars of The Wayfarer’s Comfort with the temple’s lowest level. Presumably, it was used to facilitate secret communications between Warburm and his priestly contacts. At some point, Sorial had mentioned it to Rexall and, thinking it might prove useful in facilitating Alicia’s departure, he had undertaken an investigation. After a “trial run” had been successful, Rexall had mapped out how the entire night should transpire.


  As the quiet of the darkening temple settled around her, her worries about Sorial intensified. He had been gone for a week; anything could have happened in that time. She was anxious not so much to be free of the temple’s confinement as to be on the road. Nothing would be “all right” until she tracked him down and turned him aside from his folly.


  At this time of the night, the temple was as quiet as the grave. The other rooms in this wing were either empty or occupied by priests who had long since retired in anticipation of rising before the sun. As a result, she knew someone was approaching by the sound of footfalls.


  The knock was little more than a muffled scratch. Alicia opened the door to reveal a robed man with his hood up to conceal his features, carrying a spare set of garments identical to those he had donned. He entered without ceremony. “Put this on,” said Rexall. He handed the robes to her as he closed the door behind him. “Wait,” he added as she took the garb. “Is that what you plan to wear on the road?” He was staring at what, to her eyes, was a simple dress of the kind she had been accustomed to wear around her father’s mansion on warm days. It was plain, cut just above the knees, and left her arms bare.


  “Yes.”


  “And you don’t think that will look out of place on a modest traveler?”


  Alicia fought down a wave of indignation. One of Rexall’s annoying traits was his unchecked sense of superiority. “Sadly, my wardrobe here doesn’t include sackcloth or burlap. These are the most ‘ordinary’ clothes I have. Of course, I could have asked my father to visit today with something more suitable for a long, dirty journey, but that might have aroused suspicions, don’t you think?”


  Rexall’s response was an unconvinced grunt followed by a second admonition for her to slip the priest’s robe over her dress. When they stole out of Alicia’s chamber moments later, they could have been twins but for the difference in their heights.


  At night, the temple was a realm of the surreal. Although no light penetrated into this windowless wing of the building even at mid-afternoon, the priests went to extraordinary lengths to separate night from day. Torches mounted on the walls at ten foot intervals provided illumination; after dusk, every other one was extinguished, darkening corridors and lengthening shadows. The persistent drone of chanting was silenced following night prayers, plunging the building into silence. Many of the temple’s residents who hadn’t yet retired were in seclusion for study or contemplation. Since Rexall and Alicia wore hard shoes, they were hyperaware of the scuffing noise made by their soles on the bare stone floor.


  Rexall led Alicia confidently through a maze of corridors, public rooms, and stairways into a part of the temple with which she was unfamiliar. Belatedly, she realized how limited her explorations had been during her period of confinement. Rexall had been more thorough; he moved with the ease of someone who knew his route. He never appeared lost, confused, or uncertain.


  They traveled briskly, but not so quickly that their passage would seem irregular to any onlookers. The temple’s hallways were patrolled at night, but at uneven intervals and with little diligence. The two entrances - front and rear - were closed and heavily guarded, and there was little concern about the activities of those within the priestly community. All visitors were registered and those not authorized to be within the building after dark were located and escorted out when the sun dipped below the horizon.


  They were descending and the lower their progress took them, the more apparent it became that they were venturing into a poorly frequented section. The stones on the floor were less worn. The torches were more widely spaced. The walls were not as rigorously spotless. The air was cooler and closer, not unlike that of a cellar or dungeon. Alicia wondered whether anyone lived down here. Perhaps during these hot times, the below-ground chambers were prime sleeping quarters, claimed by priests of high rank. The stillness that was eerie above was suffocating down here. Her breathing and the thumping of her heart sounded thunderous in her ears. She wanted to say something to prove she hadn’t lost her voice.


  Down they went, and Alicia admitted to being hopelessly lost. If Rexall was to suddenly vanish, she doubted she could find her way back to her room without guidance. From the outside, the temple looked large, but from within, it seemed endless, with rooms and corridors spreading far and wide under the nearby city streets. There was more space than the current denizens needed; in prosperous times, the priesthood had been a honorable profession for young men without inheritance or land. Two centuries ago, all these rooms would have been occupied. In those days, the temple was a city within a city.


  “We’re here,” whispered Rexall, stopping in the middle of a corridor. The sound of his voice so startled Alicia that she nearly shrieked. Looking around, she saw no evidence of a door or other means of egress. Her companion placed a finger in the gap between two wall stones at waist height and probed. With a click, a panel comprising nine of the square stones swung inward, revealing a gaping blackness beyond. Wherever they were going, it wasn’t illuminated.


  “Sorial found this?” asked Alicia, her voice hushed.


  “From the other side,” said Rexall. “I doubt more than handful of priests know about it. And Warburm.”


  He removed a torch from a nearby sconce and motioned for Alicia to step through the hole. She hesitated, smelling the damp earth and stale air beyond, but steeled herself and moved forward. Rexall entered close after her, shutting the door behind him.


  In front of them gaped a maw of blackness that extended far beyond the immediate reach of the torchlight. The tunnel was little more than a hole in the earth, although there was a floor of sorts comprised of rough paving stones. The hard-packed dirt of the walls and ceiling was buttressed by timbers. Standing here, with countless tons of rock and dirt pressing down from above, Alicia felt the stirrings of claustrophobic panic. The distant drip-drip-drip of water helped to calm her nerves. It was oddly comforting, almost musical.


  “It’s a long walk,” said Rexall once the temple entrance was several hundred feet behind them. “Same distance as if you walked from the temple to The Wayfarer’s Comfort above ground. It’ll seem longer, though. No reference points.”


  “Is this place safe?”


  Rexall shrugged, although the gesture was invisible under the voluminous priest robes. “As safe as it needs to be. Sorial said the main tunnel was used as an escape route but the secondary passage, where we are, is recent, possibly commissioned by Warburm after he purchased the inn. It explains why he spent so much time in his cellar. Sorial and I used to joke that he went down there to take long naps. Little did we imagine he was sneaking out for assignations with Ferguson.” He paused, then asked, “How does it feel?”


  “What?”


  “Freedom. You did what you set out to do. You escaped.”


  “True,” mused Alicia. “But that was the easy part. Finding Sorial and preventing him from killing himself without being dragged back to the city by my hair will be the hard part.”


  “I doubt they’d do it by your hair.”


  The continued for a while in silence. Rexall was right about the distance. It felt like they had been down here forever. Alicia half-expected them to emerge into bright daylight. By the time they reached the entrance to the inn, she believed she could have made the trip twice-over on the roads above.


  They removed the priest’s robes once inside Warburm’s cellar and stowed them in a half-empty crate of pewter mugs.


  “You go upstairs first. Head for the front door and walk to the stable. Vagrum’s waiting there. Act natural. I’ll be close behind, but I’m too well known to avoid a few casual words. That would be suspicious and we don’t want to arouse curiosity. Wait in the stable till I get there.”


  Alicia nodded. She glanced at her clothing - the same dress that had distressed Rexall when he first saw it - and realized with a grimace how out-of-place it would seem in an establishment like The Wayfarer’s Comfort, but there was no help for it now. Maybe she could replace it along the way.


  To her relief, no one spared her a look, even though the inn was packed almost to overflowing. She threaded her way through the crowd of half-drunken farmers and laborers and existed into the warm, dry night air. She had no trouble locating the stable; she had visited it often enough. Seeing it now brought back fond memories, although she hadn’t thought of them warmly at the time.


  “Vagrum?” she asked upon entering.


  “Milady.” He was off to one side, doing his best to appear unobtrusive in the shadows. “You made it. Till now, I didn’t really trust him. Thought he might turn you in and claim some reward.”


  “Rexall may be many things, but he’s an excellent scoundrel and knows secret places. Although he says he came by knowledge of this one from Sorial. If only I’d known about it before he left…”


  “It wouldn’t have made no difference. You was watched till he was well clear of Vantok.”


  She was still watched, at least during the day. The temple was a place of hidden eyes looking and concealed ears listening. What if some watcher had followed her tonight? Rexall was counting on at least a half-day’s head start but, if she had been observed escaping, a contingent might already be on its way.


  “Big man, are they saddled and ready?” asked Rexall, breezing into the stables with a careless air.


  “They are, little man.” He had taken care of everything, even brushing down the horses.


  “What if we were followed?” demanded Alicia, voicing her concern.


  “We weren’t followed,” said Rexall.


  “I’m under constant watch at the temple. If they saw…”


  “We weren’t followed.” The certainty in Rexall’s voice brooked no argument. He went to the stalls where four hale, healthy horses were waiting to be ridden, their saddlebags bulging with provisions.


  Noting the animals’ good condition, Alicia said, “They’re stolen.” It wasn’t a question.


  “I prefer the term ‘borrowed without permission.’ After all, it’s our intention to return them at some point, assuming we don’t lose them in our travels.”


  “To this point, we haven’t done anything illegal,” said Alicia. “As much as my escape from the temple will be looked on unfavorably, I wasn’t breaking any laws. Horse stealing, however, is punishable by death. If we do this, we’re outlaws.”


  “Milady,” began Rexall his words dripping with sarcasm. “Would you like to wait here all prim-and-proper in your ‘simple’ dress while I return these animals to their rightful owner? How do you plan to catch Sorial, who has a week’s head start, if we travel by foot? Will you run the whole way cross country? Or perhaps you’d like to buy four horses? Just give me the money and I’ll be happy to get them, although we’ll probably have to wait till morning. The only horses being sold at this time of the day are stolen ones.”


  Alicia glared at him but said nothing. He had made her look like a fool far too often for her liking.


  “As for your assertion that stealing the horses will make us outlaws, that betrays a degree of naiveté I didn’t expect from you. Your absence alone will be the cause of alarm; no one is going to care about the stolen horses.”


  “Milady,” interrupted Vagrum. “I recognize these animals. They’re your father’s. This here’s Valor, the horse I rode while in his employ.”


  “You stole the horses from my father?” Alicia was incredulous.


  Rexall flashed a toothy smile. “Ingenious, no? What father’s going to bring his daughter up on charges of horse theft? Besides, the duke’s stable was unguarded.”


  “That was Sorial’s duty. I guess my father hasn’t replaced him yet.”


  “All to our advantage. Now, if your conscience is salved, can we mount up and be on our way? We’re still one shy of our full company.”


  As they rode into the warm night air, Alicia exalted in the sense of being unfettered. She longed to bring her horse to a gallop and feel the wind in her face, although such an indulgence would reinforce Rexall’s already poor opinion of her. Caution was required here, not rash acts of self-satisfaction. Her stallion, who wasn’t much older than a colt, was of a mild temperament, but she assumed he would welcome a run as much as she would. The time, she supposed, would come soon enough. Alicia didn’t know the horse’s name, not having spent much time with any of her father’s animals other than her pony and a few of the older mares. She resolved to call him “Sorial.” At least I can give this Sorial orders and he’ll obey.


  She was surprised at how easily Rexall rode. Being around horses wasn’t a guarantee of horsemanship; Sorial was proof of that. He could ride but he was clumsy. Rexall showed no such awkwardness. Either he was a natural or he had spent more than a little time riding the animals he was supposed to stable. The latter seemed likely.


  They rode the horses slowly through the benighted streets, moving at the fastest pace they could afford without attracting attention. It wasn’t only that they wanted to avoid being stopped by a member of the Watch, but they didn’t want to be remembered by any passersby. The more invisible their passage, the greater their chance of success. Alicia kept glancing behind, worried about a possible pursuit - a potential that didn’t concern Rexall - but there was no indication they were being followed. Ruefully, she privately admitted that she wouldn’t be able to detect any shadowing unless it was clumsy.


  Noticing her backward looks, Rexall said, “Don’t worry. We ain’t being followed. Have a little faith. Remember, I got a lot more to lose if we’re caught than you do.”


  Once they were beyond the boundaries of the city proper and into the farmlands that created a deep, wide perimeter around the urban center, they increased their pace to a canter. Vagrum lit a lantern hung from a pole affixed to his saddle. With less than two hours remaining before the first rays of the new dawn lit the eastern horizon, they reached the door to Kara and Lamanar’s farmhouse.


  Kara was waiting outside, a small burlap bag of provisions on the ground next to her. Alicia breathed a sigh of relief. Despite Rexall’s assurances that Sorial’s mother had agreed to guide them to the portal, she hadn’t been certain until now. Kara believed in what Sorial was doing. In fact, she had conspired with the others to send him on his current journey. Alicia wondered what words Rexall had used to convince Kara that they needed to reach the portal before her son.


  As the pool of light from Vagrum’s lantern fell on the older woman, Alicia saw how worn and unsettled she looked. She had already lost three children, at least one directly to a portal. Was she having second thoughts about her youngest boy?


  “Are you at peace about accompanying us?” asked Alicia. It was perhaps a foolish question. Providing Kara with an opportunity to change her mind put their journey in danger.


  “At peace? No, not at peace. Never at peace, at least not lately. But I’ll come with you, if you’ll have me. If only because I must be there when he comes face-to-face with his destiny. You may think you go to stop him, but only he knows what he’ll do at that moment. He may need one or both of us.”


  Kara’s words exhumed one of Alicia’s darkest fears - that even her presence, free and clear of the temple, might not turn Sorial aside. In her heart, she didn’t believe he would survive an encounter with the portal, but she suspected he might have been converted to think differently. How much of his mother’s doctrine had he been exposed to? And, with the temptation of becoming a wizard so close, would he be able to turn away? Would anyone?


  “Which way?” asked Vagrum, who had stepped down from his horse to help Kara onto hers. She gently rebuffed his aid and climbed into the saddle with practiced ease.


  Noticing the big man’s nonplused reaction, she remarked. “I haven’t always been a farmer’s wife, you know. I’d wager I’ve been riding for as long as you, if not longer.” She reached to accept her sack from Vagrum and secured it behind her saddle. “We ride north, and we’ll be on the road for weeks.”


  “How far north?” asked Vagrum.


  “Beyond The Broken Crags.” That was the imposing mountain range separating the ‘sophisticated’ southern cities from the more primitive, warlike northern ones of Obis and Syre. “The portal is nestled in the remains of the city of Ibitsal, about midway between Obis and Syre, to the north of the main east-west thoroughfare connecting them. By the time we get there, you’ll remember what Winter is.”


  “On foot, that trip will take Sorial two-thirds of a season. At a reasonable pace, we can get there in about five weeks,” said Rexall. “We’re going to have to wait for him.”


  “There are villages around there that will take us in. I lived my whole life save for the last fifteen years in that part of the world.” Kara didn’t sound enthused about returning to lands where she had grown up and given birth to four children.


  “What about the terrain between here and there?”


  Vagrum, also a native of the North, offered his assessment. “Can’t rightly say about these parts. You’ll never get through The Crags unless you use Widow’s Pass or go all the way east to the coast, which would add five-hundred miles to the trip. Beyond the mountains, you can venture into the wilds if you want, but I can’t see a reason. Anyone coming after us will have either caught us or given up by then.”


  “Are there inns along the way?” asked Alicia.


  “Inns, waystations, of course,” said Rexall. “At least for the next several hundred miles. Where merchants travel, innkeepers set up shop. But inns cost money, which ain’t something you got.” The pale lantern light illuminated Rexall’s smirk. He thought it funny that the noblest member of the party was also the poorest.


  “No, but I do,” said Vagrum. “I’ve been saving it up for years now. No sense letting it go to waste. As long as there are inns to stay in, Milady can sleep on a bed rather than the ground.”


  “Once you’ve seen what goes on in some of those beds, the ground holds a certain appeal,” said Rexall.


  Vagrum let out a gruff laugh. “The ground and me is old friends. But I’m afraid Milady might not find it so comfortable.”


  “Wrap her in blankets and she’ll survive,” said Rexall. “In my experience, when a person is tired, he’ll sleep anywhere. The problem with the nobility is they ain’t never been forced to bed down on anything other than a mattress.”


  A retort died on Alicia’s lips as she realized he was right. In her entire life, she couldn’t remember one day when she had slept anywhere but on a bed. And the mattress was always stuffed with down and feathers, not straw, which was prickly and prone to rotting when damp. She also couldn’t remember going more than a handful of days without bathing. In the larger picture, the loss of such physical comforts would be a minor inconvenience, but she knew she would resent them. Sorial had once called her “pampered.” He had been right and now she was going to pay the price. Her companions, even the slightly built Kara, had all spent time living without the trappings of a noble’s life, but not her.


  Her reality had changed, however. She was leaving behind an existence of comfort for one of hardship. She knew she had never done a day’s honest work, but for her to build a life with Sorial, she would have to learn a craft. They would be farmers or tradesmen or servants; her future would be as different from her past as night was from day. The grimness of that eventuality was something she had avoided confronting, but she no longer had the luxury of regarding it as “what might be.” Spending a night sleeping on a bed of cold, rocky dirt with the stars winking above was among the least difficult of the tribulations she was sure to face.


  “No, but I’d better learn,” she said, much to Rexall and Vagrum’s surprise. “Keep your coins, Vagrum. We’ll sleep where we can. The next time I see a proper bed, I’ll have forgotten what it feels like to use it.”


  “Are you sure you want to go through with this, Milady? It ain’t too late to turn around. You could be back in your chamber in the temple before anyone knows you’re gone…” ventured Vagrum.


  Alicia smiled at him a little sadly. Vagrum knew the hardships that lay ahead of her - he had lived them - and he didn’t think she was strong enough to surmount them. But it wasn’t about her. If she turned back now and Sorial died in a futile attempt to become a wizard, how would she live with herself?


  “No, Vagrum. This is my destiny. To find Sorial or die trying. He’s my future and if it means lying naked in the snow, I’ll do that.”


  “We can probably arrange that, as long as we can find the snow,” said Rexall. Everyone ignored him.


  “Whatever may happen, you’re worthy of my son. I can think of no better a life’s partner than you,” said Kara.


  “Then let’s move out so the dawn doesn’t find us standing here nattering like old women,” said Vagrum.


  So began their journey to the portal. The wrong portal.


  CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO: DUNGEON


  The blackness faded gently, giving way to a bleak gray that filled his vision and clouded his mind. But Sorial was aware of only one thing: agony. It was unlike any pain he had previously endured. His brain had difficulty processing it. It emanated from the ruin of his left arm, a lance of unrelieved, white-hot suffering that blotted out everything else. Concentration was impossible. Discerning who or what or where he was were impractical. The only thing he recognized was the undesirable continuation of his life - no dead person could possibly feel such torment.


  He had enough presence of mind to recognize he wasn’t alone in this strangely benighted world. As dim as if from far away, he heard the grunts and guttural murmurs of a language he had no hope of deciphering. He was fluent in only one tongue and that wasn’t being spoken. It didn’t matter, though. Even if he had understood the words, his mind was too fragmented by pain for him to make sense of them.


  Sorial supposed he might be injured in places other than his arm. He had been struck on the head and possibly stabbed or cut in other places. His memories of his last moments of consciousness in the clearing were confused. But if there was pain from other wounds, it was overwhelmed.


  A cup of warm, foul-tasting liquid was placed to his lips. Thirsty as he was, he slurped it greedily, then choked as too much spilled down his throat. Sleepiness spread quickly through his mind and body and he reached toward the cool, pain-free embrace of blackness.


  The second time he awoke, he was more himself. The arm no longer hurt as badly; in fact, it was more numb than painful, as if some deadening salve had been spread onto the wound. He opened his eyes and saw indistinct, fuzzy shapes - men, he assumed, although he couldn’t make out any features. The voices again spoke the unfamiliar language, but this time they were closer. His head hurt abominably, with the greatest area of soreness concentrated behind and above his left ear. And there was something else - a strange, throbbing sensation deep within. Not unpleasant, but insistent. Comecomecome, it seemed to say.


  He was lying on his right side and his nose scented vomit, piss, blood, shit, and other less readily identifiable odors. In the semi-darkness, it still felt as if his left hand was whole - he could almost wiggle the fingers. But when he squinted and focused, there was only a stump. At that moment, he made a noise. It might have been a groan or an attempt to say something. Even he wasn’t sure. But the others noticed he was awake and again the warm, bitter liquid was forced down his throat. They weren’t yet ready for him to be awake.


  Lamanar’s face swam across the vast sea of his mind’s eye, followed by Darrin’s. Dead, both of them. A similar fate had probably greeted Warburm and Brindig on their trip to Havenham. The ambush had been well planned. For some reason, he was still alive, although it wasn’t hard to guess why. The bounty was for him, not his companions. Then the return of unconsciousness brought relief, calm, and an end to such thoughts.


  Words greeted Sorial upon his third awakening. “How you feeling?” They were spoken with a thick accent but weren’t difficult to understand - someone familiar with the language. For a moment, disorientation gripped Sorial then he realized he was in the same poorly lit place. His left arm was a deadweight, no longer sore. In fact, he couldn’t feel it at all. It might have been cut off at the shoulder. His head wound hurt and the humming, throbbing sensation had intensified. Comecomecome. It was hard to think, to concentrate. Thoughts were vaporous and he couldn’t hold them long enough to weave them into a coherent whole. He would have been hard pressed to say his name, where he was, or why he was there. He offered a feeble grunt, having already forgotten the question.


  “Fuck. Dosed you with too much that time,” said the voice. The speaker was squatting nearby. Sorial squinted, trying to see better, but the effort defeated him. “Rest and sleep if you’s can. I’ll be back.” He barked some words in the unfamiliar language then was gone. Sorial closed his eyes; it was too taxing to keep them open. The vertigo nipping at him retreated.


  He did his best to take stock of his situation. He was damaged but not dead. The numbness in his arm was troubling but an improvement over the pain. A spot above and behind his left ear was sore. Then there was the buzzing in his brain, what sounded like the repeated utterance of a plea to “come”. It commanded his attention, making him dizzy and distracted. He wondered if it was the result of the head wound.


  He assumed he was being held captive by the men who had attacked him. He might be in Havenham, although he could just as easily be elsewhere. The location made little difference at the moment. The stench argued that his body’s needs weren’t being attended to with much care by those to whom his well-being was entrusted.


  Rising to a sitting position required an exceptional expenditure of effort, especially with only one functioning arm. His head spun and he would have vomited if his stomach wasn’t empty. As it was, he managed a few dry heaves. The he opened his eyes again.


  He was in an unlit room. The meager illumination, coming through a grill in the door, showed that the walls were close; there wasn’t much room to move. His ears picked up distant voices and other noises. The air was cool and clammy. He assumed he was in a cell, probably underground. The climate of The Forbidden Lands wasn’t as brutal as to the north, but a chill like this could only be found in a cellar or dungeon.


  Using his right hand, he probed his injured limb. It was dead to sensation, neither noticing nor responding to the touch of his fingers. The stump was a jagged mess, with burnt tar having been used to cap the end midway between elbow and wrist. There was soreness around his shoulder but nothing lower, where the arm was a dead weight. Sorial tried without success to move it. He sniffed and was relieved by the absence of putrefaction’s distinctive stench. At least the flesh wasn’t rotting. He supposed that was something, although he didn’t know whether he’d live long enough for it to matter.


  Unwilling to risk getting to his feet in his weakened condition, he crawled a short distance to a cleaner patch of floor. With every passing moment, the fog in his mind dissipated; whatever sedative they had given him was wearing off. That didn’t stop him from dozing off again.


  Sorial started awake when he heard the grind of stone on stone as the door to his cell was pulled open. He was in a sitting position with his back against a wall. The healthy light of multiple torches poured through the opening. A burly man dressed in animal skins and carrying a blazing brand entered, shutting the door behind him. “Now, you’re awake. Time for us ta get ta know each udder.” It was the voice from earlier.


  As the gaoler assessed his prisoner’s condition, Sorial studied him in turn. He was tall with a wide girth and legs like small tree trunks. His arms were those of a blacksmith - corded and powerful. Head, face, chest, and arms - exposed areas of skin were blanketed with thick, coarse black hair. Ice-cold blue eyes shone from the caverns of his sockets, buried under enormous, shaggy brows.


  Sorial took a moment to observe his injured arm, now that there was light to see it by. To his relief, it looked normal except at the stump, where the flesh was an ugly red around the seared tar.


  Seeing the direction of Sorial’s gaze, the man remarked, “They botched it. Cut it with a dull blade then nearly killed you wit’ the cauterization. Bloody savages. Don’t matter how many times you tell them a thing, they don’t do it right. That’s one thing I miss about the militia. Discipline.”


  Sorial said nothing. His eyes were held by the grotesque sight of his crippled arm, made all the more unreal by his inability to feel anything. It didn’t seem to be a part of him.


  “In case you’re wondering why you’re alive, which I would be in your position, it’s because there’s a price on your head. More’n the head, actually. You’re worth ten times more alive and mostly intact than dead. I’ll get my gold from my old commander either way, but I see no reason to piss away nine-tenths of it by killing you. Stupid waste, that’d be. Problem is, even though I got a long history with the man who’s paying and don’t doubt the depths of his pouch, it may take a while before someone arrives ta collect you - he ain’t exactly nearby - and I don’t know how long you’re gonna last with an arm that’s as likely as not ta start festering. I could cut the whole thing off and heal the new wound properly but you’d probably die of shock.


  “Your friends, as I ’spect you already know, are dead. No profit keeping them alive - just more mouths ta feed. My hunters tell me one of ’em was near as dead anyway. The bounty is for you, not anyone else.”


  As he was speaking, the man hung the torch in a sconce, freeing both hands. He appeared unarmed but Sorial recognized someone of his strength would be as deadly without a blade as most warriors were with one. The meaty fists were cudgels of flesh.


  The room was as plain and functional. Small with stone walls and a bare floor, the only features to mar the monotony of its construction were the door and two sconces, one to either side of the exit. The stalls in the stable of The Wayfarer’s Comfort were more spacious.


  “Guess we should wash you down and clean up in here a little. I don’t mind getting dirty when I work but I prefer blood ta shit. It’s the smell. The women never want ta share your furs when you stink of shit. Not that they got a choice. If I tell ’em, they do it.


  “Let’s understand each other.” The man absentmindedly scratched at his beard, a habitual gesture. “I got the power of life and death over you, least until that arm putrefies. The bounty is mine ta claim or reject, although my old commander wouldn’t like ta hear me talk that way. I’m an expert at what I do. Extracting information is as much an art as a skill. It requires great patience and understanding of how far a body can be pushed. I was an interrogator for five years in Basingham before I left for Obis ta join the military and see the world. I can cause exquisite pain and keep you in a state of delirious agony for days and weeks without killing you.


  “There’s a reason Maraman wants you alive - wants it so much he’s willing ta offer such a fucking insane amount that no sane man would think of killing you. And the bounty specifies that your tongue gotta be intact, which means you got words he wants ta hear. There’s some great secret here, something he didn’t tell me afore he dispatched me ta this patch of dirt. You’re gonna tell him what he wants to hear. But first you’ll tell me. One way or t’other, I’ll know what you know. After that, you’ll be his and he can do with you as he chooses.”


  “Maraman?” Sorial’s voice sounded harsh in his ears, and the effort of speaking the name flayed the raw skin of his parched throat.


  “You’re familiar with him.” It wasn’t a question. “I suspected as much. He ain’t one ta offer sums of that sort for strangers and he’s been obsessed by you for a while. First he wanted you dead. Wanted it bad. Then he changed his mind. I dunno why; he didn’t confide in me. Secretive fucker, he is. Anyway, he thought there was a chance you’d be headed here, ta Havenham, so he sent me as his ‘agent’ in case. Now, just tell me who you are, how you know him, and what you’ll say ta him, and we can finish up with little messiness. These are easy things for you. Why not give ’em up freely instead of having them ripped from your lips in blood and pain?”


  Sorial, however, wasn’t properly processing the man’s words. The casual revelation that the man hunting him had been named by Lamanar as his true father…the implications were stunning. But if Maraman now wanted him alive, why had he tried on two previous occasions to kill him? Or was he being hunted by more than one group?


  The man sighed, frustrated by Sorial’s loss of focus. “You want me ta think you’re too weak ta speak. I’ve given you four days ta recover, which is more’n I give most prisoners - not that we get many. City men don’t come this far south into The Forbidden Lands. Where you from? Vantok, maybe Basingham? So let’s start with that. Where’s your home? And why’d you leave? I want your name as well. Make it a fake one if you like, it won’t make a difference ta me. Just don’t lie about the important things. That’d make me very angry.”


  Comecomecome. Damn, the buzzing was making it hard to concentrate. That and coming to terms with the revelation about Maraman. His father knew what he was, or at least what he had the potential to be. His gaoler didn’t. There was no telling how this man might react if Sorial claimed to be a potential wizard searching for a portal to unleash his latent abilities. He might laugh and think him insane. Or he might believe him, which would be worse. Yet to stray far from the truth could open up his story to inconsistencies that his fuzzy mind and memory might be unable to explain.


  The man became impatient after only a brief silence. “How uncivil of me. Living among savages for so long, I’ve forgot the genteel manners you city dwellers find important.” This was said with equal parts contempt and sarcasm. “I ain’t introduced meself. Name’s Langashin. Or at least it used ta be. Here, we go by titles. For me, that’d be ‘Guv’nor’. This settlement’s too small for me to be ‘King.’ Since you and me’ll be on a first-name basis during your stay, you can call me Langashin. And this,” he withdrew a nasty-looking instrument from a compartment in his fur vest, “Is my devoted companion. She ain’t got no name ta go with her excessive appetite.”


  Langashin’s move was so sudden and precise that Sorial didn’t register the weapon’s bite until after it had happened. The implement, with its razor-sharp, wafer-thin blade, sliced through the flesh and muscle of Sorial’s numb upper arm, leaving behind a scarlet trail oozing droplets of blood. The big man loomed over his prisoner, a nasty expression contorting his features.


  “You don’t feel that. The bark-salve from the mediveen tree has deadened all sensation in that arm, else you’d be in agony. Wounds like you suffered take weeks to fix themselves if’n they don’t fester. But perhaps the time has come for you ta get back whatever use your arm can provide. I’ll instruct your keeper ta stop applications of the treatment. The next time my loving companion sings, her song will touch a part of your body that’ll feel it. It’s pointless for her caresses ta go unnoticed. Maraman only demands an intact tongue.” He paused, allowing Sorial to digest his words. “Now, who are you, where’re you from, and why are you here? Three simple questions. You shouldn’t have ta think about how ta answer them.”


  The difficulty would be weaving a tale that was believable enough for Langashin to accept but close enough to the truth that Sorial wouldn’t get tripped up in his web of lies. The best was to start was with an honest foundation. “My name is Sorial of Vantok. My companions and I were sent into The Forbidden Lands by King Azarak and Prelate Ferguson.”


  The audacity of the claim nonplussed Langashin. He regained his composure quickly, however. “August names. Even here, far from civilization, I recognize them. Last I was in Vantok, Azarak was a young prince but Ferguson was an old man. The gods must smile on him for his body ta remain hale. I’m encouraged ta believe you since only an idiot would make such a claim if it wasn’t true. Of course, we don’t know each other well enough yet for me to say whether or not you’re an idiot. Are you one?”


  Sorial didn’t answer. It didn’t seem as though a response was required or desired.


  Langashin disagreed. “Tsk. Tsk. Such a simple question.” He stooped, bringing his face within inches of Sorial’s. His breath reeked of strong spices and carrion. He raised the knife-like implement with theatrical slowness, making sure his victim could see it, then employed it with a flick of his wrist. It plunged two inches up Sorial’s right nostril, then sliced through the side of his nose, causing a spray of blood that spattered Langashin’s face as fully as it did his victim’s. Sorial let out a cry, instinctively raising his hand to his ruined face.


  Langashin carelessly wiped away Sorial’s blood with the back of his hand. “Curious things, noses. They bleed easily and hurt like hell. You’ll be uncomfortable for weeks when the snot oozes out. But it’s only a minor thing, ’specially when you consider what else I could’ve done. The cock bleeds just as much and is a lot more useful. Pissing without one ain’t fun.


  “Hopefully, you’re learning the rules. Don’t lie. Don’t hesitate. And never refuse ta answer. Now, let’s try again. Are you an idiot?”


  “No.” At the moment, it felt like the wrong response. The cut to his nose hurt out of proportion with its severity. The blood flow was lessening but the sting would linger. It was disfiguring but not life-threatening.


  “Good to know. I hope you ain’t lying ta me. So let’s assume you were sent by Azarak and Ferguson, the kings o’ the secular and sacred, ta infiltrate my poor domain. Why would they do such a thing? Are they planning an invasion?” His smirk, barely visible through the thick tangle of a beard, was without mirth. There was cruelty in his eyes, almost as if he wished Sorial would misspeak so he could deliver another of his precise cuts.


  “No invasion.” The idea was preposterous. “We were sent to discover whether Havenham’s got an active wizard’s portal.” It was the truth, if not the whole truth. As close as Sorial was willing to get.


  Langashin straightened and regarded his prisoner with amazement. He didn’t scoff or respond with derision, accepting the explanation without question. Sorial couldn’t predict what Langashin would do with the information.


  Hand once again scratching at his beard, the big man considered. Finally, having reached a decision, he nodded to himself. “You’re dirty and you smell. Let’s get you cleaned up and give you something ta drink so your voice don’t fail. Next time I come, you’re going ta need it ta talk, scream, or both.”


  * * *


  The passage of time in the dungeon had little meaning for Sorial. He remembered a story about a man who had been imprisoned for one year but emerged thinking he had spent his entire lifetime in a cell. Sorial could empathize. Shut away from the sun with no companionship other than silent gaolers and his interrogator, he could easily lose all sense of time. Four days? It might have been four weeks or four seasons.


  The feeble light to which he was exposed varied only when one of the torches in the outside corridor guttered out. Shortly after Langashin departed, a couple of unkempt and humorless men came to cut away Sorial’s filthy clothing, douse him with cold water, and splash several bucketfulls on the most offensive areas of the floor. He was left shivering, wet, and naked but not appreciably cleaner.


  At some point, he was brought a mug of water and a bowl of something that might have been gruel. It smelled rancid and Sorial couldn’t force more than a thimbleful down. He drained the mug and would have done so with a second had it been offered. The fact that it was tepid and tasted of pond scum didn’t provoke even a moment’s hesitation.


  Langashin was right about the numbness in his left arm being promoted by a salve. Without its continued application, feeling returned gradually. If he concentrated, he could move the limb. There was pain and itching, and the new cut was almost as uncomfortable as the stump. Sorial was concerned about corruption but, unless he wanted to use precious water to wash it, there was little he could do.


  The rhythmic pulsing in his head continued its insistent demand of comecomecome. In a strange way, it was soothing - if he concentrated on it, it had a calming effect. He wasn’t sure what to make of the sensation but an instinct suggested it might have something to do with his proximity to an active portal. He didn’t know how he knew that; he just did. Being close, however, was as useless as being a half-continent away, especially considering his current circumstances.


  Eventually, Langashin returned, as was inevitable. He entered the cell while Sorial was dozing. He sniffed the air with disdain. “I thought they were supposed ta clean you up and wash this cell down. Didn’t do a very good job on either count. It stinks worse’n a privy pit. When I’m done today, I’ll have ’em come back. There’ll be some new blood to wipe away.”


  If that was meant to intimidate Sorial, it didn’t succeed. He had already steeled himself to expect far worse than during his previous interrogation. It didn’t matter whether or not he told the truth. Langashin liked imparting pain too much to avoid it altogether.


  “What you told me yesterday is an incredible story. I lost sleep last night thinking about it. I look forward ta hearing the details. First, though, I think a reminder about honesty’s in order. Yesterday’s lessons may have been too mild ta leave the right kinda impression. My fault, really. But since I don’t want there ta be no room for misunderstanding, we’ll begin today’s instruction with a more memorable demonstration. This’ll hurt but I won’t damage anything permanently… yet.”


  For this session, Langashin produced two instruments: the knife he had previously used and a gripping tool with a set of nasty teeth that could clamp onto anything.


  For Sorial, the next hour was a blur of suffering. The long-term harm done by Langashin was minimal but the man displayed his mastery of maximizing agony. He began by ripping out all of Sorial’s toenails then employed both gripper and knife to extract one of his incisors. After leaving his mark on the soft flesh of Sorial’s earlobes, Langashin cauterized the wounds using the side of the blade after heating it with the torch. Finally, he reached between his prisoner’s legs. Grasping his testicles with one hand, he began to squeeze. As the pressure increased, the pain became intense. Sorial vomited water and bile - since there was nothing else in his stomach - and was on the verge of blacking out when Langashin relented. “Next time, I ain’t gonna stop till you’re a gelding.” His tone implied he was looking forward to that moment. Sorial curled into a fetal position, moaning.


  Comecomecome beckoned the buzz in his mind, offering a bizarre solace in the midst of so much physical discomfort.


  “Everything I’ve done ta you so far has been inconsequential. You still got your fingers, toes, eyes, cock, most of your teeth, and the parts of your ears that matter. I’ve given you a few scars and hobbled you for a few days. Going forward, if I don’t like your answers, we’ll move ta more serious methods of enforcing honesty. Now, Sorial of Vantok, explain ta me why such important men as King Azarak and Prelate Ferguson would be interested in the portal of Havenham and why they sent the likes of you and your two dead friends ta find it.”


  Sorial’s mind wasn’t so befogged by pain that he missed the key phrase. Two dead friends. So Warburm and Brindig had escaped notice, at least thus far. Langashin didn’t know about them, unless the interrogator was laying a trap. That was always possible.


  “Vantok is under attack by a fire wizard,” began Sorial.


  Langashin nodded. “We’ve heard rumors of him. The Lord of Fire, he likes ta be called. Lives somewhere down here in The Forbidden Lands. Far to the east and south if my sources are right. If I was ta put on airs like his, I’d be The Lord of Pain.” He laughed as if he’d made a joke.


  “Ferguson wants a wizard of his own and, for that, he needs a portal.”


  “And all the portals in the civilized lands were destroyed. Yes, I remember my history lessons. So the prelate hopes the portal in Havenham might still be active. I dare say it is. People living in The Forbidden Lands ain’t so foolish as ta destroy relics of the gods. They nurture them and give them the reverence that’s their due. But why you, Sorial of Vantok? Why only three fools, ill-equipped ta make such a journey? Far as I’m concerned, a half-truth’s as bad as a lie.” He thumbed the knife’s blade.


  Sorial swallowed, tasting blood. “King Azarak believed a small group might do better’n a larger one. Whole armies sent into The Forbidden Lands have been lost…”


  “That’s sooth. I’ve seen a few of the boneyards.”


  “And it had to be unofficial. People don’t believe in magic no more and the king feared if it got out that he was looking for a portal, the ridicule might lead to his losing the throne. Our mission was simple: get to Havenham, avoid contact with tribes and settlers along the way, find the portal, and return with the information.”


  “Three men traveling all that distance just to have a look-see, one of who’s the target of the biggest bounty I’ve ever heard tell of? You’ll forgive me, Sorial of Vantok, if I ain’t convinced. Give me a reason not ta be skeptical.”


  Sorial fought down a sudden wave of dizziness. “Lamanar, the priest, was accused of heresy. Darrin of desertion. And me of horse theft. Three crimes punishable by death. The king said he’d pardon us if we did this thing for him.”


  “Three criminals on their own? You’d have fled the moment you were out of Vantok’s jurisdiction. Your story gets worse with every word.”


  “There was a reward as well - a handsome one.” Sorial worried at the socket of his missing tooth with his tongue. The salty tang of blood was strong in his mouth.


  “How handsome?”


  “Five gold each.”


  “Handsome, indeed. Let’s be open with each other. I believe a pinch of what you’ve told me, but you’re hiding things. Changing your story every time I find a hole. Shall I tell you what I think? Azarak and Ferguson sent you here ta find the portal and, once found, ta use it. Horse thief or not, you’re their chosen candidate. Why else would a warlord like Maraman be so desperate to get his hands on you? He wants you for his own.”


  “Ain’t got nothing to do with the portal. I’m his son.”


  One bushy eyebrow shot up. “Ahhh. Nothing ta do with the portal, indeed! So much makes sense now if this ain’t another lie. I remember some o’ his stories ’bout the women he lay with. Ferguson trying to make a wizard. Maraman trying to make a wizard. And you, their mutual choice, are my prisoner. Maybe it’s a good thing I didn’t remove any useful parts. But there’s still one thing for you ta answer. How do they know the portal will transform you rather than kill you?”


  Sorial gritted his teeth in frustration. The humming in the recesses of his head, the pain, the sensation of having lost his arm… everything was interfering with his ability to think, to plan, to reason. He was convinced that, had his mind been unencumbered by those things, he would have been able to weave a story to deflect Langashin’s interrogation. Instead, he had unwittingly led the man to the heart of the matter. At this point, further subterfuge seemed pointless. “They don’t know. They believe. They can risk me ’cause I ain’t important and, if I die, they don’t lose nothing. If I live, they got a wizard.”


  “As a thrall?” Langashin snorted in derision. “What does it take ta enslave a wizard, I wonder? You don’t seem in love with any of these men - the king, the prelate, your father. You don’t do this out of loyalty or amity. Maraman wants you delivered ta him. But Azarak and Ferguson sent you here with only two handlers, which means they believe you’ll be their wizard. Why is that? What have they offered? And none of this ‘five gold’ horseshit. That might be enough for a common thief but not for a wizard.”


  Sorial said nothing. He knew there would be a painful price for silence, but his tormentor was too close to learning about Alicia, the only truth Sorial intended to protect. He cursed himself for having already revealed too much.


  “Stubbornness at last! I wondered if there was a wolf somewhere under your sheep’s cloak. I applaud that you won’t make this too easy. And for your courage, I’ll let you make the choice: a finger or a toe? At least ta start with. We’ll whittle them away with each lie or denial. After all, you got fifteen of ’em. Throw in what’s between your legs, and that makes sixteen chances for you ta give up your secret before I get really creative! Gods, I love this trade!”


  CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE: A SHARED BURDEN


  “Prelate Ferguson awaits your pleasure in your private audience chamber.” Toranim’s voice was a monotone and his expression blank, but Azarak could tell the chancellor was displeased with the high cleric’s presumption. It was one thing to request and audience, but the prelate had, of late, gotten into the habit of demanding them.


  “I’m going to have to do something about this,” grumbled the king, dressing quickly. The assumption was that a midnight audience was too important to be delayed but, with Ferguson, one never knew. Azarak glanced at Myselene, who had awakened at Toranim’s discreet knock and was now looking at him through half-lidded eyes with a quizzical expression. “It’s nothing. Go back to sleep. Matters of state sometimes don’t wait until morning.”


  She made a few sleepy noises before pulling the covers over her head.


  “Did he say anything?” asked Azarak as they were on their way.


  “No, Your Majesty, but his expression is grave. I think this time it may be more than a power game.”


  “For his sake, I hope so. There was a time when I had to tread carefully with Ferguson, but his era has passed. If the gods have departed, as everyone now believes, the foundation of his power is gone. If he presses too hard, he’ll learn I can press back.”


  “Men like Ferguson don’t ascend to the highest pinnacle of the clergy without having a strong secular base. He has highly placed friends and allies all around the continent. If you feel he’s taking liberties, make your displeasure clear but don’t antagonize him. Besides, at his age, how much longer can he have?”


  “I remember my father saying something similar fifteen years ago. ‘Son, he’s a pompous ass, but he speaks for the gods and we must have a care where he’s concerned. At eight decades, it can’t be long before they call him home to be with them.’ Yet here he is, five years shy of the century mark, with every indication being that he’s going to outlive me just as he did my father, grandfather, and great-grandfather. One wonders whether all that faithful servitude imparted some echo of immortality. I’ve never known a man to live near this long.”


  “Nor I, Your Majesty. And the few who came close lost their wits and acted like little children, needing to be wiped and cared for. Ferguson is sound of body and spry of mind.”


  Moments later, the king entered his private audience chamber, shutting the door firmly behind him. Ferguson was already seated. As always, he was impeccably dressed and groomed, but his expression was troubled. Toranim had been right. This wasn’t a social call or a game. Something was afoot.


  Ferguson didn’t procrastinate. Before Azarak was seated, he spoke. “The Lady Alicia has vanished. We’re almost certain she left of her own volition, although the means of her departure remains murky. It may be that she escaped through one of several secret routes, although how she might have learned of them isn’t understood.”


  For a long instant, Azarak could only gape stupidly. Absorbing such unexpected news at this hour of the night wasn’t easy even for a nimble mind. But there was no missing the implication. So many of their hopes and plans were connected with having a wizard champion of Vantok. If Sorial was to be that man, Alicia was the key. To lose that key at such a critical juncture…


  “Could she have planned this with Sorial before his departure?”


  “No.” Ferguson shook his head emphatically. “She’s been monitored. While he was in Vantok, her actions were scrutinized and her words transcribed. I personally reviewed the daily reports. Sorial and Alicia met only once during her time in the temple, and nothing was hinted at about an escape or a clandestine rendezvous. Only when he was safely embarked upon his journey was she permitted a degree of freedom - too much, apparently. But I’m convinced Sorial wasn’t involved in any conspiracy to spirit her away.”


  “You understand my concern?”


  “I do, Your Majesty. It’s reasonable. But even if Sorial had planned something, he’s being watched by four men who have strict orders to bind him if he attempts escape. Sorial is an imposing man, but not the match of four seasoned veterans.”


  “Tell me what happened with Alicia.”


  “Her absence was first noticed this morning when a priest brought a meal tray to her room and found it unoccupied. This didn’t create concern; she often rises early and goes for walks in the courtyard. Confinement for any length of time, even in a chamber as pleasantly adorned as hers, is anathema to her. However, when she didn’t appear for her noon meal and couldn’t be found after a cursory search of the common areas and grounds where she’s allowed to venture, the matter was brought to my attention. I ordered a complete sweep of the temple - room by room and inch by inch - and questioned the guards who were on duty last night. No one saw or heard anything unusual. She was known to be in her room an hour before midnight and hasn’t been seen since.”


  “You knew about this nearly twelve hours ago and are just now bringing it to my attention? Didn’t it occur to you that, even though the Lady Alicia was in residence at the temple, her custody is a secular matter under my jurisdiction?”


  “We completed the search of the temple grounds one hour ago. Once we were able to confirm she wasn’t on the premises, I elected to bring the matter to your attention personally.”


  Azarak was galled by Ferguson’s choice of the word “elected,” but let it go. This was typical of how the man operated; he was only here because he could no longer justify keeping the situation secret. But having an argument with the prelate about jurisdiction and mutual cooperation would be counterproductive at this time. Considering how critical Alicia was in guaranteeing Sorial’s allegiance, securing her safe return was the immediate concern.


  “You said she was being watched? How did she slip past her watchers.”


  “We relaxed our vigilance once Sorial left. During the day, there are eyes on her at all times but, once she’s retired, we only perform occasional walk-bys outside her room, not wishing to intrude on her sleep. There was no way to suspect she had knowledge of an escape route, the locations of which are known only to a select few. We were always more concerned about someone stealing in to do her harm than her slipping out.”


  “You’re certain she left of her own accord?”


  “Reasonably so. There’s nothing to indicate she was abducted or went under duress. We believe she had at least two accomplices, neither of whom we’ve been able to locate for questioning.”


  “Who?”


  “Vagrum, the mercenary who served as her protector for most of her life, and Rexall, a disreputable rogue who’s Sorial’s friend and has been an occasional visitor. It’s safe to assume this was an orchestrated escape, but one not plotted until after Sorial’s departure. There’s one other person of note we haven’t been able to contact today and, although there’s nothing concrete to connect her to this, I’m not a great believer in coincidence. Sorial’s mother, Kara, wasn’t at her farmhouse, a place she rarely leaves. And Duke Carannan reported four horses stolen, which  lends credence to a supposition of her joining them.”


  “You think their plot is to catch Sorial on the road? If they’re mounted and he’s on foot…”


  “I doubt it.” Ferguson’s calm was maddening. “They’d be fools to think they had a chance of finding Sorial in the wide-open countryside. Warburm won’t use roads. Kara and Vagrum would know this. It’s more likely they intend to outpace him in a race to the portal and await him there.”


  “And that doesn’t concern you?” demanded Azarak.


  “Not especially. We need to retrieve the Lady Alicia so when her betrothed returns he isn’t confronted by an empty nest. That would be… unfortunate. But we needn’t be concerned about her turning him from his goal. If Kara is indeed their guide, they’re going in the wrong direction. The portal she knows about is in the far north. Sorial and Warburm are in The Forbidden Lands.”


  “Did you plan for this contingency?”


  “Truthfully, no. I didn’t send Sorial south to confound pursuit because I never expected there to be any. Kara’s loyalty is beyond reproach, or so I thought. She’s been my vassal for forty years. But I don’t trust that portal. The way it incinerated Sorial’s older brother has mystified me for decades. I wouldn’t risk our last, best hope at an unreliable site.”


  “How far north?” Azarak felt scant comfort knowing that Sorial and Alicia were likely traveling in opposite directions. There were dangers aplenty in the North, where well-armed bands of thieves were becoming bolder and more numerous. Several protected merchant caravans had been set upon less than a hundred miles north of Vantok, their mercenary guards slaughtered, their women raped or taken captive, and their goods plundered.


  “It lies beyond The Broken Crags, in the ruins of Ibitsal, one of the ancient northern cities, about two miles off of the Obis-Syre trade road. On horseback, it could take up to five weeks to make the journey, depending on how hard they press the animals and what weather conditions they encounter.”


  “Then we need to catch them while they’re still in the South. I can’t justify sending troops into other jurisdictions, especially not the one ruled by my future father-in-law.” That would be an unmitigated disaster. Not only would it kill his marriage to Myselene, but it would risk war with the most belligerent of cities.


  “I would suggest reining in your militia. There’s nothing to be gained by sending them in force. By all means have them search the city in the unlikely event that Alicia has gone to ground here, but let the priesthood locate, track, and eventually apprehend her. We aren’t bound by local laws. We can move freely from territory to territory without being questioned. My fellow prelates across the continent will support me in this.”


  Reluctantly, Azarak conceded the wisdom of this approach. It would have been different if they had known the location of the fugitives, but his soldiers weren’t experts at search and discovery. In their clumsiness, they might alert Alicia and her companions to their presence and scare them off. Priests could move incognito, blending in with the general populace. Soldiers couldn’t; even in “normal” dress, their bearing and demeanor frequently gave them away. Still, the king couldn’t allow Ferguson to assume command of the operation. And he had other, less obvious, resources he could call upon. The prelate wasn’t the only one in Vantok with an extensive spy network that spread beyond the city borders.


  “This remains a secular mission, Your Eminence.”


  “Understood, Your Majesty. With me as your go-between, you shall have ultimate control and final say in all decisions. I place the priesthood at your disposal. There’s also a matter of pride at stake. The Lady Alicia was in our custody when she escaped. Rely on us to return her to her rightful place.”


  Azarak nodded curtly. But when Alicia was recovered, if she was recovered, her “rightful place” would be different from its previous location.


  * * *


  Myselene was waiting when Azarak returned to his bedchamber. Outside, the first rays of dawn were tickling the eastern skyline. It had been a long night. Following Ferguson’s departure, the king had spent hours strategizing with his chancellor. Toranim had agreed with his assessment that, although the priests could be at the forefront of the search for Alicia, this was too important a situation to be left entirely to a dying religious order. Azarak had sufficient non-military resources peppered throughout the South that he should be able to independently locate and intercept Alicia without having to be concerned about relying on Ferguson as an intermediary.


  Something about Alicia’s escape bothered him. It had been too easy, too clean. According to Ferguson, she had no longer been viewed as a likely flight risk once Sorial left the city, but Azarak saw that as an example of inexcusably poor judgment. At the very least, Alicia should have had a constant shadow or minder day and night. He wondered if Ferguson was beginning to show signs of senility - something that, if true, could be an unfortunate turn of events during a time of crisis. The prelate harbored too many secrets that could ill afford to be lost to a failing memory.


  Azarak poured himself a glass of wine from the bedside decanter and slumped into a chair rather than returning to bed. His days started early; catching a hour’s sleep would be worse than staying awake.


  Myselene sat up, the coverlet demurely wrapped around her. Alone in the large bed, she appeared tiny and vulnerable. “Is it often like this?”


  “Not as often as you might think; more often than I might like.” He drained the goblet and poured another, wishing he had something stronger on hand. He could ring a bell and ask a servant to bring a bottle of spirits, but that seemed like too much effort.


  “Copper for your thoughts?”


  He laughed. “I’m a king. Surely my thoughts are worth more than that? At least a silver, if not a gold.”


  “I’m a poor princess.”


  “You have other assets.”


  With a twinkle in her eye, she dropped the coverlet, bounced a couple of times so things jiggled nicely, then covered up again.


  “Where’s the copper?” asked Azarak.


  She ignored him. “I want you to confide in me. I’m sure you know the saying, ‘A burden shared is a burden halved.’ You’ve borne too many burdens alone for too long.”


  “I have Toranim.”


  “He’s your chancellor. I don’t mean to downplay his importance, but he’s a functionary. Now you have someone else, someone your equal. Trust me.”


  Azarak took a sip of the wine and gazed at her across the rim of the goblet. So young, so beautiful, so ambitious. He wondered if her father knew what a sharp, unpolished gem she was. She would soon be his wife and Vantok’s queen. It was time for her to understand the nature of the problems besetting what would soon be her city.


  “Now that the nature of the faith has changed, how are priests viewed in Obis?”


  “They’re treated with respect but less reverence than before. Obis and Vantok worship the same gods, but there are differences in our theologies. We always believed the gods’ stewardship was finite; there would come a time when they would set us adrift on our own. Until recently, the priests were our spiritual guides, those who taught us the will of the gods and enabled us to stay in their favor. Now, they’re caretakers, left behind by the gods to guide us through the early era of their absence.”


  “Was there a spiritual crisis in Obis when it became generally known that the gods no longer watch over us?” Azarak still didn’t understand whether the gods had ceased to exist or had merely turned away from their creations. Perhaps it didn’t matter. Ferguson hadn’t made a public statement on the matter; officially, the Temple still served the deities.


  “Not a crisis. There was some despair. But no characteristic is more important in Obis than discipline and my father brought down the iron glove hard on any who turned to the path of the outlaw. He made it clear that, although they might no longer have to fear the wrath of the gods, his wrath was more terrible. It only took a few public executions to stem any growing lawlessness. People still visited the temple, but it was more for the comfort of doing something familiar than to actually pray.”


  “Would it was so placid here. We’ve experienced wave after wave of crime. Citizens driven out of their homes, merchant caravans sacked and pillaged on their way to the city. One of the motivators for instituting the conscription is because we need a stronger Watch.”


  “But there’s more to it, isn’t there? The heat. It’s unnatural. It’s made civil unrest more violent. Vantok is in turmoil; even an outsider can sense it.” Myselene had noticed this shortly after her arrival yet it never muted her ambitions. In fact, the challenge of ruling a damaged city was in some ways more appealing than becoming queen of a peaceful, healthy one. There would be satisfaction in mending the hurt.


  “The people connect the departure of the gods with the physical deprivations of the heat wave. They’re right, after a fashion. But the heat isn’t a result of the gods’ abandonment. If we’re to believe our prelate, it’s the byproduct of their last actions to provide for us.” Azarak explained much of what he had pieced together from his long hours spent in the library and his conversations with Ferguson.


  “Do you believe in wizards? Or, more precisely, whether a wizard can exist in today’s world?” Azarak wondered how open-minded his bride-to-be might be on this question. Most people, if asked, would answer in the negative, despite overwhelming evidence that something unnatural was responsible for Vantok’s ongoing heat wave.


  Myselene smiled. “I’m young enough to believe in fairy stories. My father would scoff at the notion and box my ears for entertaining it, but when someone as rational as you approaches their existence as a fact, who am I to doubt? It makes a certain perverse sense that the gods would return magic to us upon their departure but it’s in our nature to misuse gifts like that. If I remember my history correctly, abuses led to magic being taken away.”


  “Wizards started setting themselves up as gods. They had temples erected for worshippers. The gods’ retribution was to strip the living wizards of their powers and remove the capacity from the unborn.”


  “Now it’s back?”


  “So it seems. What many don’t realize is there can be only four wizards at any given time. Each derives power through an intimate connection with an element - fire, earth, water, air. If Sorial has the capacity to be a wizard, this could be a critical issue for him. We suspect a fire-wizard exists and is responsible for the heat that has withered Vantok. If Sorial’s potential is for fire, the portal will reject him. If his element is one for which a wizard doesn’t currently exist, the portal will accept him, assuming he has the innate capacity to control magic.


  “Much of what was written in the old days about wizards has been lost, some is in indecipherably archaic language, and some is too technical for me to understand. But I know this - once it’s generally accepted that magic has returned, people are going to die at the portals, either because they have no ability or because they’re blocked by an existing wizard. More than a thousand years ago, a guild existed to regulate those who sought to pass the portal test. Candidates were permitted to ‘audition’ only when there was a confirmed opening and a panel of scholars assessed the likelihood of their success. Without those checks, thousands might have died needlessly. I shudder to think what will happen today if ignorance and superstition are allowed to control how the portals are used.”


  “How many portals are there?” asked Myselene. Her spotty education on the subject claimed they were all destroyed. The existence of viable portals was intriguing information.


  “We know of two - one in The Forbidden Lands at the site of lost Havenham and one in the northlands, not far from your home, at Ibitsal.”


  She nodded. “Ibitsal is said to be haunted. No one goes there. The Obis-Syre road had to be moved long ago because it came too close to the ruins. When enough merchants balked at making the trip, the kings of Obis and Syre agreed to divert it. The project took years and some of those working on it went mad with fear. I wonder if the ghost stories are related to the portal or whether they’re the result of efforts of men like Ferguson to frighten away curiosity-seekers and adventurers.”


  “It’s said the portals call to those with talent. Maybe some mistook the call for the voices of the dead.”


  “Or maybe it really is haunted.”


  “There may be other portals. In fact, there probably are. A thousand years ago, every major human habitation had a portal. Those in today’s great cities have been razed but there are doubtless others untouched by the purge. It wouldn’t take more than a thousand year-old map to make an educated guess at possible locations.”


  “We must protect those that exist or find a way to create new ones. If people rush the portals eager to become wizards and many die, there could be a movement to destroy those that stand. Educating people about the dangers and limitations of portals will require a generation to take root.”


  Azarak nodded. It was a concern Ferguson had brushed away, but with only four slots available and thousands seized with a lust for magic… it was only a matter of time before the masses would rise up and strike at the portals as the killers of their sons and daughters. And what if a wizard, jealous of his power, decided to remove the capability of others to challenge him?


  “How well do you know this Sorial?” asked Myselene.


  “He was an indentured servant to an innkeeper until his Maturity then he became a member of Duke Carannan’s militia.”


  Myselene shook her head. “I’m not asking what he did, but who he is. Does he have a good character? Is he a man you’d feel comfortable ceding power and position to?”


  Azarak considered. He didn’t know Sorial. He had met him only once, and that had been a perfunctory visit. Everything he knew about the young man was second-hand, filtered through Ferguson. “Had I known of his importance earlier, I would have taken the time to get to know him. I would have monitored his progress and done my best to instill in him my love of this city. Those who know him indicate he’s honest and hard-working. Warburm the innkeeper says he’s the best stableboy he’s ever had.”


  “Do they love each other? Sorial and the duke’s daughter?”


  Azarak nodded. “Their meeting was orchestrated by Ferguson and Warburm with help from Carannan. The goal was to form a deep bond between those two before Alicia’s status as The Wizard’s Bride was formalized. She became an attainable prize.”


  Myselene frowned, but recognized it as the kind of tactic her father would admire. “A dangerous game, and I can see why retrieving her is critical. If Sorial fails, she’s irrelevant, but if he succeeds, she’s all that stands between Vantok and his wrath. Your prelate plays a risky hand.”


  “The risks he takes are warranted. What aggravates me is that he doesn’t inform me until after they can’t be undone.”


  Myselene considered. “His position isn’t what it once was. When he spoke with the voice of the gods, his words couldn’t be questioned. But they’ve spoken their last, at least to us. You have to ensure he understands that, in this new order, he’s your subject not your equal and withholding information is treasonous.”


  “That’s what your father would do?”


  “No. My father would have him arrested and speak to him from the position of captor to captive. But my father rules in Obis, where the culture is substantially different and the prelate has always been subservient to the king. None would dare withhold even a tiny bit of information from my father, let alone a strongbox of secrets.”


  “With Ferguson, I have to tread carefully. He’s revered like no other priest and his influence is as strong in secular circles as in religious ones. To embarrass him, even in private, would be a grave error.”


  “Is he strong enough to have you deposed?” In the history books, such a thing wasn’t unheard of. Some prelates were more political than others. In the distant past, a few of the most ambitious had tried to hold both the crown and the Temple’s scepter.


  “No,” said Azarak. “At least not on his own. But he could stir up discontent and make it difficult to rule. And, if things got ugly, he could level a charge of heresy at me. It no longer carries the weight it once did, but it would foment concern about the legitimacy of my reign. One of the reasons Ferguson hasn’t formally acknowledged the abandonment of the gods is because to do so would erode his power base.”


  “You can have him killed.”


  He had already considered and rejected the option. “He’s too important in the overall scheme of things. When it comes down to it, he’s on our side. He fights for Vantok. This is his home as well as ours. We share the same goals, although I don’t agree with his methods. An assassination would be bloody and ugly - not to mention logistically difficult.”


  Myselene rose naked from the bed, padded on bare feet to where Azarak was brooding, and deposited herself on his lap, facing him. She was immediately aware of having his full attention.


  “Once Alicia is found, bring her to the palace rather than the temple. Once here, she and I can become confidantes. We’re of an age, aren’t we?”


  Azarak nodded. He wondered if he should mention that Alicia’s reputation painted her as bitchy, spoiled, and notoriously difficult to befriend.


  “With Sorial gone, the most important thing is to express heartfelt sympathy. If she’s a true noble, she’ll be gratified the queen takes an interest in her.”


  “Assuming we can recapture her.”


  “Let Ferguson attempt to ‘recapture’ her. You’ll bring her home.”


  “Same difference.”


  “No, it isn’t. The Lady Alicia must be offered every courtesy. Be forthright with her. By now, she’s so used to being lied to that mistrust on her part is to be expected. Bring her back, but let her know it’s for her protection. Then give her more freedom than she ever had in the temple and believe she’ll use it not to embark upon a fruitless quest for her future husband, but to wait with you for his return.”


  “The crux of the matter is that she doesn’t believe he’ll return. In her view, his journey is tantamount to suicide. It’s unclear whether she doesn’t accept that wizards have returned of if she’s convinced Sorial isn’t one of them. Either way, she sees this as a rescue mission and that will make it impossible to keep her here once we have her, unless her movement is restricted.”


  “Difficult, yes. Impossible, no. My task will be to convince her that wizards are real, her lover is destined to be one, and she can best serve him, herself, and Vantok by remaining here. Providing her with a residence in the palace will loosen Ferguson’s control over her. That should accomplish everything nicely.”


  Azarak couldn’t help but smile. Nothing Myselene suggested was unreasonable. Her offer to befriend Alicia might make all the difference. Myselene was the kind of women whose attention was craved by others, regardless of their sex. Alicia would understand the overture was being made because of her position as The Wizard’s Bride, but he suspected that for one so young and starved for companionship, she would accept it regardless of the underlying reason. He understood loneliness and what it meant to have someone hold out a hand, even if the primary incentive wasn’t selfless friendship and amity. There were times when the act meant infinitely more than the motivation behind it.


  “Acting the queen already,” he said. “And the announcement has yet to be made to the general public.”


  She frowned. That was a sore point between them. She wanted an immediate proclamation. Not only would it strengthen her position - her current distinction as ‘the king’s mistress’ was honorable enough but legally ambivalent - but it would allow her to begin planning the wedding festivities. Azarak, on the other hand, wanted confirmation from the king of Obis that he had approved the betrothal agreement. A fast courier had been sent north with a copy and the response would come by bird. Yet in the best of circumstances, that would take at least two more weeks, and possibly as long as three.


  Azarak took note of her sour expression. “Never fear, little one. I won’t change my mind but this must be done properly. It would be an insult to your father if we announce our intentions to the population before he gives his final approval. It may be fait accompli, but the order of things must be observed.” She was young and impatient - Azarak could well remember those days - but few things were more bound by protocol than a royal wedding. Giving into impatience could ensure it wouldn’t happen.


  After a moment’s pouting, Myselene sighed. “I suppose there are benefits to not being officially betrothed. Once I have a public status, I must behave with the utmost decorum, as befits the future queen of Vantok. We might as well enjoy our current situation as it is. We’ll have plenty of time later to play the cool and proper couple. Shall we retire to the bed, Your Majesty, or would you rather remain here?”


  Either way, reflected Azarak, this day had improved markedly since his early morning meetings with Ferguson and Toranim. He could get used to this and, given his future wife’s energetic and playful disposition, there was no reason to believe it would end once he placed a crown upon her brow. He relaxed and let her assume control.


  CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR: THE PORTAL OF HAVENHAM


  Consciousness crept back more quickly than Sorial would have preferred. As the blackness faded, the pain returned. Pain - his new friend and constant companion. A glance at his maimed right foot revealed the blackened stumps of his two smallest toes, sliced off with precision by Langashin, then cauterized by a torch to limit the bleeding. At the moment, the man was standing over him, his expression unreadable beneath his mask of whiskers as he toyed with the implement that had done the damage, caressing the blade with a finger. Langashin was experienced at this trade. He understood how to impart maximum discomfort without endangering the victim’s life.


  Sorial’s screams and whimpers had been a symphony to Langashin. The inquisitor had explained in matter-of-fact terms what he was doing as he went through each step of the procedure: break the bone first, remove the digit with a quick, decisive cut, then apply a touch from the burning pitch at the end of a torch. Sorial had maintained consciousness through the severing of both toes and the burning of the first one. The second cauterization, which also seared the skin of the middle toe and the sole, had caused him to black out. Now, his mind was so befogged by pain that he had difficulty focusing on anything, least of all telling a coherent lie. Yet he had to find a way to convince Langashin of his sincerity without mentioning Alicia.


  “Are you ready ta resume our discussions, or do I need to snip off ’nother toe? Ain’t no rush. You got eight more toes, five fingers, and one cock. We can continue this for quite some time if’n that’s what you want.”


  Sorial mumbled something. He made a half-hearted attempt to shift to a sitting position, but lacked the will. It hurt too much to move.


  “Tell me what incomparable compensation you were offered by His Majesty King Azarak and His Eminence Prelate Ferguson that resulted in such a long journey by you and two protectors…”


  “Six.” A distraction. He needed a distraction.


  The pronouncement brought Langashin up short. “Six what?”


  “There was six men with me at the start,” Sorial lied. Langashin had referenced his “two” companions in an earlier session but the man was crafty enough to have been laying a trap. It was conceivable he could have knowledge of Warburm and Brindig - perhaps having captured or killed them - and intended to reveal this as a “surprise.” However sloppily, Sorial needed to lay the groundwork to account for them. “We was separated from two in an ambush by nomads in the wilds north of The Forbidden Lands. Two others were killed by a rock wyrm.”


  Langashin nodded. “And one of the survivors was injured. My hunters informed me one of your companions was suffering from advanced rock wyrm poison. That’s what happens when you venture into dangerous areas. And there are more lethal things in The Forbidden Lands than rock wyrms, which mostly stay underground. Trolls are rare, but if’n you meet one, you ain’t gonna live ta tell the story. And the mountain giants are supposed ta be worse, though they may have died off long ago. Ain’t never seen one myself or heard tell of someone who has.”


  Sorial remained quiet, doing his best to manage the pain. It had infested his entire body, but his right foot and left arm, where the salve’s palliative effects had worn off, were the worst. His other injuries were minor irritants compared to those. Then there was the persistent humming, which never went away. It whispered comecomecome in low, distant tones - a plea, an invitation, a demand.


  “Six companions or two, it don’t matter. What were you promised?” Langashin fingered the blade; if Sorial’s next words didn’t satisfy him, it would bite again.


  “They offered power, with authority second only to theirs. I’d have a palace, a harem, a personal guard, and would be outside the law. If I pledged to Vantok.”


  “A princely offer.” The contempt in Langashin’s tone indicated his opinion of it.


  “Not really. But I needed Azarak’s support. The only way to get it was to agree. Being city-born and bred, I couldn’t have found Havenham on my own. I needed trackers and men familiar with wilderness survival. But it weren’t never my intention to submit to a lesser title on my return with the power to take what I wanted.”


  “Why would you?” Langashin sheathed the knife somewhere beneath his vest. “Deals can be renegotiated when the balance of power changes. I think you’ve finally told me something approaching the truth. Maybe not the whole truth, but close enough for now. This presents a quandary.” The fingers that had moments ago been toying with the knife were now scratching the beard.


  “You see,” continued the interrogator, “I see only two paths forward. The first is ta hand you over alive ta Maraman and collect the reward, but I ain’t that stupid, although he probably thinks I am. Maraman ain’t got high opinions of those he considers underlings, which is pretty much everyone. But if I gave you ta him, as soon as you were out of my power, you’d make an alliance with him, do your thing with the portal and - if you survive - destroy me and my settlement. Taking that risk would force me ta gamble on your not being a wizard, and that’s a dangerous proposition considering how many people think you got it in you. The alternative is ta kill you and give him your head on a pike. Only ten gold, but ten safe gold. Ten gold I’ll be alive ta spend. It would piss him off, but what’s he gonna do half a continent away? March his army down here and complain?”


  Sorial felt his mouth go dry.


  “Yet I’m wondering if there mightn’t be a third way. By all accounts, Azarak is an intelligent man and there may be no one alive more cunning than Ferguson. I hate the man but give him his due. It would have occurred to them that, once you became a wizard, their inducements wouldn’t be enough ta bind you ta Vantok. Third in command of a single city? Do they believe you ta be incorruptible? Doubtful. So they must have something else. Something ta control a wizard. Something you don’t know about or ain’t telling me. If I can figger out what that is, you might not have ta die. You could be my wizard instead. Then I could head north, meet Maraman’s army, and put him under my command.”


  “I could swear an oath of fealty.” The moment he made the offer, Sorial knew it was pointless.


  Langashin laughed. “An oath of fealty from someone who admits planning to break one ta his lawful king? An oath of fealty when the gods who punished oath-breakers ain’t no more? ’Fraid I’ll need more’n that. You will swear an oath but it’ll have teeth. Our duty - yours and mine - is ta identify those teeth and secure the imprint of their bite marks. Understand this: you’ll be my wizard or no one’s. If I can’t find a way ta keep you on my leash, you ain’t getting near the portal. You’ll die in this cell. So it’s as much ta your advantage as mine ta figger something out.”


  Sorial didn’t have an answer to this. Langashin’s line of questioning led to Alicia, the leverage Azarak and Ferguson possessed and the piece of information he would never reveal. He knew what was coming next; it would be very, very unpleasant. But, no matter how much pain he endured, he wouldn’t divulge this secret. Keeping Alicia safe was worth more than his life.


  “For now, I think you’ve lost enough blood and body parts. I’ll give you the night ta recover and ponder what hold your king might have over you. If you remember, you can save yourself some pain and prevent the loss of toes, fingers, and cock. One way or t’other, I’ll know the answer ta this riddle or I’ll cut off your head and save it for your father. A good night’s rest and we’ll attack the problem fresh on the morrow.”


  * * *


  For a span after Langashin’s departure, Sorial lay on the floor, allowing his body to become accustomed to its newest wounds. He supposed he was fortunate, at least for the moment. Of all the things he could have lost, two toes seemed an easy price to pay. Unfortunately, that wouldn’t be an end to it.


  The worst part was there was nothing Sorial could do about it. He was a dead man. No words or deeds could convince Langashin that he would be his pet wizard. Yet the prospect of dying wasn’t as frightening as it had once been; several days in the clutches of a torturer had made him realize that sometimes living was the worse alternative. Lamanar had known that at the end. But before Sorial was given the solace of his final oblivion, he would have to endure endless hours of torment. Langashin would invent questions Sorial couldn’t answer for the pleasure of hearing him scream. That was the man’s nature. He was addicted to the pain he could cause in others.


  Eventually, the keepers entered with their buckets of cold water to splash over Sorial and sluice the floor. Before departing, they left behind a bowl of foul-smelling glop and a mug of murky water.


  Shivering and weak, he tried to rise, but the pain caused by pressure on his right foot was too great. He settled for crawling to the water, which he gulped down. Then, as miserable as he had ever been in his life, he curled up on the floor. Concentrating on the siren’s call of comecomecome offered a measure of calm and solace. It didn’t dispel the pain but made it seem more remote. Sorial focused, trying to ascertain its nature. He was sure it was the portal, inviting him into its embrace. Did that mean he had a wizard’s potential? Or was it a feint, a trick played by the portal on the unwary who sought it out? Sorial suspected he wouldn’t live long enough to learn the answer.


  It was galling to recognize he had come so close to his goal only to fall short. But there wasn’t an alternative. Even had he been willing to tell the truth about Alicia, it would gain him nothing, so he would buy her safety with his life. When he was gone, she would have nothing to fear. Ferguson’s hold on her would evaporate. She would still be saddled with the title of The Wizard’s Bride, but that would be as meaningless as it had been for ten centuries. He wondered if there was another candidate waiting to replace him. No more children of Maraman and Kara, that much was certain. What would Ferguson think if he learned about Ariel?


  Exhaustion demanded sleep and Sorial succumbed, but it was shallow and restless. Any time he moved, the pain awakened him. When he lay perfectly still, he experienced dull, manageable aches in his foot, arm, and nose. But when he brushed those injuries against anything, no matter how lightly, the resulting jolt of pain brought tears to his eyes and a whimper to his lips. He had always believed himself to have a high tolerance for pain, but never before had he known suffering as meted out by someone with a taste for its finer points.


  He waited, equally dreading and anticipating Langashin’s return. Time had no meaning in this dungeon. Outside, it might be mid-day or midnight. In the world above, the first rays of light meant the hope of a new day - something Sorial had yearned for as a boy. He could remember the years in the stable when he had made it a point to be outside every morning to see the sun rise. In here, the approach of light meant that Langashin was coming back, and Langashin meant pain.


  Sorial was awakened from a feverish dream by a sound. At first, he didn’t know what it was, then the grate of stone on stone told him the door to his cell was being opened. He squinted as the brightness of a newly lit torch flooded the chamber, expecting to see the immense bulk of Langashin saunter in. Except this wasn’t the inquisitor. It was someone smaller, less imposing. Not one of his keepers, either. It took a prolonged moment before Sorial’s pain-addled mind connected a name with the familiar features: Warburm, looking a little worse for wear than the last time Sorial saw him. At first, he thought he was dreaming, but when the face and form didn’t evaporate, he was forced to concede that this was happening.


  Comecomecome, urged the portal.


  “I done found him!” whispered the innkeeper to someone in the hall, outside Sorial’s field of vision. He assumed it was Brindig, since there were no other candidates. “Or what’s left of him,” muttered Warburm after pausing a moment to study the wreckage of the man before him.


  Sorial could envision what Warburm was seeing. In addition to his various injuries, he had lost weight as a result of malnutrition, had sores on many parts of his body where insects had stung or bitten him, and was wearing a unkempt beard of several days scraggly growth. In situations like this, people often claimed to look worse than they felt, but Sorial didn’t think that applied.


  “Lad, do you recognize me?” Warburm bent close then retreated a little when he inhaled the stench of Sorial’s body.


  “Of course.” The words emerged raspy and slurred, the result of a swollen mouth and a parched throat. “Is Brindig with you?”


  Warburm nodded. “He be keeping watch, like always.”


  “I have two keepers.”


  “Had,” corrected Warburm. “Dealt with. We got to get you to the portal. It be the middle of the night and not too many of the locals be about. We been watching for a few days, though, and this place never really sleeps. But it don’t get quieter than this. The lights ain’t on in the leader’s hut. The portal be close and if it accepts you, who knows what’ll happen?”


  “You know where it is?” Comecomecome.


  “Aye, an’ it ain’t far. They’ll be fighting needed to get to it - it be watched day and night, but Brindig and me will take out the guards and anyone else, then we’ll hold them off while you do what’s got to be done.”


  “I can feel it calling to me.” Comecomecome. The pulsing seemed more insistent now that the door to the cell was open. Yet, as clear as its call was, it couldn’t help Sorial overcome his injuries and infirmity. The simple task of walking, once taken for granted, was a seemingly insurmountable obstacle.


  Warburm removed his cloak and draped it around Sorial’s shoulders. The garment was threadbare but it at least provided some protection against the damp.


  “Can you stand?”


  “Not without help,” admitted Sorial.


  With a grunt, Warburm wrapped Sorial in a bear hug and dragged him upright.


  Sorial leaned most of his weight on Warburm, keeping as little pressure as possible on his right foot. It was awkward and uncomfortable but, short of crawling or being carried, it was the only way for him to be mobile. All the jostling forced Sorial to grit his teeth against the hurt; that in and of itself was painful because of the damage done to his mouth by the tooth’s excavation.


  Before they began what was likely to be a torturously slow journey toward the portal, Sorial felt there was something he needed to say. “Lamanar and Darrin…”


  “We know,” said Warburm softly in a tone of genuine regret. “It be just the three of us now. And retreat ain’t an option, not with your injuries. We do what we set out to do and make their sacrifice meaningful. Or we join them.


  “Brindig, we clear?” Warburm pitched his voice between a whisper and normal volume.


  “Aye. There was some noise earlier but it was a ways off. I don’t think this place sees much traffic. It’ll change once we’re outside.”


  “Then get back here and help me with him.”


  Seconds later, Brindig appeared in the doorway wearing his customary scowl. A new wound to his forehead looked raw and angry but not serious. He took one look at Sorial and shook his head sadly. “Guess we didn’t do such a good job getting you to your destination hale and hearty.”


  Sorial was hardly in a position to argue. Even though the dungeon was quiet, he was becoming increasingly concerned that Langashin might appear. He wondered if Warburm and Brindig in concert could bring down the interrogator. The only one of his size Sorial had ever met was Vagrum.


  Brindig moved to Sorial’s left side while Warburm stayed on the right and between them they supported their charge, half-dragging him with only his left foot touching the ground. The right leg was bent at the knee to protect the missing toes.


  In the hall outside the cell, not far from the door, lay the bodies of Sorial’s keepers. Both were obviously dead. One had a crushed skull and was lying in a puddle of blood. The other’s neck was twisted at an impossible angle. There were several other doors along the corridor but, considering the silence of the place, Sorial assumed he was the only prisoner.


  He was in too much pain to pay close attention to his environs, however, and the throbbing, which had been a comfort in his cell, was now an irritant. It was an itch he couldn’t scratch. The more he concentrated on it, the more maddening it became with its endless demand to comecomecome.


  It took a seeming eternity to traverse the dungeon halls. Even though they appeared deserted, it was necessary to move with extreme caution since interception by even a single person could be problematic. By the time the trio emerged into the warmer air of the settlement, they were slick with condensation and sweat. Warburm immediately doused his torch. Light came from various sources - torches, lanterns, braziers, and a distant bonfire - to see enough of the roads not to stumble. Traffic was light but they weren’t the only ones traversing the byways of the ragged village erected atop the ruins of Havenham.


  From the little Sorial could discern in the darkness, visible remnants of the original city were few. Some of the buildings, such as the dungeon, were buried underground and had been partially unearthed. The settlement was built on top of centuries of dust and dirt, with wood-and-thatch huts and animal skin tents providing shelter for the current inhabitants. Irregularly spaced holes marked the entrances to passageways leading to surviving structures from the past. Sorial wondered whether anyone lived underground in what amounted to man-made caves.


  They moved at a exasperatingly slow pace, carefully avoiding entering the torchlight’s perimeter of any who passed them. Sorial could feel their destination, although he couldn’t yet see it. But with every painful step, his senses became more attuned to the call. He wanted to ask Warburm if he could feel it as well, but it would be folly to break their silence here, where they were vulnerable. One shout from a suspicious passerby could bring the population of the entire settlement down on them.


  The streets weren’t like the roads of Vantok, which were either wide, cobbled lanes or hard-packed dirt byways. Here, they were meandering paths between hovels. The huts and tents were irregularly spaced and placed in seemingly random locations with no main thoroughfare leading from one side of the village to the other. In the original Havenham, the dungeon had been relatively close to the portal. In the settlement, a labyrinth of twisting, turning routes had to be navigated before they arrived.


  The entrance to the portal chamber was unlike that of the other subterranean openings. It was framed by blocks of stone, likely part of the original structure, giving the impression of a crude archway. Braziers hung from a series of posts driven into the ground on either side of a pathway leading to the entrance. An obstacle was evident: two guards flanking the way in. Passing them surreptitiously wouldn’t be possible. The men didn’t look formidable. They were unarmored and armed only with stout cudgels, but all it would take was a cry from either and the encampment would be roused.


  “For them, it be a holy place.” Warburm’s voice was the faintest of whispers, not carrying beyond Sorial and Brindig’s ears. “They worship the damn portal. They dug it out and made it into a temple.”


  “How d’you want to do this?” asked Brindig. Earlier plans, made before discovering Sorial’s degraded physical condition, were useless.


  “Can you take ’em both out?” Warburm indicated the guards, neither of whom looked difficult to overpower.


  Brindig’s voice carried a trace of irritation, as if the question was insulting. “Of course. I can’t guarantee there ain’t gonna be an outcry, though. They’ll die, but maybe not clean or quick.”


  “Can’t be helped,” muttered Warburm. “Get rid of ’em. I’ll be right behind you with Sorial. I’ll take him through and you watch our backs. If an alarm goes out, you’ll have a hundred savages on you in a minute.”


  Grunting his assent, Brindig moved in front, placing the responsibility for Sorial’s mobility on Warburm. The watchman’s hand rested lightly on the hilt of his sheathed sword, but there was nothing inherently aggressive or threatening in the way he approached the guards. He was just another pilgrim paying homage to the sacred place. Meanwhile, Sorial hobbled along, leaning heavily on Warburm while putting pressure only on his uninjured leg. If it came to a fight, he would be worse than useless, a potentially fatal encumbrance to the man half-carrying him.


  Brindig was within ten feet of walking uncontested through the entrance when one of the guards noticed something odd about his appearance and barked a challenge. Brindig took two more steps, drawing the attention of the second guard, then stopped and executed a courtly bow. The first said something in the guttural language Sorial remembered from the dungeon.


  Then, his actions born of the fruit of a lifetime’s experience, Brindig slid his blade from the scabbard and sheathed it in the first man’s chest, spearing him through the heart. In one fluid motion, he jerked it free and delivered a powerful, overhand strike that split the other man’s skull. But he was a fraction of a second too slow, unable to prevent the second guard from screaming a warning. Although cut short by Brindig’s blow, the shout was loud enough to attract attention. Nearby, torches began winking on.


  “Shit.” Warburm’s expletive accompanied a redoubled effort by the innkeeper to increase the pace.


  Brindig took a moment to wipe his blade on one of the dead men’s jerkins. “Get in there. Good luck. I’ll hold ’em off for as long as I can, but there’ll come a point… Just get done what you gotta do. When it’s over, give my body a decent burning. Don’t want to be picked over by crows and rats.”


  Warburm didn’t mention that his chances of surviving this weren’t much better than Brindig’s, regardless of how Sorial fared.


  Once his companions had passed him, the watchman assumed a defensive stance under the archway. The commotion across the settlement had increased. It wouldn’t be long before Brindig’s sword would sing again, but this time his opponents would be more numerous and prepared.


  Sorial was moving as fast as he could, but it wasn’t fast enough for Warburm, who was almost dragging him. Beyond the arch was a short tunnel with dirt-packed walls, a ceiling, and floors. It sloped down for about thirty feet before straightening out and opening into a cavernous chamber. Despite the presence of perhaps two-dozen braziers and twice that many torches mounted in wall sconces, the vastness of the cavity rendered the illumination dim and uneven. Sorial hardly saw anything, however. The portal’s call reverberated with such force that he was rendered insensate.


  He caught a flash of movement out of the corner of his right eye. Warburm reacted quickly for a big man. Unceremoniously dumping Sorial to the ground with an action that caused jolts of pain, Warburm drew a hand ax and drove it into the throat of an unarmed peasant rushing toward him out of the semi-darkness. The man went down in a shower of blood, uttering a strangled gurgle. After replacing the ax in a loop on his belt, the innkeeper used the ragged sleeve of his tunic to wipe the blood out of his eyes.


  “You okay, lad?” Warburm bent to help Sorial to his feet. The younger man, gritting his teeth against the pain, said nothing, but allowed himself to be helped farther into the room. Behind them, a shout and the ring of steel on steel indicated that Brindig was engaging the enemy. Time was short.


  If there were other worshipers in the cavern, they were hidden. Looking like an oversized water well, the portal lay directly in front of Sorial. The lip was set off the ground by two feet and there was a shelf of stone erected around the 40-foot perimeter. The radiating power was palpable, the pulsations so forceful that Sorial could focus on nothing else. Even his physical agony was subjugated to this awareness.


  “Thank the dead gods there be no stairs.” Sorial heard Warburm’s words as if from a great distance. He attempted to step toward the portal but his right foot failed him. The innkeeper caught him before he crashed unceremoniously to the floor.


  Sorial was dimly aware that Brindig’s situation was becoming desperate. The air was filled with shouts and screams. Soon, within a minute, it would all be over.


  Comecomecome. The lure of the portal was tangible. Sorial offered no resistance as Warburm dragged him the last dozen feet and dumped him at the edge.


  “Go into it, lad. Do whatcha got to do. I be a dead man. Prove Ferguson right. Go back and save Vantok and marry your Bride.” So saying, he unsheathed the ax, unholstered a pistol, and stood ready to face the onslaught that would arrive after Brindig’s death. Keeping Sorial alive long enough was his final duty.


  Sorial crawled to the lip and peered over. Blackness gaped back at him. Not the blackness of a starless night or a deep underground cavern. This was visceral. It crept into his bones. It was a blackness of absolute purity and it beckoned like a long-lost lover. Surcease or transformation, it promised one or the other. Comecomecome.


  All else ceased to exist. His body was a faraway thing whose agonies lost meaning. Warburm, weapons in hand ready to die defending Sorial’s dance with fate, vanished from Sorial’s awareness, as did Brindig’s last stand at the entrance and the mob of angry men trying to bring him down. Yet even as the portal’s song drowned out everything, Sorial never forgot the one name his mind wouldn’t release: Alicia.


  He took a deep breath, dragged his broken body forward a scant two feet and toppled inelegantly into the portal’s stygian depths. At first, there was a vast nothingness, eternity compressed into a moment, a sense of insuperable serenity. Sorial drifted through this with the hope it would never end. He didn’t know whether he was dead or alive, whether he had been accepted or rejected. Somehow, it didn’t matter. Then his world exploded.


  CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE: THE ROAD NORTH


  “Why do you believe there’s no hope?” asked Kara into the darkness of the room she was sharing with Alicia. This wasn’t the first time they had spoken - indeed, they had spent many hours in conversation during the first week of their journey north - but it was the first time either had touched on the underlying reason for their expedition.


  Alicia heaved a silent sigh. She briefly considered feigning sleep but Kara, lying only inches away on the same straw-stuffed mattress, would recognize the evasion. And this wasn’t a topic they could avoid forever. So she listened to the commotion from the packed common room below while composing a response. “It’s not that I don’t believe in Sorial. I do. With all my heart. If it was only a matter of courage or force of will, if it only depended on him… But it’s so unlikely he could be one of the few, and there’s nothing he can do to influence the portal one way or the other. If magic really has come back, that is.” The words didn’t come out as elegantly as she might have preferred. Indeed, they were hopelessly jumbled, making her sound like a scatterbrained fool. Rexall already thought of her that way; now she was on her way to convincing Kara of the same.


  “So you think Sorial will fail because there’s no way for him to succeed. If magic hasn’t returned to the world, the portal will kill him. No one debates that; it’s been thus for hundreds upon hundreds of years.”


  “I know your entire life is based on the faith that Sorial can step up to the portal, touch it or do whatever he needs to do, and become a wizard. If I believed that, I’d support his quest. But I don’t. So many people have died through the years because of an assurance that they were the one. They were told they were the exception, the chosen instrument of the gods. And they died. Horribly. Men tore down the portals to prevent that from happening again. And now, based on the word of an ancient man who’s likely senile, we’re supposed to stand aside and let Sorial throw his life away?”


  Kara’s tone remained calm. “There’s so much more than Ferguson’s word to rely on. When I was young like you and they were trying to recruit me, they read me the prophesies and showed me the signs. One passage spoke of a withering heat that turned Winter to Summer and Summer to hell. That was written five hundred years ago. Isn’t that what Vantok is experiencing? Another said that magic would return on the night the twin stars kissed. Two years before he died, on a calm, clear night, Braddock and I were gazing at the heavens when two bright shooting stars collided in a blaze of orange and red. The signs are there for those who look. It took more than the preaching of one charismatic man for me to sacrifice four children to this cause.”


  Alicia fought the urge to argue with Kara. There seemed little point. Her father had once said that nothing can sway the truly devout and there was no more firm proof of devotion than the way Kara had lived her life.


  “I understand your skepticism. You lack the benefit of having lived in a faithful community for the better part of your youth. You see Warburm as a fat, flatulent innkeeper, not a brave, principled adventurer. You see Ferguson as a vain, self-important priest given to making long speeches, not a firebrand of conviction touched by the gods before their departure. Time and circumstances have changed these men but not their missions. I was once a handmaiden of the future. Now I’m a worried mother.”


  “How long have you known about the gods?” Alicia couldn’t help but be curious.


  “I’ve known about the inevitability of their departure since shortly after I came to live in Sussaman. Back then - that would have been forty years ago - the gods were still alive, but they had informed their most faithful children of their intention to slide beyond the boredom of eternity and into the peace of oblivion. Only a select few, like Ferguson and those in his inner circle, claim to know the hour when it happened. For most, it wasn’t a momentous instance, since the gods set the world in motion so it would continue to function for years, perhaps centuries, without adjustment. But, like the pendulum of a clock, if things aren’t occasionally wound and rebalanced, a breakdown is inevitable. Although I can’t tell you the day when the gods died, I know it happened between the time when my daughter Ariel was born and when Sorial entered the world. All of us in Sussaman came to the realization during that period; it took the rest of the world twenty years to catch up. The gods didn’t ‘abandon’ us a year ago, or two or five. Humanity is just too slow-witted to have figured it out before then.”


  “You have no doubts?”


  Kara laughed; it was a soft sound without warmth. “You mistake faith for mindless surety. I have many doubts. Not about my cause or the return of magic, but about my son’s fate at the portal. When Braddock journeyed to Ibitsal all those years ago, my heart held only certainty. I never considered the possibility that he might perish. He was the chosen of the gods, brought into the world from parents of the strongest possible lineage. He would return magic to humanity. Yet the portal rejected him. No one, not even Ferguson, knows the reason, although there has been endless speculation. What happened to Braddock gives birth to my misgivings about Sorial. Before him, I had three children, all anointed as saviors of humankind. One died in childhood of a common affliction. One was burned to a cinder at the moment when he should have triumphed. And the other fled lest she share her brother’s fate. Of course I have doubts. What mother wouldn’t?”


  Alicia processed that information. A part of her mind suggested that the best path forward would be to prey on those doubts and worries, to pick at those scabs so mercilessly that Kara might be open to stopping Sorial at the portal. At the moment, she was at best a reluctant ally, but if she could be convinced… Alicia rejected the tactic as unworthy and underhanded. Because she had suffered as the victim of a similar manipulation, she didn’t want to use it on someone else. She would shatter Kara’s faith without compunction if it meant saving Sorial, but she was certain there was another way. There had to be.


  They were quiet for a while, but neither could sleep. Both were accustomed to nights of relative silence and solitude and the rowdy noise from the common room, which included drunken snatches of tavern songs belted out by men with no business singing, would persist until well past midnight. Tomorrow would be the third morning in a row they would depart later than was ideal.


  Eventually, recognizing sleep wasn’t yet close to claiming either of them, Kara restarted the conversation. “The first time Sorial introduced you, I was uncertain about your suitability. I knew who you were, of course; it gave me an advantage over you both. That day, you were as carefree as an early Summer breeze, pretty and energetic in ways that would beguile any man. But I could sense the deep-rooted class bigotry and, even though you seemed fond of Sorial, it was clear he was more enamored of you than the other way around. I’m glad that changed.”


  A year ago, Alicia would have been insulted by such honesty. Now, she found it refreshing. “I had some growing up to do.”


  “And there will be more to come. For all of us. But I’m glad that, through all this, you and he found each other. It was a gamble to keep throwing you together, future wizard and future Wizard’s Bride. You could just as easily have ended up hating each other, and that would have ruined all Ferguson’s carefully plotted schemes. Love can’t be forced but, when it happens, it can make the unbearable times endurable. A mother can wish for no more than for her son to find such comfort.”


  Alicia noticed a peculiar longing in her voice, the tone of someone who had missed the thing she was anticipating for another. “Have you never loved anyone?”


  “Never.” The word was barely louder than a whisper. “There’s never been time or opportunity.”


  “Not Sorial’s father?”


  “Maraman? I hardly knew him. He came to me in the dark, dropped his trousers, groped my breasts roughly through my dress, hiked up my skirts, and stuck it in. Then he humped a few times and was done. Our nights together were memorable for what they produced, not how it was done. I only once encountered him outside the mating cabin and it wasn’t a pleasant meeting. He was sour, arrogant, and stank of resentment. But that was near the end, during the cycle when Sorial was conceived.”


  By this time, Alicia had heard enough fragments of Kara’s life’s story to put this in its proper context. She knew Sorial had never met his father and it was unclear whether Maraman was still alive. The only one who might know the answer to that was Warburm.


  “What about Lamanar?”


  “Dear, sweet Lamanar,” mused Kara wistfully. In the darkness, one of Alicia’s eyebrows lifted. She had only seen the man once and never truly met him but, based on Sorial’s accounts, “dear” and “sweet” were unlikely descriptors. “No, I didn’t love him, at least not in the ordinary sense, although he certainly loved me. He was many things to me: father, mentor, friend, companion. He took my virginity and surrendered his manhood for it. In another life, another time, I might have loved him, but that one night spoiled any chance of a future.”


  Alicia decided to backtrack in their conversation. “When you first met me, you knew I was expected to marry Sorial?”


  “Of course. It wasn’t public knowledge that you were to be the next Wizard’s Bride, but it wasn’t a secret. Didn’t you know?”


  No, she hadn’t known; it was no fault but her own. Casual asides, most often by her mother, were now clear, like the repeated reminder that she was destined to “marry someone great and powerful.” But her Aunt Lavella had been dubbed The Wizard’s Bride and Alicia never connected that title with her future. She thought it an archaic rank of sorts that Lavella would carry until her death. If Alicia had read the rules governing the position, she would have discerned that it was the birthright of the first direct-blood female born after the current one’s ascension. She had been Lavella’s heir since birth, but had been ignorant of the position. She wondered whether her father had encouraged the ignorance.


  “How many knew about Sorial and me?”


  Kara considered. “In the beginning, five: Ferguson, his chief aide, Warburm, Lamanar, and me. Soon after, Warburm formed a cabal and most of them knew, including your father. It was key that he be told since we needed his help to ensure that a noble girl could be put into situations where she interacted with a stableboy. As I said, you could have easily grown to hate each other, but you didn’t.”


  Looking back on it, Alicia realized it could have turned out differently. She remembered the mice and the stupid, smug expression on Sorial’s face when she had shrieked. Later, the insufferably insulting way he had treated her when she tried to help him in the marketplace. When had she started to feel something different for him? Probably the first day at the river, when she had seen him naked, teased him, and felt her own body respond. After that, she had wanted to seek him out rather than avoid him.


  If only they had done more when they had the chance… But, of course, neither of them had known what lay ahead.


  Shortly after that, Alicia heard a deeper, steadier breathing coming from Kara’s side of the bed and knew her roommate had drifted to sleep. Alicia tried to follow her, but it took two hours before the journey was successful.


  * * *


  A silent group mounted up to continue the trip north shortly after sunup the next morning. Vagrum and Rexall seemed to be suffering from an unspecified ailment whose symptoms included sensitivity to light, an aversion to loud noises, and general grumpiness. They claimed that having spent almost all of the previous evening in the common room catching up on local gossip wasn’t related. Meanwhile, Alicia was hampered by the ill effects of too little sleep. After not being able to nod off until well past midnight, she had awakened screaming, crying, and in a cold sweat after suffering a nightmare. Kara had done her best to offer comfort, but Alicia had lain awake for another hour before succumbing to a fitful, restless slumber.


  They traveled as they had since leaving Vantok, in the guise of a minor noblewoman from the city headed into the wild lands of the North to marry a rich guard captain of Obis. She was accompanied by her governess, her horse master, and her personal bodyguard, an ex-military man of fearsome repute. The fiction was close enough to the truth that they didn’t have to work too hard to slide into their new identities; all except Alicia used their real names. She had adopted the persona of “Lady Arabelle.”


  Despite Alicia’s asserted willingness to “sleep rough” and save the coin needed to rent rooms at inns, Vagrum had insisted that, as long as they could afford it, they would take accommodations of the sort a young woman like Lady Arabelle would be expected to enjoy. No self-respecting noblewoman, no matter how poor, would be caught dead sleeping in the open under the stars. That was for vagabonds, runaways, mercenaries, and bandits. By sleeping in the stables as male servants often did, Rexall and Vagrum were able to find a clean, dry place to bed down without having to pay the full room rate. Any coins thus saved were invariably lost in small games of chance and paying the common room tab.


  Thus far, there had been no signs of pursuit, which worried Alicia. She had envisioned her first day out of Vantok to be a mad dash north with corps of Azarak’s crack troops close on her heels. Instead, their horses never moved faster than a canter and they covered only about thirty miles. The few soldiers they encountered were headed the other way and the only thing they were chasing was a good night’s sleep or a roll in the hay with a whore.


  Every night during that first week, at seven different roadside inns, Rexall and Vagrum had lounged in the common rooms, soaking in as much gossip as they could. They had heard a great many things, including a rumor that King Azarak was about to announce his engagement to a princess from the north, but nothing was ever mentioned about the escaped Wizard’s Bride. No reward was offered. The name “Alicia” never came up in any conversation. No solider or mercenary gave an indication of being on a duty other than normal patrol. If Alicia didn’t know better, she would have assumed her flight had gone unnoticed or wasn’t of great concern to anyone. But she did know better…


  Vagrum had suggested the obvious answer. “If Ferguson is in charge of the search, which makes sense since you were confined in the temple, he wouldn’t use soldiers. Maybe it’s the priests we need to be wary of.”


  So they watched out for priests as well as soldiers, but the former were more difficult to identify. Priests, when not dressed in ecclesiastical garb, could blend in with non-religious peasants. They could pose as merchants, farmers, or random travelers. That made it impossible to avoid them. If Ferguson’s spy network was as advanced as Alicia suspected, she and her party had likely already been spotted and the leaders in Vantok were aware of her location. They hadn’t made a move yet, but how long until they did?


  The road today was less crowded than farther south. This was only to be expected since they were beyond the busy Vantok-to-Basingham routes. Past the intersection with the east-west artery to Basingham, the road narrowed and was less rigorously maintained. Ruts were deeper and more numerous and there were places where erosion had washed out small sections. The only ones traveling this byway were larger groups on long trips or smaller groups bound for the lesser villages dotted around the southern countryside.


  The road’s ultimate destination was Widow’s Pass, the only navigable passage through The Broken Crags. But that was ten days away. According to Vagrum, who had ventured across The Crags on several occasions, they would spend over a week in the mountains negotiating the treacherous route which was in places little more than a single-file goat path with sheer drops on one or both sides. When they made it to the northern egress, the remaining journey would require another seven or eight days, and that would be through some of the least hospitable terrain on the continent: a bleak tundra so flat that there was nothing to block the howling northerly wind. Altogether, they were looking at a trip of as much as five weeks. If they were lucky, Vagrum opined, they might catch Sorial in the mountains or at the far side. He would have to use Widow’s Pass like everyone else without wings unless Warburm planned to guide him all the way east to Earlford and up the coast, an approach that would add weeks to his trek.


  When they stopped for their noontime rest and meal - the usual ration of dried meat, stale bread, raisins, and a few mouthfuls of lukewarm water - it was the first time since leaving Vantok they were alone. No one else was visible on the road to the north or south and the bordering fields were empty. They had moved beyond the lush farmlands into a less crop-friendly territory, where only weeds and tough, hip-deep scrub grass grew. The temperature had moderated rapidly over the first few days heading away from Vantok. Here, it was normal for this late in the year. If they slept outside at night, Alicia would need several blankets and she rode wrapped in a heavy cloak. It was sunny at the moment but clouds were building on the northwestern horizon. In Vantok, such a sight would be welcome. For Alicia’s group, however, it augured a period of miserable travel.


  “Snow tonight or tomorrow at the latest,” said Vagrum, following her gaze. She blinked at his words. How long since she had last seen snow? “That’s one thing we didn’t properly consider before leaving Vantok. Going this late in the year into the coldest part of the continent. Oh, we brung warm clothes and blankets, but all that heat made us forget what it’s really like to make a Winter trip. Travel ain’t gonna be pleasant and snow could slow us down. Worse, Widow’s Pass could be impassable. They get snow earlier in the mountains than on the plains. Get caught on those trails in a snowstorm and you’ll never come out the other side. Cave-ins, snow blindness, icy paths - only a fool’d venture into Widow’s Pass after Winter’s settled in.”


  Something occurred to Alicia. “Warburm’s a seasoned traveler, right?”


  Kara responded, “Of all the men I’ve known, none has seen more of this continent than he has. He’s been to The White World, where humans rarely venture.”


  “Then he knows how bad the weather can get in the North. He knows the pass may be closed. Why travel there during the Harvest and Winter seasons? Why not wait for warmer weather?”


  Rexall shrugged. “I don’t know as he had much choice. There’s urgency in this. They couldn’t sit around waiting another two seasons.”


  Alicia persisted, sensing something wasn’t right but unable to pin it down. “They could’ve left weeks ago. They were waiting for cooler weather. They would’ve known from reports that the worst of the heat dissipates several days’ journey north of the city. Cold would have been the biggest concern, cold and snow. Not heat.” Alicia suddenly felt ill as her words triggered a possibility. “Unless they weren’t going north.”


  Vagrum nodded grimly. “Much about the timing of their trip would make sense if their path led them south. They’d have to assume it might be hotter than in Vantok. That’d argue in favor of leaving with Winter coming. Their big concern would be dehydration and sun-sickness, not snow.”


  Rexall shook his head in an emphatic negative. “I don’t doubt what you’re saying makes sense but you’re forgetting the portal is to the north.”


  “Is that true? Is it the only one? Or are there more?” Alicia directed the questions to Kara.


  She hesitated before responding. “I don’t know. Ferguson may be aware of another; he’s devoted half his life to their study. I suppose there could be one in The Forbidden Lands or south of there, but that’s conjecture. The one to the north - that’s the one we always planned to use for Sorial.”


  Rexall agreed. “I spoke to Sorial in the days before he left. He never said whether he was going north or south, but I think he would’ve mentioned it if Warburm was taking him into The Forbidden Lands. That ain’t the kind of thing he would’ve kept quiet about.”


  His words did little to abate Alicia’s sick, sinking feeling. What if they were going the wrong way? If they were headed north and Sorial was traveling south, every day put more miles between them, widening a gulf that by now might be too large to bridge. Yet even if they turned around with a view of riding hard to catch him, how to do that when they had no idea where to go? She wanted to weep with frustration.


  “Do you want to turn back, Milady?” Vagrum asked gently. It was her decision.


  She had to think like a leader. Be practical. There were reasons to believe Sorial was going north. There was a known portal there - one that had been visited by two members of his party. Even if he had detoured all the way east to circumvent the mountains, he would reach his destination earlier by a full season than if he had waited until early Planting to depart. The possibility of another portal was speculation and, even if there was one, no one in this company knew its location. If Sorial had gone south, he was lost - they wouldn’t be able to find him. They might as easily return to Vantok and wait for his return. This way, at least there was a chance. The other way was admitting defeat and consigning Sorial to his fate, whatever that might be.


  “We continue on.”


  The afternoon’s trip was somber, with each considering the new uncertainty of their situation. When they had mounted their horses this morning at the inn fifteen miles back, their chief concerns had been avoiding detection by men loyal to Vantok and making sure they made it to the portal before Sorial. Now they had to face the possibility that a successful journey might achieve naught. If that was the case, the trek and its attendant risks were pointless. It was a bitter morsel to digest.


  They had been on the road for less than two hours when Vagrum called a halt. It was unusually soon after their noon break, but no one challenged the big man when it came to setting the pace. After they dismounted, he turned to Rexall. “Did you see him?”


  The younger man glanced to the south and nodded. “I wasn’t sure…”


  “Who?” asked Alicia.


  Vagrum fingered the hilt of the sword strapped to his back. “We’re being followed. At a discreet distance. This ain’t bandit country. It’s remote but there are too few easy targets to warrant their attention. Most traffic turned west back at the last fork and those that continue are large, well-armed caravans headed for the pass, more than capable of dealing with a group of rag-tag thieves. But we’ve attracted someone’s notice. What’s more, I ain’t sure we’re going to make it to the next inn by nightfall. We may have to sleep in the open.”


  “What do you suggest?”


  Vagrum considered. “Nothing at the moment. Let’s see if our shadow makes a move. If he’s still there when it gets close to dark, we may have to force the issue. Ride back and confront him or chase him off.”


  “And hope he’s alone,” added Rexall.


  Vagrum’s chuckle was grim. “Oh, he ain’t gonna be alone. You can bet your last stud on that. No one travels these roads alone, no matter what his motive. If we force a confrontation, he may turn tail and run. Or his accomplices may reveal themselves.”


  They resumed their ride at the same pace but with greater vigilance. The lone figure, who appeared to be on horseback, could occasionally be glimpsed when the road flattened out for a prolonged period. Most of the time, however, he was hidden just beyond the last slight dip or rise. With nothing but scrub grass as far as the horizon in all directions, they had little concern about a conventional ambush, unless there were bandits lying in wait on their stomachs.


  By mid-afternoon, the clouds had rolled in, blocking out the declining sun, and Vagrum’s morning prediction of snow was looking accurate. The chilly wind became gusty and Alicia was shivering in her saddle despite the heavy wool cloak wrapped tightly around her. Rexall looked equally miserable but the cold temperatures left Vagrum and Kara unfazed. Both had spent much time in colder climates.


  Twilight was approaching when they spotted the accident. A merchant’s wagon had slid off the road and overturned. A single horse, detached from the harness, stood nearby on three legs, with the forth cocked and not touching the ground. Two men were just off the road, animatedly discussing what to do next. Neither the merchant nor his bodyguard was injured but they were at a loss about how to right the wagon.


  Vagrum slowed his pace. Even to Alicia’s untrained eye, this was suspicious. With only two men, a wagon of that size was undermanned. The merchant looked in better physical shape than any merchant she had seen in Vantok’s marketplace. He was burly rather than corpulent. And there was no indication of what could have injured the horse and upset the wagon. The road here was no rougher than it had been for miles.


  She leaned over to say something to Vagrum but was interrupted.


  “Please kind sirs!” The merchant, having noted their approach, moved eagerly in their direction, arms held wide in the universal gesture of non-aggression. “My lame horse has run us off the road. My protector and I have not the strength to right the wagon and we dare not leave it lest it be stripped bare by the time we return. I implore you to help! This is a lonely stretch of road and we are most fortunate ones such as you have come to us in our time of need!”


  Saying nothing, Vagrum dismounted. His expression was stern; his body tense. His hand wasn’t near the hilt of his sword, but Alicia knew the weapon could be out of its sheath and brought to bear in the blink of an eye. He was as suspicious as she of these circumstances. Yet if it was a trap, it was clumsy and inexpert.


  Vagrum approached within five feet of the merchant, whose expression was one of apparently sincere dismay. His bodyguard, who stood a respectful distance behind him, was impassive. To Alicia, they looked like brothers, with the same stout body type, the same well-trimmed black beards, and the same bushy eyebrows. Only their clothing was different. The merchant wore opulent, ill-fitting robes and the other man was dressed in comfortably broken-in boiled leather armor.


  “What happened?” asked Vagrum. Kara, Rexall, and Alicia remained mounted. Rexall’s fingers toyed with the knife at his belt. The horses, sensing the tension in the air, snorted and whickered nervously.


  “Something frightened the horse. Some bush animal running across the road. She reared and the wagon, which was not well balanced, went over. In the process, she was hobbled. Now we have an overturned wagon, a horse that will have to be put down, and no one to help. We will pay for your aid, yes?”


  It was a plausible story, if only just so. Alicia didn’t like this one bit. She had been in danger before, and this situation felt like the other times.


  “Milady! Down!” Vagrum’s shout was tinged with alarm. Alicia ducked in the saddle just as an arrow whizzed over her head. Her protector was by her side in an instant, bodily pulling her from the saddle and pushing her behind him. Another arrow sped their way, but this one had less sure aim. It grazed Vagrum’s face but did no serious damage.


  “Get him!” Vagrum yelled to Rexall. For the first time, Alicia noticed the shooter: the man who had been following them. He was closer than they had previously seen him. Dismounted in the middle of the road about three hundred feet away, he was loading and drawing another shot. Vagrum knocked Alicia to the ground and took this one in his arm. Her horse was now between her and the man with the longbow, but that didn’t mean she was out of danger.


  She tried to shout Vagrum’s name, but the fall had knocked the wind out of her. There was no need, however; Vagrum had noticed the source of her alarm. The merchant had shed his robes, revealing armor underneath. Both he and his bodyguard were rushing forward, cutlasses in hand.


  Fighting instinct took over for Vagrum. His heavy broadsword was drawn with more than enough time to block the thrust of the merchant, who clumsily left himself open to a counterattack. Vagrum took the expedient route and dealt him a kick between the legs that drove him to his knees retching and gasping in pain. He turned to handle the other opponent, whose approach was more measured and cautious. It mattered little; Vagrum had the obvious advantage in both size and experience. After easily blocking a few tentative strikes, Vagrum feinted to the left, then took advantage of the resultant opening. The beheading was quick, clean, and decisive - the inevitable result of the sharp edge of a blade meeting a neck with the force of such a big man behind it.


  Meanwhile, a galloping Rexall had reached the bowman, who fired two panicked arrows, both of which missed, before deciding it was time to make his escape. Rexall wasn’t in a generous mood and ran him down before he could reach his horse. The collision was a messy concussion of hooves and bone with the horse emerging largely unscathed. The same couldn’t be said of the bowman; when Rexall reined in his horse and dismounted to finish him, there was no need. His skull was partially caved in, with bits of brain visible through the smashed bone. The stranger’s mount, spooked by the violence and the smell of blood, and obviously unaccustomed to either, fled.


  Yanking the arrow from his arm, where it had plunged into muscle and caused surprisingly little bleeding, Vagrum grimaced. “Amateurs!” He spat the word like a curse. “Are you all right, Milady?” There was concern in his voice as he offered her his hand. She was bruised but it could easily have been much worse. The attackers may have been amateurs but, without Vagrum’s expert swordsmanship, Alicia knew they would have succeeded. Her father had once lectured that a recognized trap could still be successful if one was careless enough to trip it.


  After pushing the bowman’s corpse off the road and claiming the bow and half-full quiver, Rexall rejoined them. “You know how to use one of these?” he asked Vagrum, proffering the bow. The big man nodded, but tossed the weapon aside.


  “Too conspicuous and not the sort of thing a noble’s bodyguard would carry. We prefer cold steel. If I wanted a bow, I would have brought one from Vantok, and it would have been better made than that piece of shit. No food, water, or money on him?”


  “Probably in the saddlebags. The horse ran off.”


  “Not used to banditry, I guess. Stolen then. Like the wagon. I wonder what happened to the real merchants? Probably long dead.”


  “Ask him,” said Alicia, indicating their prisoner, who was writhing on the ground where Vagrum’s kick had felled him.


  Vagrum towered over the merchant, whose eyes, glassy with pain, were open. “Sloppy work. For an ambush to succeed, it can’t be so obviously an ambush.”


  “Only supposed to distract,” gasped the man between groans. “While your attention was on us, he was going to shoot her.”


  “A fatal shot at that distance? He’d have to be good or lucky. And he ain’t lucky.”


  Alicia didn’t mention that if not for Vagrum’s warning, she would have been hit squarely between the shoulder blades.


  “He was good.” The man paused to retch. “Better’n anyone I ever seen. And all he needed was a little scratch.” Something like triumph shone through the pain in his eyes. “You’re dead, brute.”


  Poison. Alicia was horrified. Vagrum, however, didn’t appear particularly concerned, which was curious considering that two arrows had marked him. He ambled to where he had tossed the shafts, picked one up, and smelled it. “Coated with myrtle berry poison. Usually deadly. Also common. Kills in minutes.”


  “Vagrum!” cried Alicia, her voice panicky.


  “No need to worry, Milady. I ain’t lived this long without a little immunity. My old sergeant knew a trick. He trained me to build up tolerance to the most common poisons by dosing with increasing quantities. Start out tiny and build up over a period of months and years. Don’t work with everything and if’n it was something exotic, I’d be dead. But not myrtle berry. I could survive ten times what was on either of those arrows. But it will cause weakness and fever. I can feel it seeping into my bones.”


  “Why’d you target us?” demanded Vagrum of the merchant. His words were slightly slurred, as if he had been drinking. Alicia heard it but she doubted any of the others noticed.


  Hope entered his eyes and voice. “Let me go. I’ll tell you.”


  “Tell me and I’ll consider letting you go, or at least give you a quick death. Refuse and I’ll cut off your legs and arms and leave you here for the animals. That would still be better’n you deserve.”


  Alicia couldn’t determine whether her bodyguard was more offended by the ambush or the clumsy manner in which it had been staged and executed.


  The merchant looked as if he believed Vagrum. “A bounty. Biggest bounty I’ve ever heard tell of. On her.” He pointed to Alicia. “Description fits perfect - young, thin, pretty, hair of pure yellow, aristocratic. 50 gold for her head on a pike.”


  “And alive?”


  “Same. 50 gold. This wasn’t no kidnapping. It was a killing with proof. Nothing unusual about that ’cept the price. Someone wants her dead bad.”


  “Who?”


  “Dunno. You look like a man of the world. You know how these things work. If you do a job, you send word back through a chain until it reaches the payer. Then he sends someone to verify and hand over the gold.”


  Vagrum nodded, remembering past instances when he had fulfilled bounties offered by anonymous employers. The process to claim the reward could be Byzantine and laborious. If they had the time and patience, they could eventually learn the identity of the man who wanted Alicia dead, but it would take weeks of tracking down leads and meeting with contacts. They could ill afford that kind of delay with Winter threatening.


  “What was the bounty on the rest of us?”


  “No bounty. Dead or alive, you ain’t worth nothin’. You was just in the way.”


  Alicia was wrestling with the question of why someone would want her dead. Surely it was in Ferguson’s interests to have her returned intact to Vantok? Was she now being targeted by the same people who had tried to kill Sorial?


  “So you’ll let me go?” asked the man hopefully, rising to a sitting position.


  “I’m a man of my word. I said I’d consider it, and consider it I did. You can go straight to oblivion.” His sword, still red with the blood of his first kill, flashed, and the man’s head landed next to his body, the surprised expression frozen on his features.


  Alicia stifled a gasp. She knew Vagrum had a reputation for ruthlessness but she had never seen it played out before this. In fact, the only other time she had seen him fight was during the chaotic night in Vantok when they had been set upon in the streets, an event she had subsequently learned was at least partly staged.


  “It had to be done, Milady.” He wiped off his blade on the dead man’s clothing then sheathed it. He was unsteady on his feet and leaned against his horse to keep his balance. “Dead men tell no tales. If the bounty is that rich, there’ll be others. If they learn of this, it could discourage some.”


  “Fifty gold!” Rexall sounded impressed. “A princely sum. For that kind of money, I’m halfway tempted…” He lapsed into silence when Alicia shot him a withering glance.


  “We can talk about all this later, when we’re warm and safe. For now, we need to hurry. Check the wagon,” said Vagrum. He clambered atop his horse with some difficulty, recognizing that the waves of dizziness he was experiencing would prevent him from remaining on his feet. Sitting in the saddle and swaying a little, he began the job of bandaging his arm. The simple action demanded more concentration than it should. “Take only what will help - food, water, small valuables, and so forth.”


  As it turned out, the wagon was almost completely empty, excepting provisions sufficient for small number of people on a short journey. It was unclear whether the wagon was recently stolen but it had been stripped. Rexall, Alicia, and Kara salvaged what they could, but it wasn’t much.


  The horse had a badly injured leg. Without hesitating or flinching, Kara drove her knife through one eye and into its brain. Death was instantaneous. “You live with animals long enough, you know how to do these things right.”


  Dusk ambushed them as they went about the work of cleaning the attack site. By the time they had finished checking the wagon and dragging the bodies to the side of the road, the sky had grown dark. The first flakes of snow began to fall.


  “Do we make camp here or continue?” asked Alicia.


  Vagrum was still conscious although he sounded like a man who had exceeded his capacity for hard spirits. “Go on. There should be an inn within the next couple of miles. This ain’t a night for us to spend out in the cold and snow.”


  So they continued slowly into the darkness, with only Vagrum’s pole lantern to guide them. Alicia was soul-sick and numb to the bone, and the possibility that this was all for naught made her question the wisdom of having escaped the temple in the first place. For the first time, she yearned for her cozy quarters there.


  They rode in grim silence, the only sound being the clop-clopping of their horses’ shoes on the road. As the snow mounted, even that became muted. As a child, Alicia had loved the snow, a white parfait of ice crystals that turned the whole world magical. Tonight, she had never hated anything so much. And to think, 300 miles south, Vantok basked the heat of an unrelenting Summer. Tonight, she would have given anything for a measure of that warmth.


  It took two more hours before they saw the flicker of lights in the distance through the thickly falling snow. It was a small roadside stop, more a waystation with a few rooms for rent than anything else, but it was as welcoming as the largest, most lavish inn in Vantok’s wealthiest district. Even the normally sour Vagrum, who had become listless as his body fought off the poison’s effects, wouldn’t refuse a bed this night. Alicia yearned for a fire to coax life back into her numb fingers and toes. The hand painted sign hanging above the door proclaimed The Lonely Traveler’s Repose. They tied their horses to a post and entered through the unadorned front door.


  CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX: APOTHEOSIS


  Sorial absorbed the entirety of the portal, and it absorbed him. They mixed and mingled until it was unclear where one began and the other ended. Unclear and immaterial. He was rendered blind, deaf, and dumb. He burned, although whether from heat or cold, he couldn’t tell. Nor did it matter. He was consumed by the totality of the experience. Time and life stood at a standstill as Sorial confronted his fate.


  Before him was a door, but not one he could open. He saw it not with his eyes, for they hadn’t accompanied him to this place beyond matter, but with his mind. He would either return the way he had come or his journey would end here. The gateway to further exploration was barred. It required power to enter and he had none. Whatever reality existed deeper within the portal was denied to him. But he sensed contending forces beyond - order and chaos, the building blocks of all things, locked in a precarious balance.


  Divorced from the anchor of his body, his mind floated free. Pain, pleasure, and sensation slipped away. Individuality had as little meaning as physicality. He had moved beyond such boundaries. Here, he was glimpsing reality as the gods envisioned it - a true representation they had closed off to their creations when they become too venal and self-serving to deserve it. Once, this had been man’s inheritance. No more. Now, it was a state only a select few could glimpse, and then only for a fleeting moment a thousand times faster than the blink of an eye.


  Those who died at the portal weren’t denied this experience. It was available to all, although the return path might not be. It was the human form, not the portal, that contained the fatal flaw. The portal acted upon every supplicant identically, without bias. It triggered something in every cell. If the cell was attuned, it would transform, and a new genesis would occur. The birth of a wizard, in prosaic terms. If not, it would collapse. The portal didn’t care. It acted as it had always acted, as it would always act. It had immense power but no free will.


  The portal was sentient, although not in a way a human could readily understand. But, as he floated immersed in its essence, Sorial heard a voice. The timber was the same as its comecomecome call. It spoke without word or sound deep in the core of his being. Its message was delivered in symbols and images and he comprehended more perfectly than would have been possible with conversational phrases.


  Welcome. The greeting conveyed fraternity. Whether this experience would kill him or transform him, he was offered a sense of belonging.


  You have come for Apotheosis. This we will accomplish together. You have set yourself upon an irrevocable path. There is no turning back. You are imbued with the elemental touch. When we release you, your vessel of flesh will contain this… or it will not. That is a matter between you and the gods and the raw stuff of which all things are made.


  There are laws governing Apotheosis. It is neither random nor careless, and should not be approached as either. There is a price to be paid, both now and ongoing. This you must know. For the transformation to be complete, the link of convergence must be severed and, in sundering it, you will lose a slice of your individuality. Or you can give everything and be granted the gift of annihilation: the greatest gift the universe can impart.


  All things begin here and here all things end. Only here is there no difference between energy and matter. But even should you seek it, you cannot enter The Otherverse. The way is barred and to quest for its unsealing is forbidden. The only paths available to you are the one back to your universe and the one forward into oblivion.


  To complete the transformation and return to your body, you can surrender as you see fit. This was followed by a list of “choices,” each of which resulted in a form of physical deformity or handicap. He could sacrifice grace, beauty, strength, touch, sight, hearing, the ability to reproduce, or a thousand other things. By mixing and matching, the number of possibilities became endless. Fingers, toes, eyes, ears, gonads, tongue, clear breathing, sound sleep, stamina, and more. There were only two incontrovertible demands: he had to give enough of himself to close the link of convergence and whatever he surrendered would be forever gone. It would be as if it was never there.


  Instinctively, Sorial knew what his choice would be, as if the answer was locked within the cells of his body. He didn’t have to agonize over it, puzzling over which combination of infirmities was the least disadvantageous. He would give to the portal two of his senses. No longer would his mouth taste or his nose smell. The pleasures associated with eating, drinking, and inhaling would no longer be available to him. He would never again savor the taste of fresh baked bread or drink in Alicia’s flowery scent. But it could have been worse… far worse. More painful options were available but they were not for him.


  It is good. Make yourself ready and the link shall be severed.


  A part of Sorial wished there was some way to stay. The serenity here existed in no other place. But it wasn’t possible. For flesh-and-blood beings, this wasn’t real. It was a temporary anomaly, a bubble in time, in which his mind attempted to make sense of an otherwise incomprehensible experience. It was a doorway to a forbidden, denied vastness. He understood that when he returned to his world, it would be at the instant of his departure.


  Perhaps those who were destined to die could stay in this state for as long as they wanted. Would this bubble expand for them so it didn’t pop until they chose to let go or dashed themselves against the door in a vain attempt to breach it? Maybe those who failed at the portal were the lucky ones. Unending bliss until, like the gods, they elected to slip into nothingness. It was conjecture, but it felt right. For Sorial, however, there was no invitation to linger. His physical shell awaited.


  Farewell.


  The link closed; his consciousness snapped back into his body.


  Apotheosis. Transformation. The Lord of Earth had arrived.


  * * *


  When Sorial regained his senses, he was lying face down at the lip of the portal, staring into the blackness of the well. He inwardly recoiled; to enter again was to die. No form, even one with magical aptitude, could endure the process a second time.


  The throbbing was gone. No call of comecomecome echoed in his head. All was stillness and quiet; the compulsion had been squelched. For him, this portal was as dead as the one beneath the stable at The Wayfarer’s Comfort. But that wasn’t the only change of which he was cognizant. The pain that had plagued him since he had awakened in the dungeon cell was gone. His body was invigorated, although those pieces carved away by swords and Langashin’s knife hadn’t been miraculously regenerated. He was without a left hand and two toes on his right foot, but the injuries were cleanly healed. All vestiges of corruption had been burned from his flesh. Open wounds were closed. The transformation of his cells had flushed his system clean of toxins and impurities.


  As expected, the price demanded to sever the convergence link had been paid. His saliva was without taste and the cavern had shed its pungent odor. He had lost much since leaving Vantok… but what had he gained?


  He gradually became aware of the sounds of battle. Time had passed, perhaps not while he had been in the portal but during a brief period of recovery afterward. As he listened, straining with his ears, the noise resolved itself from a random cacophony into the sounds of steel ringing on steel and of men grunting and shouting. He pushed back from the edge of the portal and rose to a sitting position. Around him, there was chaos. It seemed as if half the settlement had poured into the cavern and there was only obstacle between them and Sorial.


  Warburm was still alive, although the wounded innkeeper was hard pressed, fighting three opponents at once. His back was to the low stone wall surrounding the portal. Blood poured from a gash in his forehead, running into his eyes and impeding his vision. He had cuts to his forearms and a jagged wound across his chest. Four bodies lay at his feet, but the men he was facing were fresher than he was and there were twenty ready to take their place, all clamoring like animals for his blood. Warburm was a dead man; it was only a question of how long before he made the error that would allow one of his foes to strike the fatal blow. Fatigue was taking its toll. His ax movements were sluggish. He was fighting a desperate defensive battle, conserving stamina by blocking blows and never counterattacking. The tactic was designed to prolong the struggle, not win it. He was buying time.


  Sorial rose, naked as the day of his birth. His skin glowed with the phosphorescence of deep caves - an eerie pale green. The three attackers engaging Warburm were too focused on their opponent to notice, but everyone else in the cavern saw. A hush fell over the throng.


  “Enough!” said Sorial, the word gaining resonance as it rolled like a wave through the cavern. It was his voice, yet not - deeper and throatier, amplified by the earth surrounding the temple of the portal. The authority in the simple command was enough to stop even those fighting Warburm. The innkeeper heard it as well and an incongruous smile split his face from ear to ear.


  Like a toddler taking a first step, Sorial approached his first act of magic by concentrating on the ground beneath his enemies’ feet. The uncertainty of what he was doing or how to do it didn’t stop him. It came naturally, almost like breathing, although it was achieved clumsily without the benefit of practice. If there was only one thing Sorial knew for sure, it was that his untried powers gave him mastery over earth in all its layers and forms. So he used that control as a weapon. In his mind, he saw the ground collapse beneath his foes, swallowing them up. And that’s what happened.


  A gaping hole opened in the chamber’s floor and two dozen screaming men plunged downward, including the three in close combat with Warburm. The innkeeper avoided accompanying them by vaulting atop the portal’s lip in a moment of quick thinking. Seeing their fellows tumble into an abyss of collapsing stone and dirt, the survivors broke and fled, emptying the cavern. Sorial watched them go then calmly replaced the floor in front of him, entombing the men who had fallen - not that any were likely to have survived their ordeal.


  “Langashin!” These others were irrelevant. There was only one man in this settlement Sorial wanted to confront. He clambered down from the portal’s ledge and limped toward the exit. Although his foot injuries were healed, he hadn’t yet become accustomed to balancing on three toes. Warburm trailed him, dripping blood from a multitude of wounds. Outside, Sorial could hear men running. He didn’t think his tormentor would flee, however. Langashin had too much pride for that. He would seek the confrontation even though he didn’t understand what he would be confronting. Or, if he did, it wouldn’t matter.


  At the entrance to the cavern, Sorial paused. There, surrounded by five dead foes, was Brindig’s body. At some point, someone had found an opening and driven a sword deep into the watchman’s chest, piercing his heart. Sorial felt tears sting his eyes, but now wasn’t the time for mourning. There would be time enough later to light a candle for Brindig, for Darrin, and for Lamanar.


  “Langashin, you craven dog!” Sorial’s magnified voice reverberated throughout the settlement, so loud that it carried above the commotion and echoed off the nearby mountains. There’s no way he didn’t hear that.


  The crowd ahead parted for the leader as he moved against the prevailing tide. Chaos reigned. People fled en masse with no one except Langashin headed in Sorial’s direction. The inquisitor strode purposefully, brandishing an impossibly large cudgel; it might have been carved not from the branch of a tree but from the very trunk. To the extent that his expression was readable under all the facial hair, it was grim. His mistake in keeping Sorial alive had become evident. He had played a dangerous game and lost. He knew that now. All he could hope was that the new wizard was too weak and uncertain to be able to bring him down.


  Once outside the cavern, Sorial’s skin no longer glowed. With his injuries healed, he was in better physical condition than when he had been half-dragged, half-helped through the entrance minutes before, but he didn’t present an imposing figure. He was unarmed, unarmored, and unclothed. He faced Langashin naked without even a knife.


  Sorial had no intention of allowing the settlement’s “Guv’nor” to come within striking range. This wasn’t going to be a conventional duel. It occurred to Sorial that if he failed, Langashin would bludgeon him to death.


  Langashin bellowed a challenge in a language Sorial didn’t recognize. He broke into a run, then stumbled and nearly fell as the ground beneath his feet shifted like quicksand. Sorial stood near the edge of the large unstable area, watching as his adversary flailed ineffectually, trying to gain purchase. Langashin’s struggles only caused him to sink deeper; in the process, he lost the cudgel. Within seconds, the moist, insatiable ground had swallowed him to mid-thigh. Only then, recognizing how dire his situation was, did he cease thrashing.


  But this was no way for Langashin the torturer to die. It was too humane. Sorial didn’t consider himself bloodthirsty by nature, but in this case he was willing to make an exception.


  He concentrated on the mire, causing it to harden. Langashin was now partially buried not in shifting, moist sand but in a dry, crumbly substance. He began to struggle again, seeking to pull his legs free, but he wasn’t fast enough. The ground continued to solidify, changing into rock. Langashin let out a bellow of pain as his trapped legs were pulverized by the calcifying earth, ground into a bloody pulp and shards of bone.


  Sorial approached his adversary, although carefully remaining beyond the man’s grasp. Even immobilized and in anguish, Langashin would be dangerous until he was dead. Sorial wouldn’t toy with Langashin as a cat with its meal. He wouldn’t make the mistake of waiting. This would end here, now. But first…


  “Let’s have one last talk.” Sorial’s voice was chillingly conversational. “We had so many on your terms.”


  “Fuck off.” Langashin spat the words through gritted teeth, spraying red spittle.


  “Two legs for two toes.” Sorial extended his maimed foot as if Langashin needed a reminder. “Maybe you don’t consider that a fair trade.”


  Sorial could see the color draining from Langashin’s face, its natural ruddiness becoming pale and clammy. Loss of blood from the ruins of his legs. If Sorial didn’t end this soon, the man would die on his own.


  “You wondered whether it would be possible to control me, to find a way to keep me as your pet wizard. Do you think anything can contain power like this?” He gestured at the slab encasing the lower portion of Langashin’s body. “I was only the last in a long line of victims to suffer at your hands. What I do now, I do for everyone you put through a living hell.


  “You never believed it could come to this. Now you won’t touch the thin pouch of gold, let alone the fat one. Your power’s broken but your death’ll be more merciful than you deserve. I ain’t got the time or the patience to prolong your life in misery and torment.”


  “Do your worst, wizard boy! You won’t hear me beg for mercy. If you were man enough to face me one-on-one without this trickery, I’d thrash you till the streets ran red and feed what was left to the crows.” It took a supreme effort for Langashin to speak those words. They would be his last, save for the screaming that was to follow.


  Sorial bent to retrieve a rock from near his feet. It was unremarkable - a small, smooth stone, easily held in his palm. Once, while bathing on Duke Carannan’s land, he and Rexall had used such flat stones to skim across the water. He turned this one over to familiarize his fingers with it. The connection was instantaneous - it became an extension of his body. Of course, a rock wasn’t as versatile as a hand, but it could be used in other ways.


  He tossed it almost negligently at Langashin. The aim was unerring. Thrown with normal force, it should have done little damage, perhaps leaving a welt or bruise on the inquisitor’s right cheek. Instead, the moment the stone left Sorial’s hand, it accelerated with a sudden, explosive burst of speed to strike Langashin’s face with the power of a projectile fired from one of Warburm’s pistols. Half the jaw was ripped away, leaving behind a bloody mess of torn veins and shattered bone.


  Langashin howled with inhuman anguish. His eyes, locked with Sorial’s, registered shock and pain. Over the course of a long, violent life, he had experienced many battles and suffered countless injuries but never anything to rival this. The implacable certainty of death settled over him, talons sinking into his heaving shoulders.


  Sorial retrieved another stone. He felt its weight, understood its nature and its history. He stroked it with his thumb, as one might pet a tiny animal. He didn’t know if he would ever again wield a blade. Steel was as much of fire as of earth. This rock, on the other hand, knew no master but him. He cocked his arm, aimed, and hurled it at the center of Langashin’s forehead.


  Death was instantaneous. The interrogator toppled backward, both legs snapping where their crushed remains were anchored to the ground. Sorial looked away, not compelled to examine the gruesome ruins. It was enough that Langashin was dead.


  The settlement was eerily quiet. Those few who had stayed to watch the conflict melted away into the darkness. Everyone else had already hidden or left. Sorial and Warburm could have remained here unmolested, but neither felt comfortable about dallying.


  A strange lassitude settled over Sorial, much like the weariness following a full day’s work. Rest would be welcome, although it wasn’t necessary. He turned to face Warburm, who had stood ten feet behind him during the entirety of his confrontation with Langashin.


  The innkeeper’s expression betrayed a mixture of conflicting emotions. He had succeeded, but what had he helped create? “In all my years, I ain’t never seen nothing like that. It be true…all true.” Hearing those words, Sorial wondered whether Warburm had ever truly believed in this journey or if he had undertaken it because it was the natural end to his life’s work.


  The transformation had reversed their positions. Wizards did not take orders from innkeepers; Sorial was now in command. “Are you well enough to travel? I’d like to make the mountains by dawn. I don’t think anyone’s going to follow us, but this ain’t a good place to linger.” Sorial wasn’t worried about Langashin’s people. The death of their burly leader had cowed them. But he was keenly aware that Ariel might appear. Sister or not, he didn’t doubt that his encounter with the portal had branded him her enemy. Did she know yet?


  “One thing first.” Warburm nodded in the direction of Brindig’s body. “He at least deserves a proper burning. We did what we could for Lamanar and Darrin, but their heads were taken. At least his be intact. We can’t take him home to his kin but we can honor him here.”


  Working in congress, Sorial and Warburm dragged their companion into the open, taking care not to cause additional damage to the brutalized corpse. After removing Brindig’s boots and compromised armor, which wouldn’t burn, and wrapping his body in his cloak, they touched one of the available torches to the garment. The flame, which flickered at first, eventually caught and, as it burned more greedily, consumed the man whose selfless actions had made Sorial’s transformation possible. The new wizard and the innkeeper stood nearby, paying silent respect.


  Once the body had been reduced to smoldering cinders, Sorial provided a moment’s concentration on the ground beneath the remains. Ashes, armor, boots, and sword were swallowed up.


  “I’ll take you to where Brindig and me been camping the last few days. It be a nice place - fresh running water and edible berries. All the comforts of home.”


  Home…Do I have one and, if I do, how long until I can be there again?


  Holding aloft the torch used to burn Brindig, Warburm led the way through the seemingly abandoned settlement and onto the grasslands that sloped into the foothills. He set a slow, deliberate pace; Sorial’s gait was at times unsteady as he grew accustomed to navigating with a malformed foot. By the time they stopped at Warburm’s campsite, they had been walking for two hours; the appearance of the sun, low and bloated in the sky, allowed them to extinguish the torch. The long night was at an end.


  They sat beside a bubbling brook while the innkeeper washed his wounds then used clean strips of cloth to bind the most serious of them. “These’ll slow me down a little on the trip home, but they should be all right as long as I keep ’em clean. That be the biggest danger in the wild. Things can go septic fast.” He flexed his chest muscles and winced.


  Warburm dropped to his hands and knees by the water to wash the blood from his face and hair as best he could. Sorial, meanwhile, sat cross-legged on the ground. He remained naked and showed no inclination to seek out clothing.


  “Brindig had an extra pair of trousers and a tunic in his pack. You can have them if’n you want. And anything else he were carrying.”


  Sorial shook his head. “For now, I’m better without clothing. The more direct my contact with the earth, the stronger my connection. Clothing would be a hindrance.”


  “It can get cold out here at night without anything on.”


  “A nice layer of dirt will keep me warm.” The Lord of Earth had an affinity for all things dirty, dusty, and rocky. Comfort and security came from caves and tunnels. Being out in the open wouldn’t disturb him as long as he had ground beneath his feet. He knew intuitively he wouldn’t feel comfortable high in a castle or on the deck of a ship. Some wizards of old were said to fly; Sorial wouldn’t be among their number. Air was his sister’s purview.


  “We lost three good men on this journey. They done their duty but none saw the thing to its end. I may die in the coming days but at least my eyes witnessed this. What now?”


  The path forward wasn’t a straight one. They couldn’t simply return the way they had come. Of the many things Sorial considered as immediate threats, none was more pressing than Ariel. If she could commune with the wind, she would have little difficulty locating him. He had to go where she couldn’t find him, at least until he was ready for a confrontation.


  “This is where we part ways,” said Sorial. “You, to return to Vantok and tell everyone of our success. Me, to go… elsewhere for a time.”


  Surprise was inscribed on Warburm’s scarred and scabbed features. “Me, go to Vantok alone? What about your obligation…”


  “Don’t talk to me about obligations!” Hot anger flared within Sorial. It took a conscious effort to keep it from seeping into the ground and manifesting itself in a physical way. That was a new sensation. More calmly, he added, “When I entered that portal, everything changed.”


  “What of the Lady Alicia?”


  “You hear but don’t listen. I didn’t say I ain’t going back to Vantok. I said I ain’t going immediately. You go before me to let everyone know I’m on my way.


  “I’m assuming you’ll survive the journey north. Alone and injured, it won’t be easy. You won’t have Lamanar to scout the way and keep you from stumbling into a hornet’s nest of trouble. But you’ve earned that penance, and more. Annie’s blood’s on your hands. You may deny it, but I ain’t the gullible boy you once knew and I can see through your lies. And, since you wouldn’t act without your master’s consent, he can share the blame. There’ll be a reckoning. He’s responsible for what I’ve become; now he can accept the consequences of that responsibility.”


  “Ferguson thinks only of the future of Vantok and the survival of humankind.” Warburm spoke the words stiffly, as if reciting a catechism.


  “He thinks in terms of humankind but not individual people. That’s his failing.”


  “What will you do to him? To me?”


  Sorial shrugged. “I don’t know. For now, I’ve got to go into seclusion. My enemies will come after me. I’ve got power but I ain’t sure how to control it. I’m a baby, crawling, stumbling, and vulnerable. I need to be able to walk and run without falling.”


  “So that be it?”


  Sorial nodded. “That’s it. If we both survive the next few seasons, we’ll meet again in Vantok. Make sure everyone is ready. Make sure Alicia is ready.”


  So saying, Sorial rose and, turning his back to Warburm, wandered off into the brightening dawn, headed for the mountains. He looked back only once to see the innkeeper gazing speculatively into the brook, then he was gone.


  * * *


  It was late morning before Sorial found a place where he was comfortable with the terrain. He would have preferred a cavern but he didn’t have the luxury of unlimited time to find one. He didn’t know how far away Ariel was or how fast she could travel, but his need to go into hiding was urgent. For all he knew, The Lord of Fire was also seeking him and, if his base was within The Forbidden Lands, he could be a more immediate danger.


  A part of Sorial wanted to throw caution to the wind and make haste to Vantok to reunite with Alicia. That motivation, which had been his primary driver when he departed the city, was no less an incentive now, even after all that had happened. For them to finally be together with no impediments was almost too great a temptation to bypass. But Sorial’s rational mind knew any such reunion would be short-lived. Ariel would come after him and, if he was unprepared when she arrived, his time as a wizard would be brief and unremarkable. She possessed the advantage of experience; a few seasons of solitary training and contemplation wouldn’t be the equalizer, but it would at least narrow the gap. Sorial also hoped, perhaps foolishly, that when they met again, he might be able to convince her to back down. He didn’t view either Ariel or The Lord of Fire as natural enemies. If anything, they should be allies. More than anything, he wanted to understand them. He also wondered about The Lord of Water. Perhaps he was out there, waiting, not yet having embraced a portal.


  Closing his eye as an aid to concentration, Sorial focused through his legs and toes and into the ground beneath his feet. As in the portal cavern and during his battle with Langashin, this was an act of instinct. There was no elegance to it. He fumbled until he got it right. The hesitancy was forgivable in a situation like this or when confronting a frothing brute like the self-proclaimed Guv’nor of Havenham, but it would be death when contending with another wizard.


  The call went deep into the rock, forceful and insistent. With this kind of magic, there was no room for tentativeness. The creature he summoned, like all manner of earth-born entities, would serve him if he was strong enough to master it. An earthworm would require no effort. Rock wyrms were different. They were eldritch creatures with egos as unyielding as the substance through which they moved. Calling one to serve wasn’t an easy task.


  It didn’t take long for the call to be answered. The respondent erupted through the ground directly in front of Sorial, spraying clods of earth, boulder-sized rocks, and all manner of smaller debris in every direction. Things that struck Sorial bounced off harmlessly. The Lord of Earth couldn’t be harmed by the pebbles and dirt with which he was so intimately connected.


  It was the same wyrm that had attacked and ultimately killed Lamanar. Sorial understood this as soon as he looked into its eyes, one of which had been damaged by a shot from Warburm’s pistol. In the moment of shared recognition, Sorial slipped into the wyrm’s consciousness and subdued it. Had anyone asked him to explain what he did, he wouldn’t have been able to. Its mind was no puny thing and it wasn’t through cruelty or dominance that Sorial won it over. He didn’t hammer at it or pummel it. There was no silent contest. Instead, their connection emerged through a shared affinity for the earth and all it represented - the deep, cool depths and comforting pressure; the darkness and pungency; the strong, silent power and infinite patience. For a moment, there was a pause as the wyrm grappled with yielding its independence, something antithetical to its nature. Then, with a violent shake of its head that severed the eye contact, it submitted.


  Sorial mounted its back, treating it almost as if it was a steed. As he had done with hundreds of animals over the years in the stable, he scratched it behind the ears - in this case, holes in the sides of its head. He leaned close and wrapped his hands and legs around its large, metallic neck.


  Somewhere, the Lords of Fire and Air were searching for him, their intentions ill. Somewhere, Warburm was beginning the first stage of a long, lonely journey that might prove too much for even an adventurer of his renown. Somewhere, King Azarak was trying to rule a city beset by troubles and wilting under the force of an unrelenting heat wave. Somewhere, Alicia was waiting for his return. Somewhere, there was a vast emptiness where the gods had once existed.


  Sorial commanded and the wyrm obeyed. They plunged as one into the earth, tunneling deep into rock and dirt, to a place where neither fire nor air could reach. This was Sorial’s dominion.


  His bloodline had run true. The stableboy was gone, remade in the recesses of the portal. Destiny was a fickle thing, but Sorial would seek his. For one such as him, it wasn’t enough to be. He must do. It remained to be seen what that do would entail, but he would face it not as a confused boy trying in vain to divine his purpose, but as a wizard with power over earth. And he wouldn’t do it alone. The woman he loved, the one who gave meaning to this journey and its struggles, would be beside him. That made all the difference.


  This concludes The Last Whisper of the Gods


  The story continues in Volume 2 of the Last Whisper of the Gods Saga, The Curse in the Gift, which follows Alicia’s journey to the North, King Azarak’s preparations for war, and Sorial’s return to civilization.


  Thank you for taking the time to read The Last Whisper of the Gods. If you enjoyed it, please consider telling your friends or posting a short review. Word of mouth is an author’s best friend and much appreciated. Thank you. James Berardinelli.
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