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A veil of cobwebs covered the audience of roughly carved elven angels that peered down upon another ritual in the muddy, damp darkness of Kelebor’s baptismal chamber. Light from the bitter, burning coal pit below painted them orange, and the rising heat coaxed them into a lazy, undulating ballet.
Below, shackled on his back to the ancient stone altar, Estus felt the relentless heat wash the side of his face and neck with its dry, penetrating intensity. His right arm, bare to the shoulder, was held fast by thick leather straps around his elbow and wrist. His knuckles ached from the burn.
Pores opened freely on his neck, his brow. Hot sweat covered the furrows between his eyes and the tight clench of his carefully shaven jaw. His eyes, watching the fire through strands of his long hair, fixed upon the glow of the branding iron heating in the forge.
Behind the wavy, watery mask of scorched air stood the senior carpenter of Kelebor, Jonathan Travers, looking pale and somewhat spherical in his white robe and red collar. He owned the mill where Estus had worked since his youth, and he would soon begin to reveal to his impatient protege the deeper secrets of their craft. Next to him, wearing black, unadorned priest garb over his tiny, gaunt form and olive-tinted skin, was the Elf Father of Kelebor, Jorel Tol-Kopel, whose pale green eyes shone cat-like through the fire.
The elf raised his arm and pushed down on the bellows, forcing a rumble of cold air across the fire that sent a plume of golden embers aloft toward the ceiling of the tall, narrow room. Travers stepped forward and pulled the hot iron out of the fire pit with long tongs, attaching a handle to its red-hot stem. As they walked around the fire to the altar, Estus could see, glowing in angry orange, the emblem of the Carpenter’s Guild, a small right triangle with the magical proportions three, four, five.
Jorel came forward and stood at the head of the altar. He spoke several words in the holy elven language while he poured blessed water onto Estus’s head. It flowed back into the thick mane of hair, quenching the dry ache of his scalp. He felt the elf’s fingers on his forehead, and they were gentle, calming. Jorel continued reciting prayers in the elven tongue, and Estus felt the sign of the Holy Circle of Light being made on his brow.
The elf said in deliberate, deeply reverent tones. “Estus Arrenkyle, you have been chosen by God to bear the ancient knowledge of this guild so that you may do His work as He commands.”
He laid his hands on Estus’s shoulders in a kind, fatherly manner.
“As the grinder hones the chisel, so shall God sharpen your mind and reveal to you the sacred knowledge of carpentry. With your hands, God touches and shapes this world. With your heart, God touches the souls of His children with love.”
Travers spoke in his deep, gruff voice from behind the priest. He was incapable of delivering the richly elegant oratory that the seven-hundred-year-old elf could summon, but even his familiar voice, echoing in the small room, carried a sense of power and reverence. “Every miter is a prayer. Every structure is a temple that brings into this world a physical incarnation of God’s Wisdom through you. Your mind shall be opened to the Mind of God. You shall receive His Wisdom of structure, of the true nature of angles and measurement, of the deeper harmonies of form and the mathematics and procedures by which God’s Design may be expressed among us.”
The elf spoke again, almost lulling Estus into a deep trance despite the stubborn heresy that he secretly harbored in his heart. “You shall become an Appendage of God and shall carry forth the Body of Man as your own body carries forth the Spirit of the Lord. The Knowledge you will hold is a sacred trust between you and the Holy Light and must never be revealed to those dark to the miracles of carpentry, for this will bring forth false, impure forms.”
Then the guildsman asked, “Estus Arrenkyle, do you swear upon your eternal soul that you will keep the honor of your guild, never revealing the sacred knowledge of carpentry?”
Words, only words, he reminded himself. Hear me, God! He called out in his mind. Reveal yourself to me! Despite his hollow hope, his answer still held the pungent taste of a lie. “I swear it.”
“Will you bear the mark of the Carpenter’s Guild, obey the laws and practices of the Guild, and study and practice the Wooden Art for as long as you shall live? Do you swear this on your eternal soul?”
“I swear it,” he said again through his dry, scratchy throat.
The elf came to the side of the altar and took the hot iron from the guild master. He laid his fist around Estus’s bare arm at the elbow. Travers took his place at the head of the cold stone slab and placed a thick roll of leather between Estus’s teeth. He put a dense cotton pillow under his head.
At first touch, it was almost like a sensation of cold, then numbness for a quick instant. As the elf held the glowing hot iron against the thin skin on the back of Estus’s flexed bicep, he felt the deep, filthy pain of his burning flesh. Veins raged beneath his tanned skin. One second, then two. Three.
He threw his head back hard against the cotton pad, revealing the rope-like muscles of his taut neck. Two low, guttural grunts forced their way through his strained throat, and he tried pulling away. The elf held him. Four seconds. Five.
Estus arched his back and pulled at his leg shackles, but he was powerless against the white-hot fury of the Lord.
When the iron was pulled away, his panic was suddenly lost in a deep agony that consumed his right arm. The cold water being poured over his blistered skin took away the severe edge of the sting, but not the deeper burn that ate into his muscle and flared with each heartbeat.
Travers pulled the leather bite piece from Estus’s mouth and continued pouring a steady stream of cool water over his wound. The water pooled on the stone and ran along his arm, wetting his hair, his side.
Jorel came to his side and rested the razor-sharp edge of a heavy hatchet just above the new brand. He fixed his gaze on Estus and in a most serious voice issued the warning, “If you break your oath, we will return you to this room, and we will reclaim this mark.” Jorel pulled the blade quickly down and away, slicing a shallow cut into the meat of his arm.
Estus, surprised and shocked at this unexpected element of the ritual, cried out suddenly with the wail of a scared little boy.
The elven priest recited the passage of closure from the Circle Covenant, a verse that now took on its true meaning here. “And I pray that His Will be burned into my soul, to seal in that which is of God, and to seal out that which is not of God.”
Estus bit down hard and forced himself to lie still, fighting the pain, fighting the anger. What does a man of faith feel here? he wondered to himself. Pride? Calm? Had he not been shackled, Estus would gladly have put his thick hands around the throat of the little green man.
Jorel continued. “Therefore I shall bear the Mark of my God, and He shall guide my hands in His work and grant me wisdom and peace.”
“Lord be with me,” said Estus. He looked over at his abused arm. Blood ran from the cut onto his blistered mark, while in the silence of his private mind, he repeated the same ending that he had added since his childhood: but stay out of my way.
☼ ☼ ☼
“Bring him below.”
The deep, gravelly voice came from a leather-skinned bulk of a man wearing a patchy white beard, a well-worn and once elegant captain’s uniform, and the unashamed scent of whiskey. Lennel Gareth stood with his first officer at the bow of his double-masted brigantine, anchored in the Bay of Gelst. They were watching the approach of a small rowboat carrying a young man who had come, finally, to facilitate the assignment of the Autarkic Maiden to a docking berth.
Below, hidden carefully beneath the bales of cotton, were seventy barrels filled with knives, swords, axes, and arrows that he needed to deliver to the new underground without the scrutiny of the Legion guards or loyalists.
He went quickly down the steep steps to the main deck and then followed the port rail to his wardroom, where he dropped himself into his padded leather chair by the wide aft window. Sunlight from the clear afternoon sky danced on the wavelets of the rolling sea, sparkling in his eyes, which were cast upon the Constellation. Her nineteen square sails were neatly furled on their yards along three tall masts. The huge ship occupied two docking bays, one of which Gareth had reserved six weeks ago with the tariff board’s office in Korolem. But that body, along with all other Gelst counsels and commissions, were being ignored by Boret’s new administrators.
Being a small, independent merchant was all Gareth had ever known and, until recently, it had always served him well. He was branded into the Merchant’s Guild over thirty-five years ago and, after a decade of study and saving, he built his brig in the Barrington Shipyards of Korolem, which earned him his red captain’s sash. Now these big trading companies were playing along with the new Teshon docking and commerce regulations, and their inside deals and bulk discounts had kept him anchored for three days while everything from fully rigged ships to tiny sloops docked and unloaded ahead of him.
He watched the Constellation take on barrel after barrel of wine and beer and crates filled with fine crafts, everything from tapestries to furniture to perfumes. So it went. Raw materials flowed north to Teshon, where they were worked and refined, then sold back to Gaelon and other lands in the South.
There was a knock, and the first officer entered. Grant Fletcher was a tall, quiet man whose somber and stoic application of discipline helped maintain a manageable level of respect among the raucous and free-spirited crew. “Mister Kaff, sir.”
Captain Gareth nodded as the two men entered and sat down. The young man started to speak, but the captain cut him off.
“Normally, I know what to do with bastards like you, Kaff.” Gareth let his comment linger while he attempted to size up the primly dressed pimple of a boy sitting across from him. He turned to Fletcher and asked, “Will you look at what they send me? Another Teshon lackey with pretty lace and empty promises.”
The young man smiled, ignoring the captain’s disparagements. He answered with a disinterested, condescending politeness. “Well, let’s cut to the quick, Captain. It’s a very busy day. You need to dock and do business. I understand that the new procedures can be a bit daunting, but it’s all for the best. Now then, I represent a consortium of investors who who have been granted intermediation rights to negotiate relationships between merchants and the land-based element, the docking companies and warehouses. We are helping to make sure that docking passes are assigned fairly and impartially. You can buy and sell your access pass and schedule your slot with us as far in advance as you like. Do you understand?”
“What I understand is that you get to make money without producing or doing anything.”
“Well, Captain, you are free to refuse this offer and seek another one. I guarantee that our price is comparable with what any legitimate docking manager would have charged under the old system. Plus, once you are our customer, we can nearly always arrange a swap with another ship should your needs suddenly change. For an extra processing fee, of course.”
Gareth chuckled. “Of course.”
“This is your best chance, Captain. Let me arrange a pass for you.”
Gareth looked away, unable to stomach the foul sense of disgust from being played with like this by a worthless, land-locked, velvet-handed little boy with slicked-back hair, an expensive prissy suit, and an attitude that stank of new money.
“Where?”
“I can get you into Norgelan by tonight, if you sign with us.”
Gareth turned to the young man and barked, “Norgelan? What bloody good does that do me? I’ve got cotton and tobacco, not livestock.”
“There are caravans that can be hired to transport your goods to the city.”
“What? Carry it half a day north so I can truck it back down the next? My load is bound inland, boy. I need barges, not shepherds and herdsmen.”
There was another knock on the door.
The first officer called out, “Come.”
A young ensign stepped in and saluted. He announced, “The shore leave party has returned, and we’ve got another twenty men ready to ship out. Also, there was a fight, sir. Miggs and Baker got tangled up with some of the boys from that Koro-Del ship.”
“The Constellation?” Gareth interjected.
“Yes, sir.”
“No. Cancel shore leave. Run some rigging and storm drills. They’re just fighting out of boredom. See that those cross-eyed whelps get two lashes each.”
“Aye, sir.”
The ensign retreated and after he closed the door, Gareth added, “I hope our boys gave those smug bastards a few scars to remember.”
He pushed his chair back with a rumble and stood. “Mister Fletcher,” he said, calmly, weariness showing in his voice. “Get this snot-nosed termite away from me and prepare the captain’s boat. I’m going ashore.”
☼ ☼ ☼
A cool breeze carried the scent of summer rain through the warm yellow sunbeams that fell into the kitchen window of the modest Arrenkyle home. Carmen Arrenkyle closed her eyes for a moment and let the country air brush across her cheeks and stir her hair.
She worked with a joyous, unhurried precision, crushing and straining grapes for juice and a special wine syrup for making grape tea, a specialty of Kelebor and of Jorel Tol-Kopel. Her yellow maternity dress, handed down to her from her sister-in-law, almost matched the floral headband that she had tied around her fountain of fine, dark hair.
Kelebor’s elf sat at the far end of the table, as comfortable as any man in his own kitchen. Of course, Jorel was equally at home in any house in Kelebor and had been for the past three hundred and fifty years, since he helped the original settlers move into the valley.
“He’ll stay with Jonathan for another few hours while he rests. They have some guild business to attend to. Is he looking forward to his party tonight?”
“Well, you know Estus. I think both of us would rather just have a quiet evening to ourselves. When can I see him?”
“They should be finished around four. Are you sure I couldn’t be helping you with any of this?” he asked. He was balancing on the back two legs of a wooden chair, propped against the far wall with his feet resting on the table. It was almost easy to forget Jorel was an elf. He was more like everybody’s distant cousin. His sandy blond hair covered his ears, and his light complexion almost masked the greenish tint of his skin.
Carmen looked over at him through a few strands of loose hair that shone almost burgundy in the sunlight and said, “Well, I suppose you could pull off a fresh bowl of these.” She took over a wooden bowl and a large stem filled with grapes. “Just be sure to leave me a few after you’ve eaten all the best ones.”
He took the bowl and stem and started plucking grapes off gently. “I mean with any of that. You should get off your feet for a while.”
She put her hand over her belly and said, “Sister Jaynes told me that it’s just fine for me to keep working. I’ve still got at least three weeks, you old worrier. Moving around and working is just like rocking the baby, she says. But you know that. I’m fine, Jorel.”
“That’s just what your father’s paternal grandmother told me when she was making grape juice one afternoon like this.”
“What happened?”
“Well, I guess she was farther along than you are, but scant seconds after she told me ‘I’m fine, Jorel,’ she stopped, got this funny look on her face, and dropped her water. By the time I got her laid down and called her man in from the field, that little baby’s head was poking right out. So there was Betty, breathing and pushing, and the baby, not even all the way out, started crying.”
Carmen looked at him, amazed, and let out a little laugh.
“Then poor Billy, he was in such a fright, and it was just about all I could do to keep him settled down to help his wife. By the time the little boy was full out, I had the three of them just wailing and carrying on.”
“Oh my. Was that Grandpa Harvey?”
“No, that was their first. Frank was his name.”
She laughed at that again. “That must be why Grandpa always said that Frank came out gabbing and didn’t shut up his whole life.”
“Yeah. He was a talker. He could get a whole room fixed on one of his silly stories.”
“I remember he would tell us kids stories to help us go to sleep in front of his big fireplace.”
“He was a lot like his great-grandfather, Calvin. But Cal was more of a singer, I suppose. You know, Carmen, we’ve had a lot of good folk in this town, but not many of them ever went on to take a Holy Trade Vow. You should be very proud of Estus.”
“Oh, you know I am. He’s been special as long as I’ve known him.”
“Indeed. I still worry about him sometimes.”
A cold shudder shocked Carmen for a second, but she asked, as calmly as she could, “What do you mean?”
“Well, you know he doesn’t come to church very regularly. Guildsmen are expected to work as elders in the church. I don’t know if he fully understands that aspect of his responsibility to the community. He’s not only going to learn his trade. He’s going to be called on for spiritual support from friends, family, and especially the children. He’s taken a Holy Vow that will open his mind to the Wisdom of God. That makes him a holy man, whether he likes it or not. You know that he has always — how should I say this — he’s always kept his relationship with the Lord a private matter in his own heart.”
Carmen looked down at her work and didn’t respond, afraid that she might betray knowledge of some of the terrible, blasphemous things she and her beloved husband had discussed in the dark security of their marriage bed.
As he continued, an edge of firmness crept into his voice that transformed him from being just a jovial friend of the family into an elf, a pure Child of God. Jorel had always preached that elves can’t look into your thoughts. Only God himself can do that. But at that moment she felt transparent and naked before him.
“You need to see to it, Carmen, that he understands his responsibilities. He will be expected to deliver the Harvest Benediction at the festival, but I don’t think he’s quite ready for that, do you?”
“I… I suppose not.”
“You should help him practice tomorrow.”
“I know. I will,” she answered softly.
“Don’t be afraid to come to me for help, or let me know if he needs additional spiritual guidance. That’s what I’m here for, just as I was here for him when he was struggling with this as a child.”
“Okay, Jorel. I’ll do that.”
He stood, set the well-plucked grape stem and bowl on the table, and went over to Carmen. He put his arms around her, touching her abdomen and resting his other arm across her breasts while he pressed his body against hers. Carmen endured his familiar closeness with the awkward acceptance of a trusting child.
“Good. I know you will.”
He kissed the side of her head and left her working at the sink. With Jorel gone, the house became somber and empty again, as it had been since yesterday morning when Estus went into the sanctum. He had his mark, now, which made her not just a wife but a conventual, the wife of a deacon. She could now enter the sanctum, or at least the chapel of the Holy Sisters’ convent. A little social status would be nice, but what really mattered was that Estus was finally at peace with his decision to seek out the Lord’s wisdom.
As a distant peal of thunder rolled through the valley and the scent of rain started to fill the heavy summer air, Carmen looked down intently and continued smashing the grapes.
☼ ☼ ☼
Bodie Challuk stood at the front of his barge, letting the wind blow his long, blond hair in a frenzied disarray around his thick, muscled shoulders while he allowed the sound of breaking water to calm the anxious knot in the middle of his chest. Behind him, two large tents covered the platform designed to carry hundreds of crates and barrels. In the foremost tent were seventy-three men with their crude homemade weapons and leather armor.
They were farmers, fishermen, and barge workers. Some had come from as far south as Korolem to fight for the rights and liberties their grandfathers had worked so hard to earn. They had been traveling north for two days, riding against the fast-moving water of the Mundela River. The men ate, slept, and sat quietly with their prayers. He had seen in their faces what he felt in his own deepest thoughts. He had seen fear, hope, and anger running so deep that it no longer stood apart as a separate emotion. The taste of freedom was too sweet, the return to darkness and subjugation too unthinkable.
He thought of his men, his friends. Which of them were about to die? he wondered. How many wives and children were going to cry because of the terrible, desperate hope that had been awakened in the little town of Gelst?
Their expected contact point had passed two hours ago, and they waited while endless seconds rose in ready anticipation and fell away onto a growing pile of tension and fear. They passed many barges, boats, and passenger pontoons. Each one brought Bodie closer to the edge of action when it first appeared ahead, then left him weary and impatient as it ambled south.
Finally she appeared, moving swiftly in the waters of the channel.
He felt a ping of adrenaline, and suddenly the countless hours, the long pensive days collapsed into a fragile, forgotten moment. Bodie turned and ran to the side of the tent. He threw open the canvas flap and, surprised at the lack of emotion in his voice, said, “Man your boats.” They rose and moved with silent, practiced precision into the second tent, which held thirty-two rowboats of various sizes and condition.
Bodie hurried toward the stern, passing the pen with the fifteen oxen that continued their endless circles around shafts that powered the five propellers. He climbed to the rudder team’s tower.
He gauged the speed of the Legion boat and held the rudder himself, ready to intercept her. He waited, holding steady, feeling the river alive below him as he watched the larger vessel approach.
He pulled the rudder lever hard, forcing the heavy barge to begin moving toward the middle of the river. He held that angle, keeping his eyes on the smaller, more maneuverable boat ahead. He felt the subtle pitching as the barge ran oblique to the flow.
The two approached each other. The boat ahead sounded its clearing bell that claimed right of way and ordered him to clear the lane. This is it, he thought. Bodie knew that the other captain was waiting until the last possible second to select a course.
He’ll bring her inside. There it is.
He grabbed the docking lever and turned the propellers, moving the back end around and bringing the barge sideways in the lane.
He rang the bell.
The sides of the tent flew up.
In seconds, the water was filled with the small rowboats. Each boat had one man rowing and one or two men launching arrows. Legion guards returned fire, using their powerful and accurate crossbows.
He rushed back down and ran to his position.
His partner was waiting for him. They pulled their rowboat to the edge and jumped in as it slid off into the river. Already there were several men down or floating dead in the water.
Oars were cracking against each other. Arrows were flying through the air. His rower pressed on. Bodie reached down and picked up his bow and quiver of arrows. Five of his arrows were from the two hundred stolen from a Legion armory last month. These were mixed in with a couple dozen homemade arrows with sharpened spoon handles tied onto their tips. He started with these, launching them one after the other in the quick pace they had practiced. Arrows filled the air, and what they lacked in precision, they hoped to make up in quantity.
They were near. The Legion boat was moving right into the swarm of rebel rowboats. Bodie pulled out one of the finely crafted arrows. He picked his target, pulled back, held his breath, and fought to keep his aim against the motion of the boat.
He let the arrow fly.
It missed his target but struck another Legionnaire in the leg, taking him down. Some of his men were already climbing up to board the Legion vessel. His companion pulled the oars in and turned around. They both looked up at the same time into the face of one of the few Teshon men still along the rail. Bodie and the young soldier faced each other, each holding an arrow locked and ready to fly.
They both released.
Bodie’s arrow sailed too high, but the practiced aim of the Legionnaire hit.
The shock of feeling the arrow drive through his shoulder like a thick nail filled his mind until cold water rushed over his head. He couldn’t move his left arm. He forced his eyes open to the sting of the dirty river water. Between red swirls of blood, he saw the mirror surface of the river cut by the bottom of the boats.
He twisted and kicked his feet, bringing his head above water. He breathed and tried to raise his right arm over the side of one of the rowboats.
Rough hands lifted him out of the water and pulled him up. He was numb from shock but stirred out of it a bit when he felt someone grab hold of the arrow, cut off the end, and draw it out through the tortured meat under his arm. He crumpled on his side with his head halfway beneath the rower’s seat.
Someone called out, “Skipper’s hit.”
He felt the bobbing and rocking and rhythmic banging against the other boats. Angry voices, the clang of metal, and the sick sound of wailing, wounded men fell strangely on his ears, unable to penetrate the veil of shock and disorientation that gripped him. The sky was a brilliant blue. Two lazy clouds drifted by. They seemed so patient, so wise that they could float overhead without any notice of the havoc below. But then they joined together to form an angry, shrieking face. How appropriate, he thought.
He was losing blood quickly. It was pooling in a slippery mess beneath him. He knew that he would soon be too weak to walk, much less fight. His body was drained of its energy but not his spirit.
“Help me up,” he said.
With help he managed to pull himself onto the rower’s seat. “Get me on board.”
Most of the men had already boarded the Legion boat. The rebels outnumbered the Legion guards at least three to one, which almost made it a fair fight. He saw two of his men fall overboard and another fall under a Legion sword before they reached the side. With his good arm, Bodie grabbed hold of the rope ladder and raised his foot onto the first wooden step. With quick help above and below, he finally pulled himself over the edge.
His shoulder held pain sharper, deeper than he knew was possible. If he were to die, he thought, it should be exactly like this, filled with the same agony he had asked of so many others.
He was convinced at that moment that he would die soon, and he refused to spend the last seconds of his life examining the deck boards close up. He thrust himself erect. The strength and panic-driven determination of the rebels were a poor match against the speed and skill of men who had devoted their lives to martial training.
“Nets!” Bodie called out angrily. “Get back!”
The world came back into focus, and he managed to step forward. They weren’t fighters, but they were used to the river and the sea. The rebels threw their heavy fishing nets and bolas, snaring the fighters with skills that were better trained in their hands.
Bodie drew his knife and held it in his right hand while he moved along the rail toward the small pilot’s cabin that overlooked the front deck. He forced his legs to take him up the two steep steps to the middle of the empty steering room. Blood poured from his would in waves that matched the raging pulse of his heart.
“Skipper!”
One of his men ran to the door of the pilot’s cabin.
“It got a wizard lock! We can’t get it open.”
“Get the Teshon men off the boat.”
“I’ll tell—” His voice stopped, then returned with a scared wail as he looked down at the sword that pierced him clear through. He dropped, revealing a tall Legion guard with a blue armband who pushed him forward with his boot to withdraw his sword.
The Legionnaire stepped across the dying man toward Bodie, leading with his blood-tainted steel.
Bodie’s left arm hung numb and useless. He raised the knife and stood with his right foot forward.
With a casual arrogance, the soldier took a step and thrust his sword toward Bodie’s chest.
Bodie spun, pivoting on his right foot, and pushed the man’s thrusting hand away with his right arm, which brought him close, his back against his attacker. He pounded his fist back and felt the knife cut through the thick jacket into flesh. Without remorse or anger, but simply the methodical actions of necessity, he pulled the blade sharply up, cutting deep.
He felt the man fall against him. There was no energy left in his legs. He crumpled like a rag doll onto the floor with the weight of the Teshon Legionnaire on top of him. He was drained, unable to move. Footsteps pounded near, running along the deck. Moments later, feet passed in front of his eyes as they stepped into the steering room. The shoes were those of a Gelst countryman, not the shined, black leather of the Legion. They stopped in front of the rudder wheel.
Bodie closed his eyes and let the voices of his men, urgent and excited, lull him into a hollow black.
The air in the Kelebor Valley was filled with the heavy scent of wet grass and worms, drawn out by the rainstorm that pattered on the roof of the small home that Estus had built three years ago when he married Carmen. His arm, bandaged and covered with a soothing cream, held her close as they sat together in their quiet house, listening to the rain.
He wore his white guildsman’s robe. It was new and still held the awkward stiffness of its heavy fabric. He would now be expected to wear his robe, his white collar, or a white armband at any public event to mark him as anointed — lest someone miss the mutilation on his arm.
He was now officially a Woodwright, an Initiate in the Carpenter’s Guild. As he gained more skill and was introduced to the deeper secrets of his trade, his collar and armband would change from white to green, and then blue, red, and finally black, if he reached the rank of Architect.
He leaned back and used the small wooden box as a footrest. It contained his first guild book, which he would be expected to study under the guidance of Jonathan Travers. It was given to him with yet more rituals during which he offered what he hoped was a convincing performance of sincerity. Finally, he was able to open and observe some of the sacred writings that Travers had always kept carefully locked in his office. This was perhaps the most devastating part of his ordeal.
The knowledge that he so desperately sought, for which he had invested a three-year journeymanship, still lay beyond his reach. From what he could discover while flipping through it, the book contained mostly legends about the tradition and joy of the craft. Such were their grand, sacred secrets!
There was, however, an introduction to builders’ mathematics, from multiplication and long division to basic trigonometry. It was a genuine treat to see it all written down, but there was nothing even close to profound, nothing particularly unexpected.
For all his patience and study, all he got was a burnt arm and a bunch of stories. He tried to bite back his disappointment. Estus knew as well as anyone that guildsmen were trained over time, and only after many years were they allowed to know the deepest knowledge necessary to become masters of their trade. Two hundred pages of the wanderings of Benok only deadened his mind with bitter apathy.
What he really wanted to know was how the ancients were able to raise a ten-ton granite lintel.
Carmen turned and looked up at him.
“What’s bothering you?”
He smiled, brushing her hair away, and kissed her. “Nothing, really.”
“What’s wrong? Is your arm hurting?”
“It’s going to hurt for a long time, I’m afraid.”
“Sir Arrenkyle,” she said. “Deacon. I’m so proud of you. Do you know that? I love you, and I’m proud of you.”
He brushed his fingers across her chin and said, “You are the sky and the earth, my love. I don’t need you to be proud. I just need you to be with me.” She took his hand and placed it on her side so he could feel the baby’s back. He held her and thought of all the things he wanted to teach this new life they had made.
“Carmen, why must we starve for knowledge?”
“Oh, don’t say that. You’re going to know soon enough. It’s going to take time, love.”
“Wait with me. Help me wait.”
She reached up and touched his neck, and he felt her understanding, her acceptance. Words were not necessary. If love could ever be formed into a material existence, it would be exactly like his Carmen. Soft, with a fountain of dark, velvet hair, eyes of penetrating acceptance, and a womb filled with new, tender life.
“You need to get ready for your party,” she said sleepily.
“I don’t want to go.”
“I know. You want to sit around here and be mad at them, but you need to go. It’s one of many duties they’ll expect from you now. Ferris will be here in about a half hour with your sister and the kids.”
“Then I have another half hour to hold you.”
Carmen moved and twisted around, shifting her weight. “I think I want to lie down before they get here. Come to bed with me.”
He bent down and kissed her and then stood, helping her to her feet.
She held her hand tight across her belly, as if cradling the baby, while Estus helped her to the bedroom.
☼ ☼ ☼
Lennel Gareth held onto the wooden seat as six of his men rowed through the choppy water beneath the tranquil mantle of yellow, humid dusk that muffled the sounds from shore, leaving only the rhythmic splash and creak of their oars to cover their heavy breaths. The captain rode with a quiet, fatigued scowl on his heavy jowls as his boat cut through the sweet, mossy brine of the bay. The men continued to row in silent unison as the gentle undulations of the sea broke into waves that rocked the small yachts and sailboats moored at the long pier ahead. When they drew close, they fell into the darkness of shadow cast by the low sun across the mighty Constellation.
The men brought the oars up and, when they came to the pier, two jumped up and pulled the boat in. They steadied it for the captain and started to tie it off, but Gareth told them, “Go back to the ship. If I’m not back by dawn, come to this pier.”
As he waited for them to push off, he took a long pipe from his pocket and tapped it out against the wooden rail. He reached into his right jacket pocket, took out the old, worn tin of tobacco, and carefully stuffed his pipe. With his back to the wind, he struck a match, lit his pipe, and then stepped heavily through the stark, slanted shadows along the pier.
Coming ashore to settle negations, offer bribes, make deals had always been part of the adventure, even the joy, of his way of life. He could bluff and con his way through just about anything, and when convincing failed, there were always certain men whose favor could be bought or forced. This time was different. These new players were hard to read. Gelst’s renaissance of open commerce and independence had been turned over to a web of Teshon insiders and Legion officers backing up every intrusion. It was almost intimidating.
At the end of the pier, he climbed the stair to the grand boardwalk that followed the shore. It was filled with the waning activity of a few dozen men, some still working the large cranes and ropes in the dying sunlight, loading the last few crates of the day into the massive gut of the Koro-Del trader.
Captain Gareth stood for a moment, watching them work their machines. His ship still carried barrels that were rolled up ramps onto deck one at a time and lowered into the hold with simple block winches. The cranes and their crew were an impressive demonstration of engineering and coordination, but that didn’t change for a moment the fact that he was here first, and this should be his berth.
There were always ways. He lumbered with a heavy gait along the dock, following the long hull of the Constellation. He approached a group of three young sailors who were standing by the bow, talking loudly and laughing, no doubt ready to spend their day’s pay at the bars and game houses that filled the mouth of the Mundela River and gave Gelst its particular charm.
The captain stepped up to the closest sailor, a large, well-built young man, full in the chest and shoulders with a short beard and closely-cropped hair.
“Hey, mate,” he called out, putting his hand on the sailor’s arm.
The man spun around quickly and knocked Gareth’s hand away. “Careful who you go grabbing, you crusty old fuck.”
Gareth’s hand struck out without warning, a fast reflex that came with utter resolution and certainty, uncluttered by anything so clumsy as a second thought. It landed just below the sternum and sunk deep into the young sailor’s gut before he had a chance to tense up his abdomen. Before he could even stumble into his friends, Gareth drew out his long, curved knife and said, “Any one else? I’m just in the mood!”
One of the other sailors said, “Sorry, Captain. It’s been a hell of a day dealing with the inspectors.”
“What’s your name?” he barked at the man bent over coughing. The low sun lit the scene with an orange, angry glow.
“I’m Gavin, sir. I didn’t notice your rank.”
“Well, Gavin, you thick-headed son of a whore, you should watch who you mouth off to next time, unless you want to feel a whip across your back.”
“Yes, sir.”
Gareth eyed the others as he dropped his knife back into its scabbard.
“You,” he said to the other sailor who had spoken out. “Is there still a grog shop around here called the Broken Wing?” It had been almost three years since Gareth had been ashore in Gelst, and so much had changed. This pub he was especially worried about, and he feared the worst.
The sailor answered, “I think so. It’s by the river. It’s mostly a bargeman’s dive, though. They don’t like sea folk up that way.”
“Well, they like me. Go look for Merna. Tell her I sent you, and she’ll see that they treat you well. See if you can get some ale into this termite and pop that gut of his back out.”
They cast their eyes down, avoiding Gareth and his stern gaze.
“Oh, come on, boys. No hard feelings. What are your names?”
The man who had been speaking for the group answered, “I’m Davis, and that’s Cody.”
“Lennel Gareth.”
“What ship are you with, Captain?” asked Davis.
“It’s not a ship. She’s a brig, the Autarkic Maiden. She’s been anchored out in the bay while you’ve been docked at my berth.”
“Your berth, Captain?” asked Cody.
“I’ll discuss that with your captain. Trust me, kids. You’ll like the Broken Wing. It’s worth the walk inland for the dumpling pie alone. If you behave yourselves, you’ll each have a pretty girl bringing you drinks and sitting in your lap by the end of the night.”
There was a pause while they sized up that offer. “Really?” said Davis. “What do you guys think?”
Gavin said, “I don’t know. It sounds like some kind of a setup.”
Gareth’s punch was even faster this time. He threw a left at Gavin’s face and then a right that landed in his ribs, leaving Gavin grunting on the dock. Gareth stepped up and put his heavy boot on Gavin’s chest, bent over, and said, “You’re going to have to either learn to fight or keep that crab hole closed. Holy God in the Light, you’re a stupid son of a bitch.” He shook his head and said to the others, “Pick up this barnacle and get out of my way before I change my mind and dump him in the sea.”
A young officer saw the commotion and hurried down from the ship. Before he could speak, Gareth called out, “I’ll speak with your captain.”
A moment of disorientation covered the ensign’s face until he recognized the faded insignia and red armband on Captain Gareth’s overcoat. He turned his eyes away from his doubled-over crew member and said, “I’m sorry, Captain, is there a problem?”
Sparring with the young sailors had left Gareth in a playful mood, so he barked out in his gruffest voice, “You’ve got your worm-wooded slut in my berth and an undisciplined crew not worth a briny piss, but I’ll tell that to your captain.”
Gareth stood back, letting the other men help their friend to his feet and take him inland past the warehouse. He turned away and let the ensign lead him up the gangplank. When he set foot on the polished deck, the young officer nudged his elbow and pointed the way. They walked on at a good pace to the stern of the ship.
“I don’t recognize your crest, sir. What’s your organization?” the ensign said with forced politeness.
“I’m an independent. The Autarkic Maiden, or Old Maid. She’s the brig parked out in the damn middle of the bay.”
“And your name, sir?”
“Captain Lennel Gareth.”
“Ah, yes. Of course. The Old Maid.”
They ascended a wide, ornate stair, entered the officer’s deck, and followed the narrow hallway to the wardroom. The ensign knocked.
A voice from inside called out, “Come.”
They entered.
The captain of the Constitution was a sturdy, broad-shouldered man in his late forties with a well-trimmed salt-and-pepper beard. His bushy sideburns accommodated for the thinning on the top of his scalp. When they entered, he was leaning over a large, polished cedar desk. His white captain’s coat was unbuttoned, revealing a formal white shirt with a red collar that hung open at the neck. He was studying a large notebook that Gareth recognized as a cargo inventory receipt log. He made a couple marks with a large quill pen and then looked up, showing an impatient, furrowed brow.
The ensign saluted by placing his hand, palm out, above his right eye. “Captain Donovan, may I present Captain Lennel Gareth of the Autarkic Maiden.”
Donovan waved a semblance of a salute to dismiss the ensign and then stood up and straightened his cuffs. Gareth walked across the bright blue carpet, being careful not to disturb the carefully brushed fringe.
“Yes, come in.” Donovan walked around the desk and adjusted his coat. “What a pleasure it is to have you drop in unexpectedly at this late hour.”
“I assure you, the pleasure is mine. What an honor to be on such a grand vessel. Is she yours?”
“She belongs to the Koro-Del Trading Company, as I’m sure you might have remembered eventually. Here, come have a seat. Can I offer you some brandy?” Donovan moved to a cabinet and took out two glasses and a tall, narrow wooden barrel.
“Thanks, but I’ll have my own,” Gareth said as he took a flask from his left jacket pocket.
Donovan uncorked the brandy, poured half a shot into his tumbler, and brought that and the empty glass toward the thickly padded leather chair. Gareth took the glass and poured it a quarter full as he sat down on the embroidered sofa across from the captain. He took his pipe out of his mouth, sipped his whiskey, and reinserted his pipe.
“So, Gareth, was it? How can I help you?”
Gareth found himself feeling a bit overwhelmed by the grace and efficiency of the large ship. He found himself wanting to like Captain Donovan, so he decided to shrug that off by taking the offensive.
“I understand now why a couple of my boys found it necessary to pummel your crew.”
“Ah, yes. I see. Well, I have the unfortunate responsibility of informing you that the incident to which I believe you are referring was in fact the result of an instigation by members of your own crew. My men, I assure you, are not in the habit of seeking altercations with random mariners.”
“Then with whom do they seek altercations, Captain?”
“No one in particular, I must say. Unless provoked.”
“I see. In fact, Captain, I had to drop one of your men on my way up to see you, but that’s not my problem. Whether you choose to manage your crew is your own concern.”
“Indeed.”
Having set the mood and direction, Gareth whipped it back suddenly, looking for some reaction. “I want to use this dock throughout the night. I’ll give you a full quarter of my take. We can be unloaded and out of your way by first light.” Captain Gareth didn’t expect Donovan to take his offer seriously. What he was interested in was exactly how he would be refused. Would he pretend to be insulted? Would he end the conversation right there? Or would he maybe give Gareth a clue about how to work the new system?
Donovan sat back, put his right ankle over his left knee, and took a gentle sip of his brandy.
“I’m afraid I cannot help you. Perhaps you’re not fully aware that the Gelst Tariff Board and Commerce Committee has been disbanded. You’ll need to purchase a docking pass. The problem is not the Constellation, but your permission to store your cargo. Have you that permission?”
“Come now, Donovan. It’s an honest bribe.”
Donovan laughed and shifted to put his left ankle on his right knee. He took another sip and watched Gareth, waiting for him to say something else.
“Of course I don’t have that permission, nor do I intend to seek it because it has nothing to do with me. I intend to deal with the warehouse, barge, and wagon men as I have always done. I don’t recognize the consuls of Teshon as having any bearing on me. I’m an independent trader, not a citizen to be taxed and directed.”
“Yes, I see that. But we must deal with them, and they are bound by these new procedures.”
“Are they?”
“It would appear to be so.”
“A most appropriate choice of words.”
Donovan took another drink of his brandy and said, “Fascinating. But what has this to do with my ship? Even if I did cast off to the bay and allow you to dock, you still would not be allowed to unload. The Legion troops are very careful to inspect the dock here at precisely half past every hour. Have you had no contact with the docking contractors?”
“Oh, yes. One came out to us yesterday. I was told that my agreement with the dock, this dock here, had been purchased by the docking consortium and would be resold to me in the form of a docking pass. And then, this afternoon, I had a most pleasant conversation with a Mister Kaff, who very nearly got thrown headfirst into the salty grave.”
“Look, Gareth — Lennel — I am not unsympathetic. I understand what you’re saying, and in a sense you are right to recognize that this upheaval is unsettling for all of us, but what good, really, can come from resisting this when all you need to do is get your hold unloaded? I’ve found that the agreement is comparable to the fees one would have to pay to the dockmaster himself, and once you get through the payoffs to assure an accurate count and delivery, you’re probably in for even more than if you just played along.”
Gareth sat still and unconvinced amid a plume of thick, purple smoke.
Captain Donovan continued. “You know, my good Captain, this renovation is not an intentional affront against you or your crew. Gelst was drifting too far from the Light. Too much was falling into the hands of unbranded and untrained amateurs. It was becoming too brittle, and the bay was too clogged. The intent is to keep everything safe and orderly.”
“Is it?”
The two sat together in silence for some time. Donovan sat twitching the foot that rested across his knee, while Gareth sat within the fog of his pipe and the squalor of his mood. He tipped his glass up and filled his throat with the warm burn of the whiskey. It flowed into him and spread as a flush of numb.
Captain Donovan finished his brandy and then asked directly, “Why are you here? You didn’t really expect me to accept your offer. Certainly you didn’t come all this way to complain about the altercation between our men.” His voice bore the tone of command. “What do you want?”
Gareth raised his heavy, round chin and peered at Captain Donovan from beneath his shaggy eyebrows.
“I’m a man of the sea, not of politics. This port has been the lifeblood of Teshon for, what, almost a hundred years? From the first single sails to this,” he waved his arm around to indicate the Constellation, “we’ve been driving goods in as fast as we could load the barges. We built Teshon, men like you and I.”
Captain Gareth downed the last of his whiskey and found himself being unexpectedly honest. “What I want to know is, why? Why this? Why now? What do you in these fancy trading ships know about this renovation? All I know is that it stinks like a dead whale in the sun. There was nothing wrong with the way Gelst was handling business. What’s it about? How far are they going to push this, and why are you going along? If anyone could stand up to them, it would be you.”
Donovan put both feet on the floor and leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. He tapped his fingertips on the side of his brandy tumbler and thought for a moment. “When we were branded into the Merchant’s Guild, we took an oath to serve God, to carry our goods and fulfill our trades for the benefit of all, and to accept the wise direction of the Elders.”
There was a pause. “Go on,” Gareth urged curiously.
Donovan sat back. “You’re a Senior in our guild. Your experience and knowledge of the sea is no doubt unquestioned, but, well — how should I say this? — if you could resign yourself to becoming master of a Koro-Del trader ship, you would find a lot of these problems and questions less of a distraction. It’s as simple as this. This isn’t our game. We just want to move the goods in and out.”
“What do you know?”
“I know that if you insist on remaining independent, you’re going to find yourself increasingly left out of trading options, and not over something as trivial as a docking pass. You play along, or you don’t play. Look around this bay. How many free traders do you see? You can keep your ship, but if you register it with us, you’ll find another guild rank above admiral that you probably don’t know about. I won’t try to tell you what to do about your situation here, but I would strongly suggest that the next time you’re in the Korolem Port that you seek an audience with Dylan Del-Trevia.”
“Would he see me?”
The Captain stood up. “I’m sure he would. I can’t grant you my rights to this dock. That’s out of the question. And even if I could, I don’t have time to go yanking some administrator out from between his down blankets. The winds are fair, and I intend to make sail well before dawn. If you do find a port before then, I can offer you fifty men, if that will help. Just send word.”
Gareth pulled himself forward. Then he stood up, took out his pipe, and pointed it at Donovan as he said, “I spent twenty years working and saving to buy the Maid and another ten as her sole master. I’m not about to give up and put her in your fleet, and I’m not going to play nice with a bunch of overzealous barons.” He reinserted the pipe and said, “Thank you for your offer of extra hands, my dear captain. Frankly, I wouldn’t have your men wipe my ass, but if it moves you off this dock, I’ll wish you sturdy winds and a calm sea.”
“I thought you might.”
☼ ☼ ☼
When Bodie looked up, he saw the dark purple hue of a fading evening sky. A cool breeze brushed across his cheek. A turn of his head brought new pain into his neck, but it also told him he was on the rear deck of the Legion transport boat. Ten or so other men lay beside him. His shoulder had been tightly bandaged, and he was covered with a red Legion jacket.
He sat up.
“Skipper!”
“Where are we?”
“Still a few miles north of Bora-Min.”
“How many?”
“Thirty-eight men were killed. We have some of them, but most were lost in the river.”
“The gold?”
“We finally cut the bolts and straps around the chest and brought it up, but it’s still magic-locked. And we found the papers. It’s more than we thought. Three times more, if we can get to it.”
“We’ll get to it, but we need to get it off this boat. As soon as it gets dark, anchor along the bank and get everyone off. We’re still a long way from home.”
☼ ☼ ☼
His friends stood crowded together on the covered porch, barely out of the rain. Everyone from the mill was there, of course. Jorel was standing off to the side with a couple of the other guildsmen from Kelebor. There were only twenty or so anointed craftsmen in the entire Delgaro valley. These two were rather new to Kelebor, and Estus figured it was Jorel’s way of helping to get them acquainted with everyone. Dawson, a heavyset man with big shoulders and an even bigger smile, was an agronomist — the Disciple rank in the Farmer’s Guild. He was wearing his green shoulder sash over his work clothes. Beside him stood Blake, the young corporal, wearing his uniform and white armband. Blake, an Initiate of the Legion Guild, was now in charge of a single platoon that was part police force and part ceremonial adjunct.
Estus thought that this event might have drawn out Parker Shaw, Kelebor’s seventy-five-year-old Sorcerer. Estus made a mental note to pay him a visit. He wondered if he would be able to pry some morsel of information about magic from him now that he was a fellow guildsman and, more importantly, now that Shaw was growing rather absent-minded.
Many others from the town had also come out, braving the rain to wish him well. He wasn’t really expecting that, and it both touched him and left him feeling a little detached because he knew that this could never mean to him what it meant to them. Seeing them standing there filled him with an odd mixture of envy and relief.
Estus stepped down from the carriage amid cheers and a bit of applause. Rain tapped on the top of his heavy guild hood. Jorel, wearing someone’s wide-brim country hat, stepped out into the rain, gave Estus a grand hug, and led him back through the crowd into the Muddy Shoe Pub.
When Estus pulled his hood back and let his eyes adjust to the dim light, he saw decorations and even more people waiting for him. It wasn’t long before Travers had his arm around him, leading him to the end of the long table. The loud chatter, the stream of congratulations, pats on the back, shakes of the hand left Estus a little overwhelmed.
When they reached the head table, Jorel motioned everyone to stand. After a quick wave of rustling and shuffling, the large, crowded room became still and quiet.
He put his hand on Estus’s shoulder and began a prayer.
“Lord, today we have a young man standing at the threshold of service to You and this community.” A reverent hush quickly settled, freezing the large room in a pure silence broken only by the sound of the rain, falling now in heavy sheets on the roof. Jorel continued, “Guide him as he follows the path of Benok. Grant him courage, stamina, and patience as he moves toward Your Wisdom. Estus has been a skilled and dutiful craftsman for many years, and now he has decided to consecrate his craft in Your Name. We pray, Lord, that as Estus brings You into his heart and into his hands, we will all be brought closer to You through him and the structures that he will build. So this we pray, in the light of Your Holy Fire.”
The crowd replied in unison, “So it is.”
Then, over the din of people settling in and taking their seats, Travers called out. “Somebody bring this man a beer!”
Everyone cheered. Of course Estus would not drink the beer, or eat his cake, or partake in anything even hinting of mere physical pleasures. He was a holy man now, and if only for tonight, he would be expected to shun all such offers. Which, of course, meant that everyone would have a great deal of fun tempting him with anything they could think of.
His beer was brought by a young woman Estus recognized as the daughter of one of the workers at the mill. She was, no doubt, let into the otherwise male-only sanctuary specifically to play the part of his alluring temptress.
“Thank you, Mandy,” he said, taking the cold stein.
“You’re welcome, Deacon.” She seemed both shy and pleased with the attention she was commanding from all the men in the room.
Estus ignored the catcalls and suggestions of how he should thank her and said, “Um. I think a couple of buttons there have come undone. You should fix that, you know. It might cause some of these savage men to have less than pure thoughts.”
“Who, them?” she said in mock shock. “You’ll protect me.” She made a motion to sit on his lap, and, much to the amusement of the room, Estus said, “Oh, if only I could. But I’m sure you’ll be safer behind the bar. Maybe you should take this back with you.”
Just before he released his beer back into her custody, he leaned in and took a quick sip. Jorel quickly reached over and pulled the glass away while the word spread across the room like a wave. Jorel broke the tension of what could have been an awkward moment by saying, “God still sees you, Estus. Even with Miss Mandy standing next to you.”
There was a commotion at the door. Estus turned and saw his sister. Ferris got up from the end of the table and hurried over to her. A moment later, he motioned for Estus to join them. He jumped up and hurried across the room and through the doors onto the small covered porch.
When he saw her, he froze and locked Anoria in his gaze. She was soaked to the bone. Her bangs hung drenched and sloppy over her narrow, freckled face, which was pulled tight in some kind of desperate determination. She forced out the words “Carmen fell,” before her voice broke into a watery, sibilant sob which she quickly choked back and covered with her rough, country hands.
On a day long ago, the Kelebor sky was crowded with low, heavy clouds riding the stern autumn wind that whispered through the brittle leaves and pulled locks of long, loose hair across the face of young Estus. The persistent wind tugged at the simple, homemade dress his younger sister wore as they marched up the forest hills, wading through shin-high leaves, broken twigs, and brambly redberry bushes. Estus climbed with the joyous intensity of a nine-year-old, his eyes focused at the top of the hill. In his right hand, he wielded a dirty twig as his walking staff. His loose wool trousers, handed down from his older brother, hung heavy on their suspenders and refused to hold in the tails of his thick cotton shirt. Behind him, Anoria followed, trying to keep up. By now her favorite socks, newly knitted by their mother only last month, were already worn beige from the dirt and were covered with little sticker seeds. Her fine dark hair escaped its green ponytail ribbon and picked up its own supply of leaf bits and dust.
He led his sister into the hills of the Teshon Forest that overlooked the small town of Kelebor. What was left of the forbidden ancient city was scarcely even visible anymore among the thick vines and hundreds of years of fallen leaves and drifting dirt. There was still enough, however, to be a reminder of the times when men grew evil in their ignorance of God.
Little Anoria pushed some hair behind her ear and looked back down the trail. “I don’t think we’re supposed to come up this high,” she reminded him.
Estus flipped the hair away from his eyes and reached his hand down to help her over a mossy tree trunk. “We’re almost there. I want you to see. It’s okay.”
“It’ll be dark in a bit.”
As he moved sideways along the hill, he saw it again, and his heart began a nervous pounding. Everything he had been taught told him it was wrong, evil, but everything he knew by his own eyes told him otherwise. Perhaps that’s what made its compelling beauty draw him deeper into its exploration with such a nasty thrill.
He took her to the place where the ground sloped up suddenly, becoming almost vertical. There was a tree growing close along the side of the slope, and just beyond that was the small hole. Three weeks ago, Estus had discovered some old, roughly-formed bricks sticking out of the ground. After digging for an afternoon with a wide stick, he found that the bricks were being pushed out by the roots of the tree. He had pulled those bricks away, dug some more with his stick, and managed to pry enough of the bricks away to open a small hole that he could duck into. He had been inside several times alone. It was so beautiful and so special that he decided to finally share it with his sister, despite the taboo.
He took two small candles from his pocket, struck a match, and lit them. He kept one and gave the other to his sister.
“Come on.” He took Anoria’s hand and crouched down through the little hole.
The darkness was complete except for the tiny glow of their candles and the small eye of light through which they had crawled. It was shockingly silent, except for distant, whispering echoes that hinted at the cavernous void hidden ahead. Anoria started pulling back, afraid.
“It’s okay. It’s like a cave. This is it. This is what I told you about.”
He took her hand and led her further, deeper, until they stood at the perimeter of a large rotunda.
“Be careful. There are steps here.”
“I want to go.”
“It’s okay. I promise. I just want to show you what’s at the bottom. It’s just another room.”
They descended into the grand underground chamber. With their eyes still set for the afternoon sun, the darkness seemed to devour the faint orange flicker of their candles. The archway at the bottom of the stairs was barely visible above them.
“Look! See these two pillars of stone?” he said, pointing to the grand columns they had just walked between. “Up there. Can you see it?” He pointed up to the enormous carved stone that sat across the pillars, forming the entrance archway. “That’s got to weigh more than every house in Kelebor put together.”
He let go of her hand and began to step into the deep darkness when Anoria screamed. He spun around. She was looking with wide eyes into the darkness while she drew the Circle of Light twice around her heart.
She ran forward and grabbed at his arm. He tried to hold her, to comfort her and show her. “It’s marvelous.”
“It’s evil! The evil ones built it.”
“It’s beautiful. Anoria, how did they get that stone up there? Why? What does it mean?”
“I want to go home, Estus. Take me home.” She pulled away from him but held tight to his shirt, urging him back.
“It’s okay. Shh. Don’t be afraid.”
He was disappointed but decided that maybe this was enough for today. He led Anoria back up the steps, and as soon as they could see the light through the small hole, she dropped her candle and darted through it like a scared little rabbit. When they were both back under the sky, she grabbed his hand and started running. She finally stopped and leaned against the silvery bark of a tall birch tree when they were near the mountain path that led back to Kelebor. She was pale and shaking and breathing hard from their run.
Estus stood in front of her, his hands gently holding the sides of her arms. “It’s okay, Anoria.”
She leaned forward and whispered to him, as if confessing something absolutely terrible, “I think I saw a ghost, Estus. Don’t ever make me go back in there. Or you! I prayed when I saw it so it couldn’t get us, but don’t you ever, ever go there again. It’s bad, and you don’t pray as good as me.”
“Oh, Annie, you didn’t see a ghost. I promise. Those are just stones cut out to look like people. That’s all. They’re just like Daddy’s little figures, but cut out of stone, not wood. And they’re taller than real people. How did they do that, Anoria? How did they get that stone up there?”
Suddenly, Anoria jolted. She froze. Someone was coming. Heavy footsteps rustled through the carpet of leaves along the path below.
“Estus! Anoria!”
Estus turned to his sister and ordered in a raspy whisper, “Don’t tell.”
They saw their older brother, Baron, coming up the hill. He was fifteen that year, and he had let his kid whiskers cover his round, full cheeks. Baron had always been a husky lad, thick in the hips and back, but his adolescence was turning him quickly into a sturdy young man. When he saw Estus and their sister, Baron stopped and called out, “Here! Right now.”
They sidestepped their way down a steep gully and hopped over to him.
When they got close, he shook his head in disgust and knelt down in front of Anoria, brushing the debris from her back. “Oh, Annie, are those your new socks?”
She nodded.
“I can’t hear the rocks tumble around in that tiny head of yours. Say something.”
“Yes.”
“Sit down,” Baron said, pointing her to a large rock by the side of the path.
He walked over to Estus. “Don’t you even think of running, ’cause then you’ll catch hell from me as well as Dad.” Then he reached at his belt and pulled it off. “Dad said to lay this on you if I found you up past the sap trees.”
He grabbed Estus and held him with one arm as he gave him five sturdy smacks that carried a seriously sharp sting even through his trousers. As he was letting him go, Baron swung the strap once more. “That one’s from me for making me climb all the way up here for you two.”
Free of Baron’s grip, Estus lunged forward and away. He stood with as much pride as he was able to muster. Anger clashed with the frustration of knowing he dare not act on it. He pushed his hands into his pockets, where they clenched into useless fists.
Baron went back to Anoria and picked her up off the rock. He sat down and put her over his knee. Anoria immediately started kicking and crying and holding her hands behind her.
Estus ran toward them but, before he got there, Baron delivered three good smacks with his hand on the back of her bare legs.
Estus grabbed his hand and pulled, but Baron just pushed him away, knocking Estus onto the dirty ground. Baron picked up Anoria and held her on his left arm, where she hung limp, arms around his neck, and whined, “He made me come up here. It’s not my fault.”
Baron started down the hill, ignoring Estus. “Oh, knock off that crying. You’re not fooling anyone with those big cow tears. You’ll be all right.”
Estus watched them move down the hill. Baron never looked back to make sure he was following. Estus sat down and rubbed the back of his legs. Then, without really expecting to, he called out, “You’re not gonna be able to whip me forever!”
Baron’s voice came through the trees, “Don’t make me come back up there and get you.”
He sat for several minutes on the hill, waiting to see if Baron would actually bother to come back and get him. He didn’t. Finally, Estus stood. Sunlight warmed his back and rimmed the edges of his mane of thick hair that sagged in front of his face, masking his withered, impotent emotion. His shirt hung crooked on his shoulders, all untucked and hanging down almost to his knees. His hands, rough and dirtied, hung patiently by his side.
He wanted to go back into the old ruin, just to spite his older brother, but there was really nothing new for him to see. What he really wanted to do was find another cavern that he could study and compare with this one. He picked his hands up and dropped them into his pockets, kicked a stone, and started home.
In those days, Kelebor was a small frontier town, filled in along a single road from the barge dock at the river to the church. They had a dozen small buildings along that road, such as the Muddy Shoe Pub, the general store, and the inn. Beyond that, closer to the church, were the guild buildings — the butcher, the smith barn, the tailors, cobblers, bakers, and carpenters. There were big warehouses and the lumber mill down by the river and a schoolhouse next to the church. School was taught by the Holy Sisters once a week after church. It wasn’t much, but it gave the kids a chance to get together, read Scripture, and learn about the different trades.
Their father, Doral Arrenkyle, was a retired sergeant of the Teshon Legion. He was a brutish but honest man with a solid frame, short-cropped hair, and a generous jawline. He served as an elder in the church and had a trade job loading and unloading the barges when they came in. His family had always been tradesmen — unbranded, unskilled labor. He also worked a couple acres of land behind their house, growing corn, beans, and lettuce for the family with a little left over to sell to the general store.
The weekdays were painfully slow for Estus. He had very few chores around the house, unlike the farm kids. Sometimes he would convince his father to let him take one of the horses out to visit some of the other boys, but that didn’t happen as often as he liked. It was fun when they were younger, but ever since Baron had started working with their father at the docks, Estus found he had a lot of extra time. He was still a year or so from being expected to start a trade, so he bounced around the town, visiting the many craftsmen and eagerly learning from all of them. He could work a loom, set wheel spokes, tan leather, gut a river pike, and work a lathe by the time he was eight.
He loved the smell of fresh sawdust and how the men forced the rough, gnarled trees to take on pure, beautifully straight lines — lines that would form a beam, or floor, or part of a cabinet. He loved watching the waterwheel turn the spindle that ran along the ceiling. The men were happy to let Estus work with them, giving him the job of pulling the levers that slid huge leather straps on and off the large pulley wheels to run the saws and lathes. A couple of the guildsmen, particularly the Master Blacksmith and a Seamstress in the Tailor’s Guild, frowned on the way he poked around in a little bit of everything. Most of the junior guildsmen were eager to share what they knew, hoping to win Estus into their profession.
It was the men at the lumber mill whom he asked first about his discovery, and he quickly learned not to mention it to anyone. He learned that there used to be a whole city up in the mountains, but most of it had been torn down and buried when God made elves to teach men how to live right. It seemed an awful tragedy to Estus that something so grand was lost forever because of a few bad men.
Estus spent that summer being alternately fascinated by the ruins and by Mirella Jaynes. The adventure of showing the ruins to Anoria soon faded into the cloudy dusk of the late summer night, and his mind drifted away from such things as statues, huge stones, and a bossy brother and onto Mirella and her wavy blond hair. He let Baron and Anoria get way ahead of him while he walked alone, enjoying the heavy scent of the river pines carried by the moist evening wind and the sense of peaceful giddiness that overcame him whenever Mirella was in his thoughts.
He couldn’t stay mad for very long, thinking about her. Even though she was almost five years older, he liked to pretend that he would someday find the courage to ask her to be his sweetheart. How nice it would be to sit behind the curtain of a willow tree, alone with Mirella, talking and discovering the world. He imagined that she would let him rest his head in her lap while she ran her fingers slowly along his brow and ears. He kept his crush to himself, afraid of the kidding he would get from Baron, afraid of actually having to confront Mirella and lay his deepest soul in front of her. He much preferred to watch her secretly when she wasn’t looking, catching glimpses while he pretended to look at something else.
It was dark when he finally let himself in the heavy front door of their modest home. The rest of the family was sitting around the table while the cooking fire wore itself down into a faint orange glow that danced through the logs. The door fell closed behind him with a stark smack, and he started walking toward the heavy scent of honey ham, buttered corn, biscuits, and potato hash. Usually there was a lot of talk, but this time everyone ate under a cloud of nervous silence.
When Estus moved to his seat next to his mom, she said, “Wash up.”
His father sat back, wiped his mouth, and told him, “Just go on to bed, ’cause you won’t be eating supper tonight.”
Estus turned without saying anything, climbing the ladder to the loft where he and Anoria slept. There used to be three beds up there, but last summer their father had hired Jonathan Travers to build a room on the back for Baron.
He poured some water into the wash bowl, cleaned off the first layer of dirt, and changed into his nightshirt. He sat down on his bed with his back against the wall and his arms crossed, thinking that he would have been better off just staying outside.
It wasn’t too long before they all finished supper, and his father climbed up the ladder, carrying an oil lantern. He gave Estus a biscuit and said, “You can have that after I’m done talking with you.”
His father sat down on the end of the bed and stayed there, shifting his weight, moving as if trying to get comfortable. He was silent long enough that Estus began to grow nervous, wondering what it was going to be about. The light from the lantern painted a yellow shine on his father’s long forehead and heavy brow.
“Now, I don’t want to just yell at you. I don’t want to hit you, ’cause I don’t think you understand that. You know if one of my men had wandered off into a sacrilege like you did, I could give him twenty lashes without hesitation. A grown man knows what evil can come from that.”
He leaned forward and put his elbows on his knees, looking around the room but not at Estus.
“You know, son, I’m worried, you know, about what you’re thinking. I don’t want to make this sound bad, but you’ve been, well, a bit unusual, haven’t you? Your sister thinks maybe you went in there and talked to a demon or troll. Now, I’m not saying that happened.”
Estus leaned forward and said, “Dad! I just wanted to see.”
“Well,” Doral continued, “I want you to talk to Jorel about this. I want you to spend some time with him every day for a while. Do what he tells you.”
He stood up and walked over to the ladder, still not quite looking at Estus.
“Dad!” Estus started getting scared. “I didn’t see anything. Don’t think that.”
His father said, “If you ever go back in there, I will tie you to a tree and lash you as I would any other man. It doesn’t matter right now whether or not you understand why. You’ll understand better when you grow up.”
Estus spent most of his days that summer with Jorel Tol-Kopel. Jorel was only seven hundred years old, rather young for an elf. He had helped the original settlers of Kelebor cut down trees and clear the land more than fifteen generations ago. His youthful encouragement and easygoing dedication to the town had long ago worked its way into every brick, every tree, and every wagon rut.
Jorel’s sharp ears were small for an elf, hidden under a mop of long, sandy-colored hair that he kept cut straight across his forehead. Everyone had grown up having him as teacher, playmate, and friend. He never tired of teaching the young children how to play Alley Scratch or Mayor’s Hill or teaching the new wives how to bake pies filled with summer redberries. When Jorel spoke at congregation, his gentle voice grew to fill the church, and he transformed from a wiry, playful young man into an icon of deep, ancient wisdom — as if a part of the Earth itself had taken shape to share its wisdom of the power of the Circle of Light. Jorel was the Hand of God, cradling Kelebor and her children.
Estus learned to endure the mixed blessing of Jorel’s patient but persistent explanations of why God decided to erase the evils that Man had discovered and why the ruins were taboo. What was evil about building and carving and fashioning stone, Estus wanted to know.
“It is wrong to have too much pride,” Jorel explained. “When you look around and see the trees, the birds, the ebb and flow and elegance of Nature, you see the complexity of structure that is built by the Hand of God. Can man build a tree or a river? These things are of God. When men built those cities, they were in arrogant conflict with God’s beautiful world. Then they filled those cities with sin, with debauchery and all kinds of wanton ways. Because they could not understand the new light that burned within their spirits, they placed themselves above the natural order, and they worked in isolation from God. They grew away from Him and toward all manner of evils. When God made the First Elf, Benok, and sent him into those cities to teach Man how to live and build in harmony with the natural world, they tried to kill him and said that they were above nature, above God. And so God took them back into nature and put their cities under the dirt.”
“But why did God let men become evil? If He made the world, and made humans, why did He make them unable to see Him?”
“God is God, my little man. You are His hands, His eyes, and you are an imperfect instrument while He is all knowledge. To touch His will upon the earth, He must cut sometimes with dull knives.”
That sort of exchange went on for days. At first Estus felt a welcome sense of release to be able to ask the questions that he had kept to himself for so long, afraid to ask openly. But his enthusiasm soon slipped back into silent frustration. As they went around and around and Estus kept trying to ask deeper and more challenging questions, Jorel simply continued to repeat the same simple explanations over and over and over with the patience of a mountain until Estus exhausted all his questions and sapped all his resistance. It was tiresome and draining, and Estus finally felt he was beginning to understand.
It was much easier, he discovered, to sit quietly and accept the patient words of the elf and let them soothe and comfort him. It became increasingly difficult to think of all those tough questions, especially when it became known among the other children that Estus had to see Jorel so often. He felt as if there was something deeply wrong with him, as if having these sorts of questions made him some sort of freak to be feared or pitied. What evil, he began to wonder, had put these questions into his mind? Was it the same sort of evil that had ruined the men from the Dark Times? He began longing to be able to see God the way he felt he should.
Eventually, they didn’t even talk about sins or building or the evils of past men. Estus didn’t want to be evil anymore, and he had begun to enjoy the sense of deep calm and warmth of knowing he was a creature of Light, that he could touch God through a gentle hug from Jorel.
Jorel took turns reading the Holy Scriptures with Estus, encouraging him. After several weeks, Estus began fearing who he had been, despising the things he had thought and felt. He grew closer to God. He could feel the goodness and love of God coming through His servant, the gentle and eternal Jorel.
He especially liked visiting during the cooling autumn months. At the harvest festival that year, his pretty Mirella had given her vows to the church. She came to live in the Sanctum and study to be a Holy Sister. Estus and Jorel had already talked everything to death, but discussing the ways and wonders of God seemed interesting again when Mirella was sitting at the table. He could watch her as she talked with Jorel. He could study the delicate angle of her chin, the way that her hair outlined her smile. When she and Jorel talked of the finer points of the Laws, she would focus on Jorel, and Estus could watch her for minutes at a time. Sometimes she would move in such a way that the collar of her dress would reveal her full neck and a bit of shoulder. When she spoke to Jorel, he could watch the dance of her lips or marvel at the sweet clarity of her delicate green eyes.
Even better, she was no longer just quarry for his gaze. She was sweet and kind and made Estus feel stronger and better than he ever could by himself. With his newly invigorated religion, he felt a special affinity with her, a bond that seemed to connect them with unspoken understanding.
Mirella told him one day, “I’m glad you come by so often, Estus. It’s been kind of hard being away from my family.”
“My dad makes me come here because, well, you know, like I told you. But I just feel comfortable here now.”
She smiled, and when she smiled, the room grew warmer, the sun glowed brighter, and Estus felt it all the way through to the bottom of his spine. “I know you’re going to grow up to be a Finger of God, Estus. I can feel it.”
One cold, early winter afternoon, after the first snow had come and gone, replaced by a fierce and biting valley wind, Estus went into the church. He sat for a long while, but Jorel and Mirella never came up from her lessons downstairs. On any other day he would have just gone back out to play, knowing that Jorel might be busy with some other business. But it was too cold.
Estus went down to the basement.
He approached the door to the Sanctum. Of course, only elves, guildsmen, and the Holy Sisters were allowed back there without special invitation, so he didn’t open the door. He heard voices laughing. Then he heard Mirella’s light, happy voice, muffled from a distance.
“Jorel!” he called out. He knocked on the door.
Again, he waited for what seemed a very long time, sitting on the stairs, watching the door, waiting for it to open. It didn’t.
He wanted to go join Mirella and the elf. He felt left out after all the time the three of them had spent together. He listened at the door again, but it was quiet. Mirella had told him of some of the training that went on in the Sanctum. It was very much like a guildsman learning the secrets of his craft, so, of course, there were some things she could not divulge. Holy Sisters were counselors to families and healers of broken hearts, and they helped carry the Light of God. There were two other Holy Sisters in Kelebor. They visited the farms of those who couldn’t come to town every week. They could deliver babies, set a broken leg, and nurse the sick until a wizard could be called. Holy Sisters were just as ready to walk into the middle of a fight or wipe the tears of a small child. Mirella was like that.
Estus got up again and went to the door, where he found that the latch was not locked. The door opened just like any normal door. He expected to see some kind of supernatural glow, the type of holy glimmer that he imagined would come from the Circle of Light, but all he saw was a hallway just like any other hallway.
The sanctum was a place of God. With his recent spiritual awakening, Estus felt comfortable and wanted here. He was, after all, a child of God now. His father had even come back here once to help prepare for special ceremonies at church. This was where he could reach deeper into his connection with the Almighty. He opened the door and stepped in. He was at home, finally, in the house of the Lord.
Mirella’s voice urged him on. There was a curtain. He paused for a moment, wondering if Jorel might scold him. But spurred on by his new bond with all things holy, he knew that they would welcome him here. He felt a change in himself as he walked, a clarity and bliss from being in God’s house.
He pushed the curtain aside and saw Mirella and Jorel naked on a large velvet sofa. Her pretty hair was in a disheveled plume, obscuring her eyes and falling over her bare shoulders and young breasts. Jorel lay on top of her and rocked back and forth. It sounded as if he were hurting her, but she pulled him close and put her delicate, ruby lips on his panting mouth.
Estus stood still, frozen by the awful image of Jorel touching his sweet Mirella, having her.
With a shaking hand, he carefully released the curtain to fall back into place. He backed up slowly all the way to the sanctum’s outer door. After letting himself out as quietly as possible with, he ran up the stairs, out of the church, and into the Teshon Forest as the full impact of what he had seen became clear to him. For the first time in four months, he ran back up the hill to the forbidden sacrilege. Without hesitation or ceremony, he scrambled through the little hole and crawled down the stairs into the dark belly of the ruins, into the pitch blackness of the ancient cavern where he fell to his knees and shook as he cried bitterly.
Petran Vendak, Governor of Boret and commander of the Teshon Legion forces, sat stiffly, hands on his legs, ankles crossed under his chair like a schoolboy. Only two of the twenty men on the transport ship had survived the rebel attack. The boat was found adrift in the river with the safe missing. Instead of resting after this long, trying and troubling day, he was the guest of Andor Tol-Tolin in the Sanctum of the Sacred Cathedral of Boret. The formalism and divinity of the sanctum made him feel as uncomfortable as he was tired, but Victor Tol-Tolin, Petran’s brother, sat with them, easing somewhat the sense of unclean failure that surrounded him like a stinking fog.
The room was very small and sparse, and the walls were covered with a fine elven moss filled with tiny blue flowers. The light came from a glowing fabric that was draped across thin bars that ran along the ceiling. It was miraculous and unfamiliar. Andor’s demeanor added to the strangeness. Andor seemed upset, almost impatient, a remarkable and somewhat frightening thing to see in an elf.
“Petran,” he said, “this is not a time for timidity. This is not a time for reckless tolerance.”
“Of course not. I’ve got two hundred men riding along the river looking for any trace of the thieves, and I’ve established a curfew in Gelst. We’ll get it back, I assure you.”
“Well, yes, I’m sure that you will. You are doing very well, Petran. We just wanted to impress upon you the depth of the importance of this situation. There are many in Gelst who are not happy to see the guilds regain control of the bay. This has placed a strain on the two lands. An event like this could cause a terrible rift. You must be careful.”
“I see no reason to worry,” Petran answered. “I don’t believe the rebel faction speaks for all of Gaelon. We’ve only had trouble from Gelst. As for the rest, well, Gaelon and Teshon are different, yes, culturally and ethnically, yet we are all brothers in God.”
“How true,” Andor said, sitting back and slouching lazily to one side. “But Petran, this isn’t about the core bond that you share as brothers in the Circle of Light. This is not about who is more right with God. Besides, you know that not all men are as strong in the Light as God would like, and when these men steal from their brothers, set fires, and kill, they cannot be ignored or brought into your arms and simply forgiven.”
“The rogues, yes, the criminals, certainly. We will find them and administer justice, but the people of Gaelon are good, are they not?”
Victor said, “My friend, Gelst is the mouth that feeds the stomach of Boret. You simply cannot maintain an indifference to that fact when Boret and so much of Teshon are utterly dependent on that port.”
Andor added, “Can you be sure that the people of Gaelon, guided only by their rogue pride, will continue to feed the growth of Teshon? Could Gelst have continued to thrive on bribes, smuggling, prostitution, drunkenness, and small, amateur bargemen who steal cargo, incite insurrection, or worse, to entrench themselves in ethnic rivalries?”
“No, of course not,” Petran answered. “I hope those days are forever behind us.”
Andor leaned forward, fixed his gaze on Petran’s right eye and kept it there as he said, “Teshon is the shining gem of humanity. Boret presides over the greatest accomplishments ever made by man. So much of the world is still savage and dark. We are nurturing here the very vision which God brought through Benok. Boret is alive in God, my child, and you must now do God’s work to protect her.”
Andor kept Petran in his gaze until the governor closed his eyes and moved his fist in a circle around his heart.
Victor added, “You must lead them back to God, my friend, and though their road may be rocky, whether they know it or not, they depend on you. Where will they be if Teshon becomes weak?”
The three of them sat together in silence for several moments during which Petran began to feel the calming presence of God touch his will. He prayed, and called out for guidance, as he had been taught since childhood. His discomfort melted into calm. He became aware of the importance of his position, and with that came the strength to face it.
Into the silence, Victor Tol-Tolin said, “Remember the book of the doubting soldier, and the parable of the march.”
Petran smiled and recited, “…thus we move always toward God in step with our brothers, that we may uphold his law and allow his work to be brought forth in peace upon the world.”
“Would you like us to pray with you?”
“Please.”
☼ ☼ ☼
The carriage rattled as Ferris drove the horses through the rain over the rutted dirt trail that led to the Arrenkyle house. When they were near, Estus jumped out without waiting for the carriage to stop. His feet plunged into thick mud. His eyes were focused on the door.
It flew open with the explosion of his entry, and he stood silent as his eyes swept the room. Behind him the storm drenched the landscape under brilliant flashes of lightning that painted Estus with a luminous halo.
Elia, his six year old niece, sat on the sofa by the hearth holding a pillow. Her older brother, Devin, spoke from the bedroom. “She’s in here.”
Estus pushed him aside and saw Carmen lying on the bed. A wet rag covered one side of her face. When she saw him come in, what little calm she had maintained for the sake of her nephew crumbled. In two quick steps he was at the bed. He sat and lifted her into his embrace while her fear and pain wailed in her strained voice.
First she said, “Love, I’m scared.”
He held her. His mind was blind with the pain of unfocused panic.
Softly she confessed, with a pleading, frightened cry, “I’m hurt bad.”
Jorel and Anoria came in. His sister said, “I sent for Parker.”
Estus turned Carmen to the light of Jorel’s candle. One side of her face was blackened with a terrible bruise that puffed her pretty cheek into a twisted lump.
“How?”
“It started to rain,” Anoria explained. “I went out to get the wash in from the line. We were running around kind of in a hurry, laughing and singing that silly song about the wind and the whiskers. She came up and took a basket and was carrying that…”
Jorel moved in to the side of the bed and bent over Carmen.
Estus helped her lie back down.
“…so she didn’t get her hands out. Her fleet slipped, and she cracked her head on the stairs.” Her voice began to wobble. “And I saw her tumbling and rolling down.”
Jorel beckoned to her and gave the candle to Anoria. He moved his fingers firmly around Carmen’s bruised skull, bringing a sharp cry when he pressed an area behind her temple.
“Estus,” Jorel said sharply. “Come help me lift her shoulders.”
He moved a couple pillows under her back and then crumpled a quilt under her head. Jorel came back around to the side of the bed, looked into Carmen’s good eye and then pried open the puffy one. She panted and squirmed back in the bed while her hands clutched the bed cover.
“Could you see me in that eye?”
“Yes. Fuzzy.”
“Come in everyone,” Jorel directed. “Come on. Around the bed. Hold hands.”
They all came in and formed a half circle around the bed. Estus took the hand of his little niece, Elia. The circle continued to Devin, Anoria, and Jorel.
They all bowed their heads. Estus didn’t. He kept his eyes on his wife. Jorel started talking, watching the others. He caught Estus’s eye as he began the prayer.
“The Light glows within us. We carry the flame of God and ask that He comfort our fears and grant us strength so that we may face the challenges He brings to us. We pray that He carry His will through us and grant comfort and healing to Carmen. Dear Lord of Light, prepare Your Holy Power so that it may be drawn forth into this world through the healing hands of our holy wizard Parker Shaw. Lord, burn Your will into our souls and seal out the unholy.”
Carmen and everyone, except Estus, gave the reply, “Lord bring me into Your Holy Fire.”
Estus just kept watching Jorel with curiosity. Would the light of the Holy Fire shine onto or from within Jorel? At a time like this, surely the finger of God would be strong enough to have some physical manifestation, some nascent gathering of power. But all he saw was Jorel, looking sweaty and concerned in the dim, dancing candlelight.“
Finally Jorel lowered his head and began speaking a strange, lyrical language. He spoke the words with a steady, slow rhythm while his face went blank with concentration. This was neither the common tongue nor the holy elven language.
They were magic words.
A special, deeper hush fell upon the room as the elf called forth the power of God. Estus watched his family sink into a well of reverent fear while he found himself watching and observing every nuance of the moment, hoping to see some connection between this mindless tragedy and the lessons forced on him in those small stuffy rooms at seminary.
Elves have magic, of course, because they are God’s Holy angels, but their power is weak for they are bound within the profane world, apart from God. Special humans are called by God to channel His power directly, and they become his hands, and through them God touches the world. Through them God transforms the very fabric of the world, molding it as a potter molds clay.
Long ago, after God sent humans out of their evil cities, they wandered the land lost and confused. Into this world God sent Benok, His archangel, the first elf. For a thousand years Benok walked among them, lived with them, taught them right from wrong. He showed them how to turn the fleece of sheep into thread and to weave the thread into cloth. He taught them how to sing, to gather fish in nets, and to form the trees of the forest into their homes. He revealed to them all of God’s trades and showed them how His divine wisdom weaves the parts together into a whole. Finally, when their minds were disciplined and they were living within God’s plan, he revealed to them the Circle of Light, which is the Light of God, and which lights the soul of man.
To finish his work, God sent angels to protect and guide the humans, to bring them closer to Him that they might know the joy of sacred wisdom, the blessing of God’s knowledge. The humans learned from the elves, and the humans became good, and wise. God opened their minds and they understood the extent of his holy creation. And this pleased God, for now they could see him and know that He was God. And so He granted to them a gift, his hand upon their world, guided through the minds of these most holy humans.
Wizards feel the very breath of God within the sinews of their soul.
When Jorel finished his incantation Estus could see Carmen’s body ease into a deep relaxation. Her breaths became even and unstrained.
“It dulls the pain,” Jorel explained to Estus. “It will keep her still and comfortable until Shaw can begin repairing the damage. It’s the best I can do for her now. What can I do for you, Estus?”
“Just leave us alone.”
An hour later, Carmen remained silent and still in the middle of their bed, a soft halo in the hollow gray of the night, lit by the dim flicker of a single candle. His sopping boots and formal guild robe were sprawled in a careless tangle amid a heavy puddle that ran in a stream across the floor. Estus sat on a stiff wooden chair next to the bed, watching Carmen and holding his fingers interlocked in a tight grip to help him bear his impotent vigil. She was lying as still as possible, but she was restless, moving her hands to and then and away from her face and across her large belly.
Her face, always so sweet and round and filled with rosy, coquettish joy, was now pulled into a tight visage of poorly hidden fear and beckoning despair. Estus reached out and took her fidgety hand in his and held it, caressed it, warming it with his heavy touch.
Anoria came in carrying a freshly rinsed cool rag and placed it over Carmen’s eyes, carefully avoiding the mass of blood matted hair that stained the side of her head.
“There, lie still now. It won’t be long. Estus, don’t you want to come wait with us in the front room? She should really get her rest.”
“No. I’m fine here.”
Anoria went around to the other side of the bed, picked up the crumpled blanket and pulled it up over Carmen’s legs. She went over to the window and pulled the heavy curtains apart, replacing the stifling tense air of the room with a warm, freshly scrubbed summer breeze. The rain was now little more than a wandering drizzle, but a low chorus of thunder still rolled through the night sky.
She paused for a moment at her brother’s side, rubbed his tired shoulders, and said, “Do you want me to bring you some redberry juice in a little bit to help you stay awake.”
“No. I won’t need that.”
On her way out, she picked up the sopping guild robe and closed the door behind her.
Carmen lifted the rag from her eyes and moved it along her neck and shoulders. This revealed again the purple bruise that painted the swollen orbit of her eye and the puffiness of her cheek and temple. Estus sat down on the bed next to her. He pushed her shirt up and pulled loose the tie of her trousers. He reached over her and picked up the cool rag and ran it gently across her tummy and down across her sides, calming her. He dropped the rag and placed his large hand on her side, feeling the form of their child inside her.
He looked at her.
They shared a terrible, intimate look that pulled them together in a casting off of pretense and tears. She put her hand over his and moved it away.
A wave of swirling despair slammed a lump into his throat. His face became flush and his eyes moist as he brought her hand up softly to his lips.
She cupped his cheek and managed to say with a weak, breaking voice, “I don’t know.”
Estus closed his eyes, pushing out a reluctant tear into his wife’s gentle hand.
☼ ☼ ☼
Gareth pushed open the heavy door of the Broken Wing pub and immediately noticed that the three sailors from the Constellation had taken his advice. They sat at the large table in the middle of the room and busied themselves with drinking, laughing, being loud and rude, and trying to impress the three local women who were flirting for their drinks but still had not been coaxed onto their laps. It reminded him of younger days catting around on leave.
He moved to a small table in a quiet corner and caught the eye of Merna Challuk, who then moved over to join him. Merna owned the pub and was the matron of one the largest barge families on the Gelst-to-Boret run. She was tall and naturally heavy with a joyful girth and a cascade of silver gray hair that was always teased up into a tall crown that framed her chubby, wrinkled smile.
Lennel and Merna had quite a history together. The Autarkic Maiden had been working with Challuk barges since almost the beginning. Their love affairs had always been almost as much a matter of business as the management of their cargo. She was generous and convenient for him, and he was safer than anyone from town to give her a distraction from her drunken husband. She had taken over the business from her father, become widowed, and passed the day to day management of the business on to her son, Bodie Challuk.
Gareth hadn’t seen her for almost two years now that most of his runs took him up to Merebor, but he and Merna had always been able to pick up where they left off as if no time had passed.
She leaned down and gave him a big hug, then took his hand as she sat next to him. “I knew you’d be along soon. So who are those blokes you sent in here?”
“They’re from one of those Koro-Del traders. I had to slug that tall one over there. I kind of felt sorry for them, and I knew you would take good care of them. They’re not bad kids, really.”
“We’re working more and more with those big traders. One thing I can say, they’re bully damn efficient. They sure have some fancy grand ships, I’ll say. But they don’t seem to have the salt of the deep in them, if you know what I mean.”
“I do, Merna. It’s a bit troubling. What do you know about them? I bullied my way onto their ship to talk with their captain. Donovan’s his name. He didn’t let much out, but he said this renovation is going to go hard on the independents.”
“Who?”
Lennel pulled her hand closer and said, “What’s troubling you, Merna?”
She drew her sad, heavy eyes to him. “It’s started. He’s away.”
“Am I too late?”
“No. It was a unique opportunity. He had to go. But we need your cargo as soon as we can get it, and then you should disappear quick. These are grave times.”
“Not too fast, I hope.” Their eyes met. The relief on her face was all the answer he needed.
“What do you know about Dylan Del-Trevia?” he asked.
“Not much. Did you know he’s a dark elf? The boys from the big ship don’t talk about him much.”
Dark elves are born disconnected from the Light of God. They were made to serve the holy elves, and seldom are they seen in the human lands.
“Why don’t they stop him?” Gareth asked, meaning why didn’t the holy elves prevent him from interfering with a human company.
Merna leaned in and said with a lowered voice, “Some of the talk is that they’re not just without the Light, but that they’re led by the old forces of evil that ruled men in the Dark Times.”
“Do you believe that?”
“God would not let us fall backward, Len. Our elf says that God is God, and we can’t understand all He does. I don’t think it’s actually evil or anything like that. So you have it, then?”
Gareth looked across the table and said, “Everything you asked for in your letter, from arrows to black powder. I’m a little worried about how it’s going to get through with all the new Teshon guards. Part of getting their damn docking pass is going through an inspection. So far I’ve been playing the part of the indignant independent trader.”
“What do you mean playing the part?” Merna asked jokingly.
“Well, I’ve been covering for the fact that I don’t want the inspectors on board. Listen, the Constellation is going to move out early. We’ll have two, maybe three hours before dawn. I need you to find everyone with so much as a buggy so we can move everything off the ship and inland by dawn. I’ll see that the right crates get to you.”
“They won’t let you unload there, Len.”
“Well, I haven’t had my turn cussing at them yet. We’re going to unload and get out. The docking pass is supposed to replace the contract between a ship and the warehouse, but we’re not going to use the warehouse. We’re going to unload right onto the wagons and clear the stuff out. And we’ll be doing it on what’s left of the Constellation’s time.”
“They’ll get you on trespass at least.”
“They may. I may not be able to get away with it twice, but it’s the only thing I can think of tonight. Hell, I don’t even mind paying a fine or two as long as we can get the important cargo into the right hands. I doubt they’ll have enough guards on hand to stop a dozen crews all loading and driving out at the same time.”
Merna’s face grew quite and still. “You be careful, Lennel Gareth.”
“If we can get it all done before dawn, we’ve got a good chance. It’s risky, and I’d rather just dump the stuff than put your family in danger.”
There was sad acceptance in her voice when she answered, “It’s past time for that kind of talk. Let me go round up some folks. They’ll be more than happy to help out, especially if it means frustrating the Teshon lesions. And I’ll bring payment for this shipment.”
“Thank you, Merna.”
She leaned over and kissed his cheek. “Ever since these fellows crawled in her and threw your name around I’ve been having a lot of nice memories.”
Gareth reached out and put his hand on her shoulder. He could still see the same sad loneliness in her pretty green eyes. He moved his hand to her cheek, but the moment was interrupted by a bit of commotion back at the other table. Gareth sat back and turned in his chair just in time to see one of the girls stand up, knocking her chair back. She threw her drink into Gavin’s face and then swung her hand in a wide arc that landed with a loud slap across his face.
Gareth turned back to Merna with a grin and said, “You know, I think I’m starting to like him.”
Merna pulled him back and kissed his grizzled old face.
☼ ☼ ☼
Bodie woke with a sudden jolt that brought him upright.
He was lying on a bed of straw. It was night, but a low burning oil lamp, hanging from a post, revealed the rough shape of the barn where he and his men slept.
“Where am I?” he asked, before he was awake enough to remember on his own.
He was not the only one awake. Nearby, sitting on the treasure box sat a young girl, staring right at him. She was ten, maybe eleven. Shoulder length dark hair framed an impassive, emotionless face. Bodie sat up and pushed himself against the wall, wincing as the muscles in his shoulder screamed their despair.
“Don’t move your arm. It’s hurt bad.” Then she added, with no change in tone, “My pa’s dead. Isn’t he?”
“What’s his name.”
“Dennis. Blackwing’s our last name. My name’s Adrian. But folks just call me Addy.”
She looked at him with no hint of hope in her deep, dark little eyes.
“I’m sorry, Addy. He’s in the light now.”
“Yeah. He figured that’d happen.”
“Look, I’m sorry about that, kid.”
“You don’t need to be sorry. He told me he was going away.” She lowered her eyes to her hands where she held onto some small object. “And he was always sad since mama went into the light. They’re together now. Pa said I was to go live in the south with my grandma. He told me that you would see to me getting down to the south if you could do it.”
“I can do that, if that’s what your father wanted. I’ll see that you get there.”
He looked around and watched his men. Some were sitting up, unable to sleep. He remembered carrying the casualties off the boat. He remembered setting it adrift. He was suddenly concerned about his fallen friends. They should be buried, even if they couldn’t have a proper funeral in the light.
“It’s okay,” Addy said. “They’re going to burn them all tomorrow.”
“What?”
“But my pa isn’t with them. He’s still in the river.”
“Addy.”
She looked at him.
“How did you know what I was thinking?”
She wrinkled her nose and said, “I’m sorry. I’m not supposed to do that.”
She played with the thing in her hand, rolling it between her fingers. It caught the light and sparkled for a quick moment, a flash of bright gold.
He jerked forward. “What is that?”
“Oh.” She held it out for him to take. It was a gold Teshon coin. “I wasn’t gonna take it. I just wanted to look at it.”
“Where did you get it?”
“In here,” she said, tapping the chest that she was sitting on. “There’s lot of ’em in here. I wasn’t gonna take it. I was just lookin’ at it.”
He took the coin from her and said, “That chest was locked.”
She shrugged and looked away from him. “I guess I should be getting inside. Just don’t leave me here when you go.”
Addy stood up, but Bodie reached out and took hold of her hand.
“Addy.”
“Let go. I’m going in to bed. I’m tired.”
“Addy. Look at me.”
She didn’t, but she also stopped trying to get away. Bodie couldn’t quite name the look of desperation that took over her face, but it was a horrible thing to see on someone so young.
He reached out and took her other hand, holding them together in from of him, not sure if he should try to comfort her or keep her from running away.
She looked at him, and suddenly her eyes were penetrating.
Her whisper was barely audible. “My pa trusted you.”
Bodie nodded.
“You can’t tell anybody.”
She knelt in front of him and sat that way with her head bowed and her eyes downcast.
Bodie moved one hand up to her shoulder and pulled her closer to him so they were sitting side by side with their backs against the wall and his good arm around her shoulder.
“What is it, Addy?” But he already knew. “I won’t tell anybody. As your father served me with his life. I’ll serve you with mine. I swear it, Adrian.”
It took her a while to bring the words out. “I can see things there. In the other world, where the wizards draw.”
“Did you unlock this? In the other world?”
She nodded. “It was kind of hard. It was all tangled up.”
“Can you lock it back up like that? But not so tangled?”
“If you want me to.”
“If you don’t,” he explained, “We’ll have to tell people that you opened it. And I don’t think you want that. But I think you wanted me to know, didn’t you.”
“I did, sort of. I think pa did, too.”
“Does anyone else know that you can see there?”
She shook her head. “No. Not that I know about.”
“Thank you, Adrian, for trusting me.” He took her hand and opened it. Then he put the coin into her hand and closed her fingers over it. “This is yours. You keep it. It’s our secret.”
“I don’t want the elves to take me away.”
“I know, Addy. I know you don’t. I won’t tell. I’ll take care of you and see that you get down to your grandma.”
She turned, hugged her arms tight around his neck, then stood up and ran out of the barn.
☼ ☼ ☼
Gavin led the others back along the moonlit dirt trail that followed the Mundela River back to the bay. The air held the crisp tang of ozone from a storm somewhere up the valley. Gavin looked up again at the rumble of light dancing in the distant sky. Pretty sky. Not as pretty as what you get on the ocean, but nice. The feel of the air, the painted night clouds, and the soft crunch of land under his boots lulled Gavin into a sweet, ale-headed melancholy that reminded him of nights like this back in Korolem.
Then he heard Davis calling from behind, “Hey Gavin hold up. Cody’s gonna puke.”
He turned and saw the young kid squatting with his hands on the dirt. Davis was kneeling next to him with his hand on Cody’s back. Gavin waited a moment, then shook his head and walked back with a few unsteady steps.
The kid was making awful moaning sounds and whimpering.
Gavin called out, “Come on, buddy, out with it.”
“It’s all right. Relax,” Davis told him. “Are you gonna be all right?”
“I don’t know, ow. Oh, mama. My, oh, ow.”
“God damn it, boy you sound like a cat in heat. You’re a sailor now. If you gotta do it, do it like a man.”
Then, without any other warning, Gavin reached down, grabbed Cody by the collar and jammed his other hand into his gut. The kid gagged and then let loose with whatever was left from his six glasses of wine.
“There you go. Now you’ll feel better. Shake it off before we get back to the ship.”
They helped Cody along for another fifteen minutes, and soon they were on the boardwalk headed back to their dock.
It was Davis who first noticed that something wasn’t right.
“Oh, fuck me!”
The others looked up. Gavin said, “Fuck me naked!”
Cody looked up, groaned and started crying.
Instead of the Constellation, there was some tiny half-pint brig on the port unloading barrels into a caravan of wagons.
Then Cody added, “Oops.”
Gavin and Davis looked at each other over Cody’s limp head and dropped him. Davis turned him over and grabbed his shirt. “What does that mean?”
“Before we left, the Ensign told me the captain ordered half leave. After that crazy salt hog came by, I forgot to mention it. Then we went to that other Broken Wing place.”
“Well, nice going, kid,” Gavin said. Then he added, “Let him get an eyeful of some pretty peasant poon, and his whole brain just fucking shuts down.”
“Come on, Gavin. There’s nothing we can do about it now.”
“Sure there is. We can beat the shit out of him.”
The kid fell over to his side and started crying. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry.”
Davis pulled him up and said, “Yeah, and you’re also drunk.”
Gavin took his other arm. “Oh, knock it off. I’m not gonna hit you. There. Stand tall. So you fucked up. We don’t get paid this trip that’s all. And maybe get blacklisted from Koro-del for a while. Or for good. Come on.”
They continued walking past the wagons and carts. When they neared the stern they heard a familiar voice calling out through a rough rumble of a laugh, “Well, look what washed up here. What are you guys still doing here?”
The three sailors turned, scowled at him, and kept walking. At that moment someone came running up past them. “Captain Gareth, there are some Legionnaires here who want to talk to you.”
“I’ll be there in a moment.” He moved out in front of the Koro-Del sailors and said, “Hey. No hard feelings. How’d you like the Broken Wing?”
They shrugged. Gavin said, “Sure. Fine. Whatever.”
The captain sized them up and said. “Hmm. I hope it was better than that considering you lost your billet over it. Okay. Look fellas, I don’t know if you have already figured out what you’re going to do here in this armpit of a city, but I do have extra bunks. You’re welcome to go talk to my number one. If you can convince him that you’re not total fuck-ups I’ll let him start you off at the recruit rate.”
He reached in and patted Gavin on the shoulder before turning and greeting the Legion officer with a hearty, “What the hell do you want? I’m busy here.”
The officer said, “Captain, I’m Colonel Arrenkyle of the Teshon Legion. I’m sorry to interrupt, but I need to see your unloading permit and inspection seal.”
The captain and Legion officer went off in the other direction. Davis looked at the other two. Gavin said, “I’m tired. If they let us grab a bunk, I’ll be happy.”
Cody nodded and then said, “It beats staying here. We’ll be at sea.”
The captain was yelling something about warehouses and wagons. Davis said, “God help us.” Then they walked up the gangplank toward the tiny brig deck. Then he added, “Let me do the talking.”
There was an orange powder that seemed almost to glow. Estus couldn’t determine whether it was reflective or was actually giving off light. He picked up the small glass vile and cupped it in his hands against his face. It didn’t seem to be emitting light, but when he opened his hands it began to shine in the flickering yellow glow from the lanterns. It was one of several puzzling liquids and substances that Parker Shaw had laid out on top of the dresser.
Estus turned again and watched the old magician work. He seemed so old in his tattered and faded guild robe. Still, it was newer than his dingy fifteen-year-old blue sash that Jorel had awarded him when Kelebor had grown large enough to always need magic nearby. Shaw never seemed interested enough in his craft to earn his red or black sash, nor in having the advanced knowledge that they represented. How strange, Estus had always thought, to be so close to understanding the deep nature of that power and to be content with mending bones, finding lost children, and presiding over marriages and summer festivals.
Now Kelebor would be looking to Estus to help out with some of those ceremonial tasks. The other guildsmen would all do their best to support and encourage Estus to be a spiritual leader as well as craftsmen now that he was a Brother of Fire. Those who knew him well seemed particularly relieved when he had finally made the decision to enter the guild. His attempts to learn the more advanced details of his craft without becoming a student of Benok cost him several serious lectures from Jorel and criticism from the other guildsmen. Travers convinced Estus to go ahead and learn from God all the things he wanted to know, because men would not teach him. So a year ago Estus started going to seminary at the Sanctum where he learned how to lead prayers, sanction marriages, perform blessings, and, most importantly, to meditate and prepare his mind to accept God’s wisdom.
It was like being ten again when he had to spend the summer with Jorel after wandering into the sacrilege ruins. Through that year Estus again began to find himself falling comfortably into the role that was being laid out for him so meticulously. When Carmen became pregnant he began praying with a devotion that surprised even himself, trying to purge the devil of doubt that still followed him from his rebellious youth. However, as he got closer to his baptism the doubt grew like sour bile in his belly that bore through his prayers, mocking his pretense of piety. In his prayers he begged God to put straight his heart.
Shaw continued his chants and strange gestures while he worked over Carmen. He stood on the far side of the bed, his back to the pine-paneled walls. In his right hand he held a large root of some kind, long and thin. His left hand traced patterns in the air that seemed to punctuate the staccato, precise words that he spoke, words that seemed similar to the words Jorel had spoken earlier that night. Estus stood by the dresser and watched as Shaw pushed the root between his hands, spoke a final word, and made it dissipate as if it were suddenly made of smoke. He held this smoky bubble between his hands and directed it down onto Carmen’s face. The discoloration around her eye socket grew faint and the swelling went suddenly down.
“Estus,” he said. “Behind you there is a velvet pouch with small white stones in it. Bring it to me.”
Estus turned around and looked across the various bags and flasks that were in the pockets of the canvas carryall that Shaw had unrolled. He found the bag and took it over to the bed while Shaw began untying Carmen’s pant belt.
He pulled Carmen’s maternity pants away from her abdomen and then took two thumb-sized white stones from the velvet bag and held them in his slender, knobby fingers while he prodded Carmen’s belly to find the position of the baby. When he began speaking, the stones changed from being like marble to being like clay. He kneaded them together and continued to chant until they became like a soft pudding which he then rubbed in a little circle forming a fist sized cap below her navel. When he stopped chanting the substance became rock hard once again.
He pulled his long white hair away from his angled, sun-wrinkled face and took a small wand from his robes. He placed his bony cheeks on Carmen’s legs so he could examine the stone cap closely. This time when he started chanting, the small staff began ringing quietly at a very high, rising pitch that soon was inaudible. He set the wand at different points on Carmen’s abdomen, and Estus could see shadowy swirling shapes forming on the stone.
Without interrupting his chants, he beckoned to Estus to bring over the light. Estus carried the candle over to the bed and let its light fall on the magic stone. Shaw’s chants changed to another series of precise, staccato words as he moved the wand to touch the view stone.
Shaw peered carefully into the strange shifting shapes while his chanting waned to a heavy whisper. Then he stopped, and the stone became white again. He kneaded it back into a little stone.
He raised his head, put the stone into his bag, and said, “I’m sorry, Estus. The baby has been in the light for several hours. I’ll have to come back in a few days to deliver her. Carmen’s still far too weak.”
“It was going to be a girl?”
“Yes. A girl.”
“How is Carmen?”
Shaw stood up and put his hand on Estus’s shoulder to lead him away from the bed. He stood next to the window and Estus could see fatigue and concern across the pale, thin skin around the magician’s deep set eyes.
“When Carmen fell, she began bleeding inside her skull and she suffered a fracture above her ear. I was able to mend the bone and thin the blood from the area, but there may already have been some brain damage because of the clotting inside the skull.”
“I don’t understand.”
“Estus, I can repair the sinews and mend the bone, but I cannot undo the harm that is deeper, not now. I am not young, and I am quite tired, and a channel of that depth would be very difficult for me to sustain. Even if I could, Estus, it might do her more harm than good now. I’ll cast her into a deep sleep to let the healing take its course.”
He began to turn away, but Estus took a firm hold of his shoulders and pulled him around.
“Open the door, Parker. Open that door to the finger of God and beckon him in. If you can see God then find him and bring him in here to finish whatever healing she can stand.”
Shaw’s eyes betrayed a deep sympathy and quiet fatalism. He looked at that moment to be wearing every one of his seventy two years. “Estus, my son,” he began. He met Estus’s gaze but then closed his eyes and said, “I shall try, but you must open yourself to God, my friend. You too are now a door to His glory and spirit. Help me to bring Him to your wife.”
He took Estus by the elbow and led him to the foot of the bed where he directed Estus to kneel. “Pray, young man, as you have never prayed before, for I shall need the strength that you shall carry from God.”
Shaw returned to his materials and began working quickly and methodically. Estus bowed his head, closed his eyes, and formed prayer words in his mind. God, if you are God, place this curse upon my head and free your innocent child who lies before me. Holy is the light that dawns in our soul to raise us into your Divine Covenant. Are you there, God? Why don’t you answer? Am I supposed to hear you in my mind or feel you in my heart? Blessed is the Circle of Light that binds our hearts as one in your service. Do you wait for me, God? Show yourself so that I know I’m not just hearing my own mind. Make me believe that you are there, because I cannot do so on my own. If you are there, and would ever show yourself to my heart, I beg you now. Come into me.
The old man began speaking, quickly and fiercely. Estus waited for some sensation to tell him that God was indeed something other than an empty hope. He felt no different. Not warmer, not colder, no more or less tired. He still knew only what he had always known. No new understanding or knowledge made itself known to him. He raised his head and watched. The magician covered Carmen’s head with a rough cloth and held his hands over her eyes. The cloth suddenly snapped tight across her face, molding it to her form. His eyes were closed, and his breaths were shaky, straining his words.
While he spoke, Shaw opened a tin of white powder which he put over his hands. He moved his hands along Carmen’s brow and cheek. He was no longer looking down but up. He rocked with the rhythm of his chant while his fingers went through the cloth, into her head. He pulled them out, covered with brown clotted blood. The cloth grew stained as the bad blood inside her was drawn out. Shaw continued his chant though his voice was hoarse and weak. He seemed to be in pain, but still his words never wavered. His head was thrown back. His neck shook with a racing pulse.
Suddenly it all stopped, and the room filled with an eerie silence as Shaw exhaled and let himself rest on the bed.
Estus rose and went to him. He pulled the cloth away from Carmen’s face and then helped Shaw to the wooden chair that was by the window. Estus returned to the bed. Carmen’s face was now free of bruise or blemish, and the cloth was covered with blood and fluid that had been drawn from inside her. Estus took it to the window and threw it out.
“I must rest now, Estus, and so must your wife. It is still very dangerous. I carried it as well as I was able, but it flowed so quickly. God’s hand can be so heavy.” He rose his exhausted form, approached the dresser, and started gathering his supplies. “May I sleep here, Estus? I am faint.”
“Will she be all right?”
“I don’t know, Estus. I can’t know that.”
☼ ☼ ☼
Captain Lennel Gareth, a black silhouette against the shadow of night, watched from the bow of his brigantine as the last of the barrels were rolled and stacked on the dock. The wind tugged impatiently at his jacket and hummed in his ears. The three young men from the Constellation were working hard to put down suggestions that they were somehow soft-handed from working with cranes instead of their own arms and backs.
“Fletcher.”
“Aye?”
“Watch the crew and keep them honest. I don’t want any fights on this ship. Don’t let anything get out of hand.”
“Of course not, sir.”
“How much longer?”
“Ten minutes.”
“Hoist the jibs and gaff sail. Position men on the topsail yards.”
The captain turned and looked out at the bay. Three twenty-oar Legion boats had appeared in the past half hour across the edge of the bay. They were little more than dark shapes against the stars, but their shape was unmistakable to Gareth’s keen eyes.
The Legion Colonel turned out to be a reasonable fellow. He merely demanded seven percent of the take. The professional Teshon Legion made a pretty good strong arm for Gelst’s new protection racket. The last score of barrels were being rolled down the gangplank to be loaded onto the final large wagon.
Five horses came galloping along the boardwalk and pulled up in front of the Autarkic Maiden. The Legion colonel and four of his men dismounted and came aboard. They were immediately flanked by Grant Fletcher with ten other men.
Baron Arrenkyle climbed the four steps to the upper deck and approached the captain. He didn’t speak at first. He watched Gareth and took several steps back and forth. He looked back at his men surrounded by sailors.
“You were carrying, what? Cotton and tobacco, you said?”
Gareth didn’t answer. The Colonel walked over to the railing and stood, as if trying to gather his thoughts. Two lines of Legionnaires appeared, running from between the warehouses. Gareth came over to stand next to him and watch as they lined in three neat rows of at least twenty men each.
Baron then turned to the captain and said, “There was a wagon carrying barrels full of arrows, heavy chains, slings, knives and swords. Can you explain that?”
“How do you mean? If you say you saw that, I guess you did.”
“Were you present when your ship was being loaded.”
“This is not a ship, colonel. She’s a brig. She only has two masts.”
“What was your port of origin?”
“Korolem.”
“Did you make any other stops along the way?”
“What are your men doing down there?”
“What do you think?”
The wind pulled at the jibs, pushing the Maiden forward against her mooring ropes.
“It seems someone may have taken advantage of you, Captain Gareth. I’m going to have to ask you to stay here in Gelst for a few days. We’ll need to investigate the origins of your cargo.”
“Who the hell do you think you are? I’ve paid your bribe, now get off this deck. I don’t recognize your authority over this vessel, me, or my crew. Get off before I have you put in chains and dragged below.”
“There’s no need to get excited, Captain. We’re all doing God’s work. And your confrontational manner might be interpreted as an expression of guilt. Were you aware of the contents of those barrels?”
The final barrels were unloaded, and the sailors were eyeing the soldiers on the deck.
Gareth called up to the men on the yards, “Drop the topsails and man the fore!” Then he turned back to the Legionnaire and said, “We’re about to set sail. I’ll give you one more chance to step down or you can stay with me for a few days.”
The sail dropped and billowed full of the good wind.
“Ready the anchor!”
Baron said, “Please, captain. We just need to get a few answers. I’m sorry that this will impact your schedule, but this, I’m afraid, is more important. I don’t mean you any harm, but I don’t intend to let you out of this bay.”
“And I don’t intend to let you waste any more time. You have twenty seconds to get ashore.”
The colonel turned and motioned to the men below. One raised a bow and shot an arrow high into the air. It exploded at the top of its arch with a bright flare that traced it’s path into the sea.
“Fifteen seconds.”
“Very well.” He turned and his men followed him down the gangplank.
“Weigh anchor. Full sail!”
The other sails dropped and the Maiden started pulling away from the dock.
“Rudder! Clear the dock!”
The dark shapes started moving.
With an empty hull and this good wind, the Maiden sliced through the water like a dolphin at play. She would be faster and easier to maneuver. The Legion boats were moving to cut off the north end of the bay. To go around them Gareth would have to track into the wind. They were all racing toward a point around the north shore of the bay.
The captain came down from the bow deck and led Fletcher to the stern where they could direct the sails and rudder. Above them men were lowering the sails and others were hoisting and positioning extra studding sails that hung from special extensions on the main and topgallant yards.
She grabbed the wind and skimmed across the water, charging toward the Legion boats. Fletcher called out a series of commands to adjust the sails. Then he ordered a quick turn of the rudder and the cut behind them, heading out toward sea.
Within minutes the Maiden was flanked on both sides.
A faint orange glow, arching high like an angry firefly, caught Lennel Gareth’s eye just before it sunk with a thunk on the main deck below. A few more flew in from the starboard side. Then a full volley of burning arrows floated in, striking three of his men. A couple hit the rear gaff sail and started it burning.
Gareth moved away from the stern and called out to the nearby men, ordering them to drop buckets into the sea and start dousing the fires. The heavy damp wood of the decks was slow to burn, but flames had engulfed the rear sail, sending a thick cloud of smoke forward with the wind into the other sails.
The captain yelled back to his first officer, “Hard port!”
Fletcher barked out a quick series of orders to the men. The ship lurched and bounced, sending a spray of mist over the side. The captain turned around to see some of the men cutting loose the gaff sail to fall behind them. Another bounce set them moving at a far clip toward the near boat on their port side. More flame arrows came from the Legionnaires.
Captain Gareth felt himself suddenly pulled to the deck where he took a hard knock on his elbow. Flaming arrows struck the hard wood of the deck near by. Gavin pulled his face over the captain’s and called out, “Are you hit?
The brig bounced again, sending another cascade of water up into the sails, challenging the flames before drenching the deck.
“Get me up!”
He stood along the side. The Legionnaires and oarsmen had only scant seconds left to jump before their boat was rammed by the brisk moving brig. The boat twisted into the water, and the Maiden’s bow plunged sharply down. Gareth felt the deck lurch out from under his feet. He hit the rail with his knees before he tumbled down and struck the frigid water on his side, smacking his face beneath the black, salty shroud.
☼ ☼ ☼
It was late, maybe three or four o’clock, but still Estus could not pull himself away from the wooden chair by Carmen’s bed, even though his eyes were worn scratchy from his vigil and his head felt heavy upon his shoulders. His body ached with an almost physical pain whose only relief would be to lie next to her, hold her in his arms, and stroke her head. Instead, he sat with his hands together, his fingers interlocked, amid the gray shadows and the silver halo of moonlight that fell across the foot of the bed.
Footsteps behind him tapped along the hallway with a gentle squeak or two, followed by the whisper of his sister.
“Estus.”
Only the pale form of her night gown gave evidence that she was more than a voice carried on the wind into his sleepy vision.
“You should try to sleep,” she said.
“Can you sleep?”
“I had a bad dream.”
“And awake now, is it any better?”
“How is she? Parker said you shouldn’t bother her.”
He looked back to Carmen’s sweet face that was pulled into a silent frown. She never liked sleeping on her back, but that was how Shaw had left her. It seemed unnatural seeing her expressionless and still, like a paper mask.
“Anoria?”
He looked toward the doorway, seeing only a formless gray shadow against the black, and perhaps it was because at that moment she was more like a vision than his sister, or maybe it was the strange hollow of the early morning night, but Estus found himself asking aloud the question that had been boring its way through his troubled mind. Maybe all these years he was wrong. He was hoping to find an understanding that might be able to displace the sense of complete pointlessness of all this.
“Would God punish her because of me?”
Anoria was quiet for a long moment during which his question hung between them, chilling the silence. The release he had hoped would come from speaking that awful question eluded him because of all the other unasked questions that it left.
“Why would you say something like that?”
“Never mind. Go back to sleep.” He turned away from her.
From over his shoulder he heard his sister repeat the same empty words that for years had been unable to move him.
“Estus, we don’t know what plan God has for us. We have to accept that whatever happens has a purpose, even if we don’t understand it. We can’t question the mind of God.”
“For a long time, I…”, but he couldn’t start that way. There was too much, so he told her, “I joked with Carmen about how I was proud of being able to force God to create a new soul at our bidding. I placed myself above God, as his commander, and now that soul has been taken from me. I wonder, Anoria, if a loving God, as we are always told He is, would kill my wife and my baby for that?”
She was slow in responding, and he could hear judgment in her voice when she finally answered, “I don’t know.”
He turned again to face his sister, then back to his wife, and he asked with a voice strained by his fatigue, “If Jorel is a Holy Angel of God, and if Magic flows from God through magic, then why don’t they know?”
Maybe she could understand what he was never able to. He hoped that it was only his blindness, or selfishness, that hid the answers from his eyes. “They’ve done everything, Anoria. Why won’t she wake up?”
His voice dropped to a raspy whisper for he was afraid his voice would break.
“She’s not moved so much as a finger since he left us.”
He clamped his jaw tight and closed his eyes, squeezing out a tiny, hot tear.
Anoria came into the room and put her hands on his shoulders.
“You need to sleep, Estus.”
He held his hands together in a tight fist and said, “You all have prayed so well. You’ve done everything right. Jorel blessed everything in this house. A man who says he can channel the very power of God through his hands was here. He performed his tricks and his songs, and still nothing. Why? If God is all powerful, then her pain and our fear are by His hand, and I must wonder why we are called upon to bow to such a petty, vindictive creature who would use His great power, not to burn understanding into my mind, but to make sport of killing my wife and child before my eyes. Anoria, if He wants me to believe, then why don’t I believe? Am I, in fact, more powerful than God, if he cannot force my mind to see Him?”
“Estus,” she said, trying to be motherly and soothing. “You shouldn’t talk that way.”
He stood up, slowly, as if he were going to let her lead him away to rest, but instead he said, “Yes I should. This is exactly the way I should talk.”
Without waiting for an answer, he stepped to the window and leaned into the tepid night. With his hands upon his head, with a gnawing disgust, he asked, “Why can I not pray for my wife?”
The humid air enveloped him, pressing on his temples, stifling his breath. Crickets sang their night chorus with the owls and frogs, as if mocking him in their carefree ignorance.
“God, help me pray,” he said, wanting to be able to be sincere, while at the same time feeling the ugly irony of asking God to fill the emptiness of his atheism.
Was it a test to break his stubbornness? Would God release his hold on Carmen only if he would condescend to truly believe in the power and glory of the Circle Of Light and it’s Fire which is God? But such thoughts only led to visions of a vain, snickering God, and how can a man worship such a pitiful thing?
Believe and I will spare her life.
Give her life and I will believe.
Can a man live without a soul? Can a life be anything when it is drained of its love?
Images shot dream-like through his mind, images of a cool, summer day walking with his love and a rambunctious little girl that ran all around them, gathering rocks and sticks and flowers. He could almost hear her joyful giggles. He saw birthday parties, scratched knees, handmade dresses, pinwheels, and pet turtles, but always the crashing silence of the night sucked the dream away, leaving him clammy and cold and alone while his daughter lay dead in the body of his wife, a sallow sleeping coffin.
“Damn you, God,” he spoke aloud. “Come out from wherever you are hiding and face me,” he called out into the night. “Tell me to my face that you loathe me, that you want to hurt me.” His voice became more firm, more confident, and loud. “Are you a coward, or a liar, or merely a sadist? Appear before me, if you are able.” Then he added, with a voice seething with contempt, “I command you.”
A faint echo returned to him before drifting broken into the heavy, warm wind, but his passion felt empty and rehearsed, and he could only mock himself for taking part in such an empty demonstration, for what he knew was as clear to him as it was hidden to everyone else. How much easier it would be to believe, or at least to be uncertain and hopeful. But he could always see through his own internal facade.
Anoria move slowly toward him and placed a shaking hand on his shoulder.
“Shh.” Her voice was unsteady when she begged, “Holy Light, burn our evil sins away. Estus, you’ll bring a curse on this family.”
His voice was steady and filled with longing. “If there were a God, then I could hate Him.”
He bowed his head forward.
Something in him died at that moment. Always, through his doubts, his internal blasphemes, and his relentless questions and musings, there was always within him a core of hope that someday, if he kept looking, and thinking, he would one day come to see and understand the world as the elves had always explained it to him. There were times that he would have welcomed damnation if that would finally reveal God to him. He had always held the forgotten memory of a child’s eyes, filled with wonder of the glory and awesome power that is God. He could remember that sublime comfort, and at times he could almost recapture it, but some innocence in him was forever lost.
Now, tonight, when he most wanted to be able to find that same comfort, and most sincerely wanted to be able to ask God to grant healing to his wife, he could not. Not out of anger, or fear, or spite, but for the same reason you do not ask a rock to dance. If ever there was a time that the last dying embers of his faith could rekindle, it was that moment, in the pit of the night, facing the hot wind. Even deep inside him, he could no longer pretend that he could pretend to believe.
And so what were the elves but old men, telling fables? For what purpose? How could humans ever understand the truth when elves captured them in ritual from the very day they were born?
And what of magic? What allows wizards to rise into the air or push their hands into human flesh if not the miracle of God’s power? Whatever that power, he decided, it has nothing to do with the stories of faith and hope and prayer taught by the elves in their churches. He turned back to his wife, feeling the weight of his worn and weary body, feeling the burden and joy of finally having shed the last remnant of his faith. So be it. The world is what it is. “So it is,” he told her.
Anoria gasped sharply and knelt at the side of the bed, holding Carmen’s hand. Her quiet moan rose into a muddy litany, repeating, “Holy Circle Of Light, bless your loving children. Ever shines the light of God.”
Estus closed his eyes for just a moment, remembering that he had wondered hours ago what this moment would feel like if it came. He walked past his sister and put his hands against Carmen’s neck. No blood pulsed. He put his ear against her lips and felt no breath. He put his hand upon her belly.
Anoria pulled at Estus, trying to force him to kneel beside her, begging him, “Pray, Estus. Please beg God to burn your evil words away.” She gnarled her fingers into the heavy fabric of his shirt and pleaded with a wavering, whispering voice, “You were upset, it wasn’t a real sin. Jorel will help you. Estus, you must! Don’t let your soul die with her.”
He pulled away from her sharply, leaving her on her knees before him, a lump of silver gray at his feet, crying as he had not heard her cry since their childhood. He sat down on the floor and let her lurch into his arms so he could rock her and cradle her head. Through all this, Estus felt only a chilling numbness, an almost eerie indifference that seemed to him merely curious, and not wrong or evil as his sister would judge.
Anoria said, “I felt her presence leave the room. I know she’s now a creature of Light. I could almost feel her soul pass through me.”
“It didn’t pass through you,” he explained. “It was always there, and will remain as long as we hold her in our memories.”
Together they rose from the floor and stood, and for a long moment they watched Carmen, paying silent homage to her last breath.
Finally Estus began to feel the weight of his weariness, the continuum of his loss, and he moved toward the doorway, feeling acutely his inability to summon neither penitence nor anger.
“Estus?”
He turned and Anoria asked, “Don’t you want to give the blessing of her passage?”
“No.”
The Harvest Eve sun warmed the dewy sweet, mud-scented breeze that rolled along the Delgaro River Road. Little flowers opened their sleepy petals, stretching out to wash the trail with dancing blues and pale violets. The ground was still heavy with the dampness of last night’s hard rain, but the humidity that had hung over the valley was now washed clean away, leaving a crisp blue sky and an invigorating calm.
Slowly the sound of unhurried horse steps broke through the rustling dance of leaves until they became a soft but distinct rhythmic cadence, ka-thum, ka-thum, ka-thum, ka-thum. Then a steady rattle of light metal joined with a percussive counter beat, ka-ching, ka-ching, ka-ching, ka-ching. As they approached, the beat was joined by the high, pure sound of a woman’s voice singing a song from four thousand years ago in the ancient, formal dialect of the elves.
The words had a lisping, ethereal sound compared to the harsh gutturals of the human tongue. The complete song had sixty verses, each one well over an hour long, telling a detailed story about the daughter of a weaver who was separated from her love for over six hundred years. This particular verse was about the many scenes she wove into a tapestry for thirty-six years while she was busy directing her family’s preparations for the next Gathering.
The horse wore a finely woven saddle blanket that had large squares of dark blue and forest green. The rider lifted back a delicately embroidered hood revealing the square jaw, the sharp nose, the quiet, patient eyes and pointed ears of the elven folk. The skin of the Del families was quite a bit darker than the Tol elves, almost the color of pine needles, but that’s not why they were called Dark Elves. They were said to be dark to the Circle of Light, cut off from God, unholy lesser elves put here by God to serve the angels of God.
Her blouse was trim and functional, but elegant and edged with intricate lace and embroidered with spun gold. She wore studded leather armor, casually unfastened, its sides falling open, revealing the lattice of metal fibers lining the interior. On her left hip hung a curved sword with a blue and green velvet hilt. The scabbard was polished silver with gold inlays and matched the sheath of her knife, which she wore at her back, tucked into her belt. On her right hung a money pouch filled mostly with gold pieces and a few silver. Her trousers were dark forest green, but were mostly hidden by the leather leg armor that hung on both sides from her belt and protected the outer thigh where it was fastened to her knee-high boots.
She was as deadly as she was beautiful. Without even trying, for she was, after all, just singing to pass the time, she held long high notes of such beauty that the simple mud and twigs and buzzing bugs seemed transformed into an exquisite filigree celebrating the uncommon beauty of the natural world.
After her aria faded into low notes, becoming a soft hum that was taken away on the wind, she allowed herself to indulge in a yawn and a bit of a stretch. She reached forward, patted her mount on the neck, and said, “Did you like that, Balta?” He twitched his ears a bit, but otherwise just kept ka-thumping along the soft, sodden grass.
Ivy unfastened the large emerald clasp and removed her riding cloak with an unhurried flourish. She folded it roughly and stuffed it into the saddlebag, handling it as if it were a common fabric instead of a sturdy, beautiful elven weave depicting centuries of history and honor of the Del-Gesius clan.
The path was now noticeably wider and a little better traveled. Soon the path opened up and Ivy rode across a large open field. Far ahead, above the trees, rose a column of dark gray smoke.
Balta took on a quicker gait and bobbed his head. Ivy asked him, “You want to run a bit?”
He blasted a decisive snort through his heavy horse nostrils, so she kicked her heels softly against his side, sending him into a quick cantor. Ivy rode his rhythmic rise and fall, blending her motion with his while her long black hair filled the air behind her and the wind rumbled softly into her pointed ears. As Ivy rode him across the field, her form blended with his as a silhouette backlit by the sun’s sparkling reflection in the river. Eddies of floating dandelion seeds chased after them and rabbits scattered. Ivy shook her hair back out of her face, tilted her head up, and felt the sweet air rush along her neck and across her cheeks and arms.
The open field soon gave way to the curved lines of a nearly harvested wheat field. Large bundles of cut wheat were gathered into tall piles, and a team of men and oxen were working a cutting cart. Ivy saw them stop and watch her from the top of a small rise as Balta took her past them. It was always a bit of a challenge moving through the human lands wearing her usual traveling clothes. Not only did the Tol elves wear simple, unadorned priest garb, elven women were very rarely seen. Service to humans fell to the male elves while the female elves usually remained in the elf lands where they ran their families. Not only was the work tedious and mundane, and therefore inappropriate for the female elves, it also served as an example for the patriarchal society of the humans.
Males, both human and elf, are often more proud, stubborn, concerned with status and family position, and much more likely to act on honor and take greater risks. Because of this, elven society was run by the women, and had been for as long as any elf could remember. Elven families were extensive, consisting of several related clans, and were decidedly matriarchal. It was the men who moved between families. The important lineage was on the mother’s side, because these defined the family.
Female elves were usually much more rational and practical than the elven men, yet, when necessary, could be ten times as ruthless. This was precisely why the Tol families imposed a patriarchal system when they designed a new society for the humans two thousand years ago. Humans were, of course, much more primitive than the elves. The bigger and stronger would dominate the smaller and weaker, so it was rather obvious that a male-dominated culture was more natural for the immature, brutish humans. But the real reason human men were in control is that elven women knew that if the women were in charge, the human society would be much more difficult to control.
The field soon gave way to the houses and shops of Kelebor, and Ivy let Balta fall back to a slow trot. She reminded herself that she was a simple, mostly helpless woman, unwise and not very smart. Even though she was an elf, she was a female elf, and a Dark Elf at that, worthy almost of pity, if not scorn, from the humans. Her self-deprecating reminders couldn’t hide the finery of her traveling outfit, but the humans usually assumed (with encouragement from the rival elf family, of course) that the Del opulence was necessary to make up for being such pitiful, unenlightened, servile creatures.
The town was bustling with preparations for the Harvest Festival. Families were busy putting up booths to trade their homemade crafts. Some still struggled with tying together their meager wooden frames and canvas tops. Some were already set up and selling everything from quilts to beer. One large tent was filled with children laughing at a couple of clowns and jugglers.
Ivy fell in with other traffic along the wide dirt road, passing vendors and picnics and crowds of wagons and tents. Despite all the bustle and activity, all eyes seemed to find and follow Ivy. Men noticed her long, loose hair and the outline of her dark, petite form under her sheer blouse. Women noticed the confidence and power that she carried and displayed so effortlessly.
Ivy pulled Balta to a stop in front of a small booth from which floated the marvelous scent of sweet kettle corn popping over a large fire. A tall woman with a yellow country dress and bonnet lifted the cover and started scooping the corn from the kettle into a large barrel.
Ivy took out a small silver coin and said, “It wouldn’t be a fitting festival without fresh kettle corn.”
The woman turned around. Ivy, ignoring the way the country woman stared, just leaned down to trade her coin for a warm sack of popped corn and some change. The woman seemed to be searching for the right thing to say when a young boy, no more than seven, said, “Are you an elf?”
Ivy sat back in her saddle, brushed her hair behind her ear, put a piece of corn in her mouth, and said, “No, of course not. I’m a frog.”
“You’re not a frog!” he answered, laughing.
“Are you sure?”
“You’re too big to be a frog.”
“Maybe I’m a crocodile.”
“No,” he laughed again. “You’re an elf.”
“Yeah. I guess I am. What’s your name?”
“Tommy Thompson, what’s yours?”
The woman pulled him back and said, “I’m sorry, madam. Tommy don’t be so familiar.”
“Oh he’s all right. Is he your son?”
“Yes.”
“He’s a sweetheart.” Then she said to the boy, “My name is Ivy Del-Gesius. And who’s this?”
“That’s my mom.”
“My name’s Kelly, madam.”
The boy asked, “Are you here to take that lady into Heaven’s Light?”
“What lady?”
Kate answered, “We’ve had a death in the village. Last night.” The woman looked over her shoulder to the rising column of smoke. “They’re going to put her into the light this evening. It’s such a sad story, and on the very day of the remembrance vigil.”
“What happened?
Kelly turned back to the large kettle and started dishing more of the corn into the barrel. She seemed to be over her initial surprise and started chatting as she might to any other customer. “We finally got a new guildsman here in Kelebor. It’s that carpenter fella. So he comes home, fresh in from his baptism you know, after his first day in the guild. He comes home and finds his wife with her head cut all open. She didn’t make it through the night.”
“Oh, how awful.”
“Yeah. Well.” Kelly looked up at Ivy and gave her a look that must have been intended to convey some extra information, but Ivy didn’t catch it.
“What do you mean?”
“Well.” Kelly dished out the final batch of corn from the large kettle then closed the lid. She sold a couple more sacks to some kids then wiped her hands and said. “This fella, that carpenter. You see, my friend, Sylvia? So, she knows the wife of a guy who works over at the mill with him. I guess Jorel had to finally make him join the guild ’cause he kept trying to do stuff on his own.”
“What do you mean? What kind of stuff?”
“Well, I don’t know anything about building as I can say, but he wanted to build big houses and like that, and to do that right you gotta go take the guild lessons and be right with the Lord. But he didn’t want to. So, I’m just saying, it’s pretty odd, you know, this fella finally goes to put his hands in the craft for the Lord and he comes back and finds his wife ready to die. Just like that. So it’s sad, but if you’re not right with the Lord, well, you see what can happen.”
Ivy started to move on, but something caught her attention. “What do you mean he didn’t want to take the guild lessons?”
“Well, I don’t know too much about it, really. Sylvia, she says that he was possessed as a little boy and had to go in the sanctum with Jorel all summer. I wouldn’t know about that. I grew up in Karth until Charlie brought me down here. So if that happens to you, I guess it would be pretty traumatic. This guy who works with him at the guild says it’s like he’s all in a hurry. You know, you can learn and do it right, or you can just stumble around in the dark. He started working on that new blacksmith shop down by the river, but the head of the mill made him stop because he wasn’t supposed to know how to do that. That’s when he made him start going to seminary last year. That’s what Sylvia told me this morning.”
“So, you think this woman’s death has something to do with his knowing how to build a blacksmith shop without guild lessons?”
“Well, I suppose you’d know more about that than I would. It’s just a shame, isn’t it?”
“Indeed,” Ivy answered, but in her mind the real shame was the cloud of illogic, fear, and superstition that hung so heavy over this woman’s mind and the mind of all the humans under Tol control.
When the Del families were guiding the humans two thousand years ago, humans were vibrant and unfettered. There was a palpable hunger for knowledge and truth. Not far from here was once a river town named Kaylish, a small community of artists and mathematicians. Ivy, in her more optimistic youth, had spent many summers here, teaching and learning and listening to beautiful symphonies in the valley. She tugged on Balta’s reigns, directing him away from Kelly the Kettle Corn Lady and rode past the tent with the sideshow and slapstick clowns.
☼ ☼ ☼
The wide mouth of the Delgaro river joined the Mundela in a vast, raging churn that roared day and night at the base of a tall sandstone cliff. Atop that peak, near the edge, sat the Sanctum of Bora-Min, a monastery of advanced study, a retreat for the pious and the powerful. Its delicately carved edifice of polished white marble stood alone on a stark knoll well above the trees, a sentinel of the valley.
On a balcony overlooking the rivers, Baron Arrenkyle and Petran Vendak sat at a large oak table in wide, well-padded chairs. Baron, with his red Legionnaire jacket opened casually, leaned comfortably back with one foot propped up on a free chair, enjoying the breeze, the view across the river chasm, and a thick, bitter ale. The Governor tore a piece of coarse honey bread and dipped it in a mixture of melted butter and pepper spices.
Baron continued his report.
“This is the third major smuggling catch this month. This time it was weapons.”
“Were you able to intercept them?”
“Only a few barrels. They’re getting bolder and more reckless. It was pretty bad last night. They got away, but not before sinking one of our transport boats. We have four of their men in the Gelst jail, and they told us that their captain was lost overboard.”
Petran leaned forward to avoid dripping on himself and said, “I understand they took wind and got away with a few of our men.”
“They rammed a transport. Buckled the hull. Men from both ships were in the sea. We picked up some and some grabbed hold of the brig. Our role call identified seven missing men. I can only hope, by the Light of God, that they made it out of the water, but I don’t know what will become of them if they are on board that rebel brigantine.”
“Any word from the scouts about the missing gold?”
“No. No word.”
“We’ve got to bust that cell open. Get to the leaders before this gets out of hand. I have tried to be lenient. I have given them every opportunity to seek brotherhood in the light, but I see that Andor was right. I have been weak. We must put an end to this subversion.”
Baron looked out over the valley that carried the Mundela River away from Teshon through several miles of wilderness before emptying into the bay of Gelst. He counted three barges moving goods back and forth between the mouth of Gelst and the stomach of Boret.
“With all respect, Governor, it’s not going to be easy. This isn’t a simple band of thieves. Their pride runs deep.”
“That may well be, but these shipping lanes will stay open. Where will they be if Teshon becomes weak? It is our duty to bring them back into the arms of Teshon and of God. Gelst was becoming a filthy hive of pirates and all manner of godless gratification, and if that’s a future worth holding onto, then I pity them. Gelst is, and shall remain, Teshon. This is Andor’s decree, and I will see it done. We shall either bring them to God or send them to Him.”
“Petran,” Baron said with a low, serious tone. “Our hold on Gelst is dangerously narrow. They will soon discover how easy it would be for them to shut down the bay. They have thirty times more men. They grew up in those hills, and while we can secure the river, we can’t patrol the miles of wilderness that look down upon it and which gives them the advantage of the high ground. We should consider negotiating some of their requests, at least to buy us some time.”
“What are you saying?”
“If we can’t come to an agreement with them, we’ll have to lay a heavy boot upon them. Can we do that, Petran? Can we ask Teshon boys to fight farmers and children, because that’s what it will come to.”
“Baron, my friend, what they want, they cannot have. The threats made against Kessel Tol-Rena broke the last of Andor’s tolerance, and mine. It is not God’s will for them to drift apart from their brothers.”
“But if we could reinstate some level of self-rule, or reduce some of their taxes, the radicals would have less support. What am I missing? Why can’t Teshon and Gaelon work together on this?”
“The security of the bay is not negotiable. Besides, it’s better that the radicals show themselves. Better to get it over with quick. Korolem will not be so easy. We simply can’t afford to put ourselves in a position where we have only trust and hope to keep Boret alive. Boret is the shining gem of humanity, and in whose hands would you place that trust? Men of sin and darkness? We must have Gelst, Colonel. Gaelon has always fought against the Light, but they too will come to live in God. We will keep the bay open to us, and it will be under our control. Would you place their pride above the lives of the people of Teshon? Do you think the farms of Kelebor or Toth can feed the thousands in Boret?”
“No, sir. Of course not.”
“Baron, it is not a bad thing that we’re doing. It’s part of God’s plan. Benok brought us together from roving bands of different ethnic and regional heritage and into the Circle. We must be one people. The Circle of Light must glow into the farthest reaches of the world. Their libraries and schools were born of the same kind of darkness that nearly destroyed us so long ago. We do not have the luxury of allowing them to lurch back and forth between shadow and light while they debate in their counsels whether to feed us.”
Baron pulled his foot down and leaned forward to take the last chunk of sweet bread. The words were true, but they didn’t quite settle his concerns. “It will not be easy to order my men to fire on angry, untrained civilians.” He turned a wry smile to Petran and said, “I suppose I’ve been spending too much time in the South. I’m glad we had this chance to talk.”
“So am I. Perhaps you should discuss this with your brother. Victor tells me that he was baptized from the Kelebor Seminary.”
“Yes. I guess that would have been yesterday.”
“Give him a pat on the arm for me, eh.”
Baron chucked. “You bet.”
“Which reminds me, I need to let you get going if you’re going to make it home for Harvest Eve tonight.”
“I know. I don’t like leaving now. It’s not a good time. If my brother hadn’t just joined the Light I wouldn’t go. I’m sure not looking forward to another ten hours in a barge cabin.”
As he was starting to get up, a teenage girl, a young Holy Sister, came running over to them. “I beg your pardon, governor. I have a message for the colonel.”
She handed a folded piece of parchment to Baron, gave a quick, awkward curtsey and took a couple steps backward.
The paper had an elven seal, already open, and was addressed to Elim Tol-Rena, Bora-Min. Inside was a short hand written note: “Dear cousin, Our new initiate’s brother, a Colonel in the Legion Guild, will be coming through Bora-Min. You may be able to find him at the Northbound Passenger docs. There has been an accident, and his brother’s wife was killed from injuries suffered after a fall. Please give him every assistance you can to help him return quickly to Kelebor. This is a delicate situation, and your help would be very much appreciated. J. Kopel.”
Baron stood up and slowly handed the letter to Petran. “My sister in law. Oh, dear Heavenly Light.”
The girl spoke up and said, “Elim said if I found you to have you follow me. He’s preparing his carriage for you.”
The two men stood up.
“Okay. Yes. Thank you.”
The Governor started leading him away. He put his hand on Baron’s shoulder and said, “Go. God be with you, colonel.”
☼ ☼ ☼
In the crew quarters of the Autarkic Maiden, eighty exhausted, restless men snorted, breathed, cleared their throats, and shifted uneasily in their bunks, nervous, angry, impatient. Grant Fletcher had ordered them to get some sleep after their all-night ordeal and early morning repairs that they made while putting miles of horizon between themselves and the Bay of Gelst.
Shafts of light forced their way into the dark chamber and swept back and forth with the motion of the ship that bobbed adrift with sails furled. The motion challenged the stomachs of the new hands from the Constellation, which would have sat nearly steady in these calm waters. Cody especially was having a difficult time fighting off both a lingering hangover and shocked terror from seeing sails aflame.
Below him Gavin started snoring loudly.
It seemed almost to break the hollow, hypnotic chill of the humid chamber. Other men turned in their bunks, adjusted their straw mats and feather pillows and seemed almost capable of relaxing. One man, however, rolled out from a low bunk and walked over to Gavin’s bunk, kicked it and said, “Turn over, squab. Shut that racket up.”
Gavin woke suddenly and saw Scotty Miggs, shirtless and still only slightly sober, peering at him with an angry face punctuated with cold eyes and a sharp blonde goatee. Gavin looked him over and said, “What do you want?”
“Turn over.”
Gavin chuckled and said, “You sick horny bitch! Get the hell away from me.”
Miggs apparently wasn’t amused. He grabbed Gavin by the forearm and started hauling him out of his bunk. Gavin rolled, got his feet on the floor, then rose up, pushing Miggs away. Davis jumped down from his bunk and stood next to Gavin.
“So you both want some, do you?”
Davis said, “That’s the scrawny bastard that got his ass kicked by the loading crew up on the dock. He’s harmless.” Then he said to Miggs, “Calm down, son. It’ll be all right. You want me to tuck you in? Cause I will, if you don’t sit your ass down right now.”
Miggs laughed and walked over to Davis. He put his hand on Davis’s shoulder and said, “I’m gonna let that slide, boy, ’cause I have something to ask you. Why don’t you tell us what the hell are you doing here? What kind of Legion spy filth are you?” He dug his thumb into Davis’s neck above the collar bone.
Davis reached up, grabbed Miggs by the wrist and pivoted in, butting his shoulder against Miggs and breaking his weak hold. Then he pulled Miggs’s arm up, planted his other arm on his elbow and cranked him over. With a couple quick steps he dragged Miggs face down on the floor, pulled his arm up behind him and twisted until he heard a muffled grunt. Miggs squirmed, but Davis had his arm held firmly, and every time he tried to move, Davis pushed his arm further back toward his head.
Another sailor jumped down and tried to grab Davis around the throat. Gavin was behind him just as fast and pulled the other sailor back. Then the two stood facing each other for just a second. Gavin waited for the punch. When it came, he spun to the side, grabbed the other man’s arm from below and pulled it to the side. Then he stepped in, punched the man’s chin with the heel of his hand and took a step, driving him back into the bunks. Before he could recover, Gavin pulled him forward, spun him to the ground and put him in the same arm lock that Davis held on his buddy.
The whole fight lasted barely twenty seconds, but that was long enough to get the attention of the first officer, who opened the door with an angry clatter, flooding the small room with the bright afternoon sun.
Grant Fletcher ducked and stepped down the steep stair.
“Get up.” He said. “Get in your damn bunks.”
The first officer stepped back and sat down wearily on the steps. When everyone was back in place he said quietly, “Look. I don’t even want to know what this is about. I am not in the mood, and I’m damn well not going to waste my time playing daddy with you. We have better things to do. Our quarrels are not with each other or other vessels. There is only one challenge facing us right now, and that is finishing the mission of the Autarkic Maiden. Our captain is lost. He would ask no less from any one of you, and he wouldn’t waste his time and his energy fighting like this. I have no problem sending any one of you down below to sit in irons with the Legionnaires.”
☼ ☼ ☼
Captain Lennel Gareth sputtered through his salty beard and lifted his red, weathered head from the pillow of air trapped in the knotted legs of his trousers that he wore as a life vest. He had been able to get some fitful rest a few minutes at a time, conserving his strength while he drifted and swam throughout the night.
His legs and hands were nearly numb from the cold water, and his mouth was bitter from the salt that he had been spitting from his throat. The sun was up, but still low in the sky. He looked around, but with his eyes just barely above the waves he still could not see land.
He kicked his legs to tread water while he lifted the pants up to trap another bubble of air. With his free hand he took out his flask, twisted the cap off with his teeth, and drained the last of Merna’s whiskey. Then he looked again at the sky, felt the wind, and resumed kicking his feet and pulling himself across the waves.
It was slow going, and he kept his pace even and mechanical, being careful not to expend too much effort in the kind of quick, frantic bursts that drag men with less sea savvy into an early death. Gareth stayed calm and optimistic, but still grew tired. He alternated between kicking his feet and pulling himself forward with one arm or the other. He would swim a few strokes, make another air pillow and rest until it deflated. Then he would swim some more. Then rest. Then swim, patiently and consistently as he had done for the past five hours.
He saw floating ahead a wooden plank, flotsam from the collision with the Legion boat. He swam toward it with both arms and grabbed hold. It was small, only two feet long and a few inches wide. It wasn’t enough to keep him afloat, but it let him rest his feet. He turned onto his back with his ankles over the board. He pulled the pants over his face to keep the sun out of his eyes, took a deep breath, and floated, resting, arms outstretched, as comfortable as a man in his own bathtub, moving not a muscle while he let the sea water cradle him.
He didn’t let himself rest more than a few minutes. He turned and swam some more. Finally he could see the pale promise of land ahead. He was only a mile out. The current here ran north along the coast. If he didn’t keep moving it would eventually turn back out to sea, and so he kept going, inch by inch, resting, swimming, floating, kicking. He used his precious piece of wood sometimes as a paddle and sometimes under his chest to give him a little extra lift.
The hint of land shifted throughout the endless morning from a hazy hope to an outline, and then a textured line of green. He continued his cycle of swimming and resting until, two more hours later, without any celebration, he pulled himself onto a deserted beach and slept with the soft sand on his cheek and the waves tickling his feet.
Baron arrived in Kelebor late in the afternoon. The six heavy horses had kept a good pace for most of the day. The carriage was modest, being decorated with simple blue silks and velvet, but the wheels and suspension system were unlike any he had ever seen. The ride was fast, but was as smooth as floating on a river. Once they were in town he directed the driver past the Kelebor docks, which were alive with barges bringing merchants and their wares in for the harvest celebration. They had to slow to a walk while they moved through the bustle of the town toward the hill on which Carmen’s funeral fire burned.
He endured the next few anxious minutes with a forced calm that he had cultivated during his years in the Legion service. When he could finally see the orange flames he closed his eyes and recited in his mind the prayer for the fallen soldier. The road wound up the side of the hill through a forest of dense trees and then opened up into a clearing that held the funeral shrine overlooking the valley below. The driver pulled the carriage to the edge of the clearing and jumped down to set the brakes. Baron pushed the lace curtain aside and saw his sister with her children and Carmen’s family. On the alter lay a body wrapped in white cloth. Carmen.
He had known Carmen since she was ten. After she and her family moved out to the country from Boret, she and Anoria had become the closest of friends, playing together day and night. It seemed she was over at their house at least as much as she was at her own. It was like having another little sister around. She even brought Estus out of his sad winter days after he learned that his first big crush had given her life to the church. It was like watching his little brother come to life again. He followed the two girls around and played jump rope and bunny hop with them.
Baron saw it before anyone else, and had to work on Estus most of one summer to convince him that if he asked her for a kiss, he just might get one. He never told Estus that he and Carmen secretly schemed for that first kiss. He stayed on top of the situation for many weeks, asking Carmen how it was going and giving her tips on how to flirt and get his brother’s attention. He told her things she could talk about that would interest Estus. He told her to get him talking, then subtly flip her hair, show a little neck, and bite her lower lip. Meanwhile he was telling Estus to take her hand when they went up a hill and find other excuses to touch her arms, shoulders, and hair. Still, he wouldn’t cross that final line and get his kiss, so Baron and Carmen made their plans for the dance at the Harvest Festival.
Anoria was even more shy than Estus when it came to romance and flirting, so Carmen took the lead, making sure that both she and Anoria danced with everyone, but she wouldn’t dance with Estus. All night long, Baron kept telling Estus to ask again. She kept promising the next dance for him, but kept dancing with all the other boys. “Don’t worry. I think she wants to save the last slow dance for you,” he told him. So Estus sat and fumed and danced with a couple of girls that Baron brought over to him. Carmen and Anoria were the center of attention that night. It was great for Anoria, especially since Baron had spent the month before with their mother teaching her the steps and moves.
Finally, when the night was nearly over, when the musicians started playing the slow Sweet River Run in waltz time, Estus started looking for Carmen. Baron paired Anoria up with a buddy of his and then found Estus at the food table, looking like a dog that just had his dish taken away.
“I thought you were going to finally have that dance with Carmen.”
“She went home, I guess.”
“Didn’t you want to dance with her? She sure looked awful pretty in that new green dress, don’t you think?”
Estus shrugged.
“All the other boys sure thought so.”
“I don’t know why you wanted me to keep asking her to dance. I mean, I know you didn’t want her to not have someone to dance with, but I don’t think that was a problem, in case you didn’t notice.”
“Yeah. She’s probably standing in the moonlight right now, waiting for some guy to go meet her around back.”
“Yeah. Six guys probably.”
“Let’s go see.”
“No. I don’t care.”
Baron threw his arm around his brother’s shoulder and led him out the side door to the back of the large barn. The music still seeped out in muted tones, mixing with the frogs and crickets hidden in the wet grass. She stood in a clearing, just outside the moon shadow of a large silver maple tree, her green dress shining like a lonely glow moth. “Well, I don’t see any other guys out here, Estus. She must be waiting for you.”
Just before he sent him out he turned Estus toward her, leaned in and said, “When you’re dancing, if a girl reaches up and tickles the back of your neck, it means she wants to be kissed.” Then he gave him a push and went back to the barn. Just before going in, Baron turned and saw them drifting into the shadows, standing together, dancing sweetly.
And now, that little bundle of giggles, that awkward love-struck little girl, that beautiful young woman who was able to reach in to their brother’s strange sadness and pull out a smile when no one else could, lay cold and dead in a white shroud.
Baron opened the carriage door and stepped out into the settling cloud of dirt that the horses had stirred up. As he walked up the hill, the low yellow sun, hanging heavy and bright in the afternoon sky, threw his long shadow ahead of him. He fastened his jacket, held his bearded jaw firm, and pulled white gloves onto his hands while he made that uncomfortable march toward the shrine. He made his way among friends, accepting their kind words and pats on the shoulder. When he got near, Anoria approached him and took his hands.
“I’m so glad you made it in time.”
“Where’s Estus?” he asked.
She shook her head. “I don’t know. He may not even come for this. It was pretty tough on him last night. We left him at the church while we brought Carmen here.”
“But he’s not there now?”
“No. I think I know where he is, but don’t say anything to anyone. I’ve been telling everyone that he’s home resting.”
“I’ll see if I can find him.”
☼ ☼ ☼
The entrance to the ancient ruin was easy to find. The dirt had been recently dug back and there was a large hole cut into the wooden barricade that had covered the doorway for years. The shovel and saw were propped neatly against a tree. Baron crouched down and entered. It was dark, but he could see a faint glow ahead. He waited a moment for his eyes to adjust and then walked forward to the wide stairway that was faintly lit by a small lantern. Baron stood at the top of the stairs and looked at Estus, who was sitting on a pedestal at the feet of a large stone statue of a naked woman.
Estus held gently in his fingers a small item, which Baron recognized as a lock of Carmen’s hair, tied with a bit of the green ribbon she had been wearing the night of the Harvest Dance.
Baron ignored the twinge of discomfort that came from standing in a place that was part of an empire of dark, unholy savagery. Was this one of the places, he wondered, where children were killed as sacrifices in exchange for good crops and rain? Or was this one of the rooms where marriage relations were shared in public with strangers?
“It’s almost time.”
Estus turned his head and said, as Baron came down the stairs, “I know. I need to go put on a good show.”
There was a long silence between them while Baron came over to Estus and sat on the base of another statue, a large naked man, uncovered and shameless.
“You don’t have to go, I suppose. But the ceremony is for us all as well as for Carmen.”
“She’s dead, Baron. No ceremony will change that, or give me back what I’ll never have again.” He put the bit of his wife’s hair into a pocket and then rubbed his tired eyes with trembling hands.
“I’m sorry, Estus. I know.”
“No. Don’t. I shouldn’t have said that. It’s good to see you.”
“So. You’re a Brother of Fire. We’re all very proud. It’s a big and important step.”
“Is it? I suppose so. It still hurts. Bastards. What a waste of time. Two years. I studied. I jumped through all their little hoops, and so now I’m anointed, and I’m allowed to learn the holy secret of the true nature of angles and measurement.”
“It takes time, Estus, to absorb the brilliance of God’s wisdom.”
This time Estus shot back angrily, “Oh, don’t give me that bullshit. You know I’m an atheist, so spare me that feel good crap.”
“No. I didn’t know that, but I suspected as much. So you took the mark of God with false vows? Is that why you’re here, then, Estus? To have a nice home for your blasphemes? In your guild robe, no less.”
Estus held back another angry reply, ran his right hand over his sloppy hair, and said, “I wish I could explain it to you. I wish I could explain it to Anoria, and to mom and dad. I wish you could understand how awful it is to see something as plain as my feet, then try talking to people who just refuse to face the obvious.”
Baron laughed. “I wish you could hear yourself, Estus. I don’t understand why you don’t see the obvious.”
“You believe, but you don’t know. You can’t.”
“Heavenly light above! I don’t want to do this anymore, Estus. This isn’t the time, and God knows this isn’t the place. We need to go.”
“You know the worst part of it, Baron? I could explain it all to you. I could talk to you for hours, ask you the tough questions, force you to look into that little kernel of uncertainty that everyone carries inside, but what would I accomplish but to take from you something that is precious and wonderful in your eyes?”
“Nothing you could say, Estus, would ever make me forsake my Lord. Why don’t you see that? I guess I’ll just have to have enough faith for the both of us.”
“Do you want to know why I come here? I can’t explain it, really, but in here, it’s real. It’s made of stone, and it’s honest. Out there is nothing but lies. Everything we do is infused with misdirection, half truths, lies, and make believe, and the only weapons they let us have against all that are apathy and ignorance. Faith enough for me? I need to carry curiosity and truth for an entire village.”
“Only the village? Why not the world? Is that how you see it? Maybe you shouldn’t put all of that on your shoulders. They all seem happy enough without your truth. But okay. Let’s have that talk someday if you want. I will listen. I promise. But for now, come with me to bear witness to Carmen’s ascension into the Light.”
“I don’t know if I can. I don’t want to go. That ceremony is supposed to ease my heart? Watching my love burn like kindling? Besides, there’s all that chanting and praying, and I’d be there, pretending, distracted, watching everyone watch me while they wonder if I’m going to close my eyes when Jorel leads the prayers.”
“Estus, you need to be there. I know it’s awful for you, but you decided to receive the anointment of the Lord, and you are now a disciple of His work. Maybe you’ll understand that in time, but from this day forward, people will look to you for spiritual guidance and support. You can talk like this with me, but if you start saying these sorts of things out there, your baptism can be revoked. You can be excommunicated. So you come with me. You will chant and pray with us, and, by the Light, you will close your goddamn eyes. Now come along!”
Estus sat and stewed for a prolonged moment. Finally, he stood up, walked over to the lamp and picked it up. “Alright then,” he said as he headed back toward the stairs. “That seems a fitting thing to do in the world of misdirection and lies.”
Baron put his hand out and stopped him. “I mean it, Estus. Be careful.”
☼ ☼ ☼
Ivy watched the funeral ceremony from the bottom of the hill, not wanting to cause a distraction. Many other people who were in town also came to offer their respects. The first day of the Harvest Festival was, after all, a time to remember and honor the dead. There was a rather large crowd that stood around the base of the low hill, close enough to bear witness to the event, but far enough away to avoid intruding on the very personal ceremony.
The fire that had been burning since the morning was well fed. It now burned a brilliant, wild yellow and crackled and popped as it threw burning embers into the air to dance on the rising eddies of heat. The body was wrapped in white cloth and lay away from the fire on a wooden platform atop a stone altar.
Jorel spoke beautifully, with such compassion and eloquence. He knew how to speak to humans. Ivy appreciated that. A human conversation, with it’s quick pacing, interruptions, quick subject changes, and rather exaggerated body language, was difficult for many elves to master. Jorel, who had been with humans every day for many of their generations, spoke that language better than most of the humans under his care.
He spoke about the woman and told stories honoring her life. Jorel’s words were beautiful. The human language relied on metaphor and dual meanings much more than the elven tongue, which was very extensive and precise. Ivy had always found the human language lyrical and beautiful, despite its simple structure and tiny vocabulary.
Everyone stood while Jorel led the crowd in a hymn. Ivy took that opportunity to move around to the side and step to the front of the group so she could see. During the hymn, people in the first row stood and walked to the altar. The woman’s husband was there, but he seemed lost and disinterested. A large Legionnaire kept tugging him and moving him into place.
There were six of them, four men and two women. Three stood before the altar and three behind it. A young holy sister brought over three long poles and gave these to the people on one side. They slid these through the wooden litter and then together they lifted the body and walked toward the fire. The platform caught fire almost immediately, and by the time they set it on the stone columns that surrounded the fire, it and the body were starting to burn. They pulled the long poles out and left them smoldering on the grass.
They continued the hymn.
The man in the guild robe fell to his knees and sat at the edge of the fire until others pulled him up and helped him away. Jorel led the group in a final prayer and it was over.
The pall bearers came back to the altar, discussing something.
The Legionnaire and another country woman were talking with the grieving husband. Ivy moved into the shadows at the side of the shrine.
“No. I’m okay. Baron, no. Let me talk to him.”
Soon everyone left, and the husband and woman were alone.
“Listen to me, Estus.” She tried to pull him close but he turned away.
“What would Carmen want? Estus? Be honest. What would she want you to do? She was so proud of you. She told everyone how you were going to give the Harvest Benediction. You can’t just walk away.”
“Why not? It’s over. This was hard enough.”
“Life is hard, Estus. You don’t get to choose what you have to deal with.”
“Of course you do.”
“No you don’t. Listen to me! I won’t let you back out of this like a coward. You’re not. Carmen would want you there, speaking for her.”
“Carmen’s dead.”
“Oh! Estus, I know that. But she can still see you. Oh, I know you don’t think she can, but you need to act as if she could, even if you don’t believe. Estus, she’s not just your wife. She’s my friend, and I’m doing this for her. You can do this. I know you can. I want you to.”
“I would have done it for her.”
“Then do it for her now. Or do it for me. She and I and everyone are so proud of you. This robe is not just cloth. It means something. You can’t let this day be scarred by talk about how you wouldn’t honor your own wife on the most important night of your life, when you are called on by Jorel to honor the dead. How could you not want to do this?”
He walked away from her, following the crowd. He stopped, looked back at her and held out his hand. “Okay,” he said. “Let’s go. They’ll be waiting for me.”
☼ ☼ ☼
In the hills above the Bay of Gelst, a family gathered around the hearth of their little house for the season’s celebration. The flickering hearth fire painted wavering shadows on the ceiling and walls while the dim, steady light from the two oil lamps lit the simple room and the fancy sofa that they ordered from Boret last year. Father, with a four year old boy asleep in his lap, led the family in a prayer and then delivered the Harvest Benediction while a modest meal of cornbread and cabbage stew waited ready on the table.
“By the God that is in this family and in all our hearts, I bless this night that brings us together, especially our daughter with her family who are visiting from their home in the South. We pray that the God of Light watch over them while they are here and as they return home.”
His son, a young lad of nine asked, “After we eat, can I take them to the bay for the lighting?”
“No,” father said. “I think we should all just stay home tonight. You know that we were late with the new property tax last year, and so we weren’t allowed to get a travel pass for them. It’s better if they just stay here until they’re ready to go back. We don’t want any trouble with the Teshons.”
“Why should we have to hide up here? We haven’t done anything wrong.”
His brother-in-law answered. “It’s not that. It’s just that the Teshon guards want to know who’s coming and going from the South. If we got caught without a pass they would just assume that we were here to cause trouble. But you should go if you want. We’d rather stay here and visit anyway.”
“It’s not fair.” He took off his faded brown beret and smacked it on his leg.
“Never mind that,” Father said. Then he said to his wife, “Go ahead and pass out the memory candles, dear.”
Mother moved to the mantle and took down five candles and passed them to her son, daughter, son-in-law, and husband. Then she took hers to one of the lamps on the dinner table and lit it, saying, “By the light, I bless the family that gave my husband to the world, who nurtured him and taught him to love, and now waits for us with others in the Light of our Lord.”
She took her candle to her husband and lit his. Father said, “By the light, I bless the family that gave my wife to the world and to me. Bless her father, who was taken into the Light last year and who now watches over our family.”
His daughter reached over and lit her candle from his. She held it a moment and looked at her husband. She closed her eyes, took a deep, shaky breath, and said, “By the light, I bless the child that I miscarried this year.”
Mother gasped and went to her, “Oh, honey. Why didn’t you tell us?” She sat on the edge of the sofa and put her arms around her daughter and held her. “Oh, my sweet. Let me hold your candle with you.”
“Yes, mama.”
With her mother’s calming hand around hers, she lit the candle of her husband. He said, “By the light, I bless my dear aunt who helped us so much this year, and now looks after his little soul with God in the Light.”
The son stood up from his wooden chair and came over to them and lit his own candle. “Can I do grandpa too?”
Mother nodded.
“By the light, I bless my grandpa who taught me how to whittle a wooden chain and a ball in a cage, and also let me help make the new seat for his wagon.”
Father waited a moment, allowing a serene silence to settle over the room until his little grandson’s innocent snores led the family to a peaceful acceptance that the coming and going of souls through life is a holy reflection of the Circle of Light which is the soul of man.
☼ ☼ ☼
In the church of Gelst, the young guardian elf, Kessel Tol-Rena, led the congregation in “O Holy Light” while two young holy sisters walked down the center aisle and lit the candles of the people on the end. As they sang, the flame was passed from person to person along the rows.
When the final row was lit and the sisters returned to the front, the elf moved to the podium where he waited until the end of the verse. When the song was finished he gestured for everyone to stand.
“Let us pray.”
As everyone watched their candles he said, “Dear Lord, who fires our souls with the Light of your love, give your blessing to those who have left us to join You. Keep their light alive in our memories as we honor them and all that they left to us. We stand upon their shoulders and are better for having them in our lives. By the Light, we bless them.”
All through the room, quiet blessings were given to parents, grandparents, and friends who had recently passed on. Kessel stood in the front with his head bowed as the murmurs of blessings flowed through the church. Then he held them for some time longer until the echoes of the sniffs and gentle crying were lost in silence.
“Please be seated.”
After a quick rustling, he continued. “On my way here to the church tonight I passed all the families with the children riding the ponies, laughing at the clowns, digging for coins in the sand pile over there. I stopped and got something called a sugar pillow. Now, is that something new? Have any of you had that? Well, with a few diced strawberries and juice it was — what are the kids saying these days? It was diggity!”
The crowd laughed at hearing the ancient priest use such a silly slang word.
“Well, it’s hard sometimes trying to keep up with so many new words, new foods. But you know, life is full of change. So many new faces. Beautiful children. Souls come into this world and then pass on. Families change as babies are born, as the elderly pass into the Light, and as you reach out to bind yourself to another in love. We are all part of the family of God, and this family is also filled with change as the years pass through us. Sometimes we learn that things that seem new and strange really aren’t. Sometimes we are given the gift of tradition, of guidance from elders who will help us understand that we can no more leave the brotherhood of God than our arms could leave our bodies. We have always been one land, and all these new rules and new ways are really the legacy of our grandfathers.”
Someone in the back cleared his throat loudly.
Kessel ignored him and pointed to a man in the front row. “I was just talking about this with Bert from the Mason guild. He had a most beautiful way of explaining it. We start with stone blocks, each one individual, apart, with its own distinct size and shape. When Benok taught us to make mortar to bind the stones into a single wall, he was also showing us how two different lands, each one distinct and magnificent on its own, is stronger when joined together with others. Teshon and Gaelon are like two families that are joined through the city of Gelst. We are the mortar that binds these two great lands. Let us, therefore, reach our hands in all directions and remember that the we are all part of a single family.”
Several shifted heavily in their seats and sniffed.
“We must accept and rejoice in the changes that reunite us with our strength and wisdom. All families must endure disagreement from time to time, but such difficulties are fleeting. On this night we honor the past as we honor those who have passed on, and just as this helps us remember the renewal that comes from the birth of new souls and marriages, let us now remember that the bond of these two great lands will lead to a deeper harmony and love for all.”
Several more people cleared their throats loudly. Two men in the back got up and left.
“The choir will now sing God’s Will Be Done.”
As the choir began singing, six more stood and moved to the exit.
☼ ☼ ☼
“What lies before us.”
Estus stood on the small platform and surveyed the crowd before him. Some two hundred people sat or stood in the clearing next to the river. They had been moving toward this area ever since dusk. Now, gathered under glowing lanterns that were hung from trees and propped up on tall sticks, they waited in reverent silence for the Harvest Benediction.
It was night now. The tall Harvest Torch burned brightly at the right side of the small stage and cast a glow that deepened the far away shadows and washed the muddy, trampled grass with a monochrome hue. It left Estus feeling detached, apart not only from the crowd, but from his own body, as if he were merely observing instead of participating in this moment. The crowd seemed to stand still, like unreal flesh statues, empty husks that managed to live day after day filled with a soft pabulum reality that, even now, beckoned to him.
The funeral had been real enough. Estus was now definitely on the other side of a gateway to this new, tainted world. She was gone. Nothing more could be said or done to comfort her. All that was left was a glaring emptiness and the sour selfishness of sorrow. Beyond lies a deeper acceptance, Estus kept telling himself. There are no answers and none are needed. Life is change. Estus tried to wring some type of comfort from these simple facts.
Earlier that afternoon, he had written down a memory. In his pocket were words, tangible and real, which defied the pyre and still lived. It was just a sentence: “Knitting on the kitchen chair.” He would fill in more details later. It was a memory from three days after they were married. The excitement of the wedding was transforming through their honeymoon into a new routine. That was the moment that he first realized his life was changed forever. This person would be a part of him, would be with him from that moment forward, and for the first time this did not make him afraid or nervous, but calm as he had never been before, as he had never known he could be.
As he watched everyone watching him, that memory seemed more real than the present from which he had become so carefully detached. Jorel had written a simple speech for Estus, but they were not his words. He knew, basically, what he had to say. He had heard Harvest Benedictions on this spot every year of his life. He knew what he was expected to say, and he knew what he wanted to say. Somewhere in the middle were the words that he spoke that night. They came easily to him, as if he were alone, walking in the wilderness, thinking private thoughts.
“What lies before us? The thin whisper of tomorrow, held delicately in our troubled hands, a vision of now folded through time. There is only this instant and the next. All else is an illusion remembered or the unknown fog of fantasies yet to come true. But we’re not alone in this shifting, elusive instant. We are joined by love through countless lives fading into the forgotten past and far ahead into the future. We become waves measuring this great ocean of time.
“We are pushed, crumpled and scared, into the light of this world. And just as certainly, we will be pushed from our brief instant into someone else’s memory as we enter the Light of God.
“Those memories are what connect us, weaving meaning into this otherwise chaotic and uncertain existence. Who are we, and what matters? We must each answer that in our own way.
“Tonight, as our crops lie cut and dying, waiting to become food for months to come, the past will be reborn through us, making a new world. We are both a reflection and a reformer. Tonight we look back to those who have left us. We honor them with our memories and our love, which keeps a part of them alive in this world. And then tomorrow, as young girls step forward to give their lives to the sisterhood of God, as new babies are affirmed in the light, and as new guildsmen take their first communion, we carry the Light forward to leave our own legacy for others to remember.
“By the god that is in me and touches us all, I bless and honor this Harvest Festival. Let us rejoice together as a single family. Let us always draw toward the Light of God so that His light will shine in our hearts as it does in heaven.”
With that final cue, the choir began singing “O Holy Light,” and Estus stepped down. He felt weak and angry for allowing himself to be used to carry words that held no meaning for him. He wished that they could touch him they way they touched other people, for they were, after all, simple, beautiful sentiments. He was shaking, as if cold.
Jorel walked over to the Harvest Torch and pulled it from the ground. He carried it away, and the crowd fell into step behind him, following him to the river and singing.
Estus scanned the crowd looking for Anoria. His eyes stopped on a beautiful woman elf. Seeing her made him think about their expansive life span, and this made the brief instant that was Carmen’s life seem even more tragic. This thought sank slowly and unforgivingly into his mind, beckoning his bitter grief.
He turned away and stepped off the small platform and into Anoria’s waiting embrace.
“That was nice,” she told him.
“Is it what they wanted to hear?” he asked with a shaky voice.
“It was short, and I think everyone appreciated that. You did very well, Estus. Thank you.”
With their arms on each other’s backs, and their other hands held together before them, Estus and his sister fell into the procession that took them between the haunting harmonies of the choir and the rippling churn of the dark river.
Jorel led the procession to a large bend in the river where the water ran shallow over a wide bank. He stopped and planted the large harvest torch next to the two barrels where holy sisters were handing out small paper boats and little candles.
One by one, they were all given a boat and candle, and as Jorel lit their candle with the flame from a slender oil lamp, they spoke the name of a lost loved one. As they approached, Estus felt Anoria lean heavier on him, and his march became heavy and deliberate. His body still shook, and every step was another horrid hammer pounding the unrelenting words, never again, never again.
Carmen knitting in the kitchen chair. Her fingers on his neck the night he first kissed her. The kick of their baby and the taste of her mouth when they were together.
Never again.
Estus took his hand from Anoria’s grasp and reached out to take a little flat bottomed paper boat from the young woman.
“To hold the light of God,” she said.
Anoria answered with a soft, strained voice, “Bless the Holy Fire.”
Estus passed the boat to his sister, and after a few more heavy steps, took a candle from the other holy sister and placed it into the boat.
They carried these items to Jorel, leaning on each other, sharing their warmth against the chilly night wind that tugged at the little yellow flame of Jorel’s torch.
Then, as they stood before him, Anoria looked up to Estus, questioning. He looked into the deep dancing shadows that painted the pain of her eyes. He nodded, and Anoria’s face twisted and then relaxed. Estus rubbed his hand on her back, and Jorel put his hand on her shoulder.
As Jorel lowered his torch, lighting the candle, Anoria said, “For Carmen.” Then they moved on, following the others toward the river.
They stopped walking and Estus took his hand from around her back so he could hold the boat. As he was lowering the boat into the river, he heard the voice of his niece, Elia. He froze. “For the baby.”
Estus bowed his head and closed his eyes over a sudden flush of warm tears. He felt Anoria’s hand on his shoulder, and when he opened his eyes, he saw the river filled with the flickering flames of dozens of candle boats.
He turned around and held his hand out to Elia. He took her hand and together they walked to the edge and set their paper boats on the water where they spun, bumped, and drifted away on the current.
He picked her up and carried her to the end of the shallow bank, never taking his eyes off Carmen’s light. Her arms draped around his neck, and her weight fell limp on his arm while the river ran, the choir sang, and his love’s light became lost in the glow of so many wandering souls.
Lennel Gareth woke to the choking dryness of sand and salt in the darkness of Harvest Eve’s waning dusk. His arms and legs were clenched into a tight suit of pain, but he managed to crawl from the sand onto a patch of pine needles in the shade.
Salt had crusted onto his lips and in his nose and hair. He forced himself to stand and face the wild sea that heaved wave after wave onto the abandoned twilight shore, hissing and rumbling in his ears. The lump two hundred yards away turned out to be his trousers. They too were stiff from sun baked sea salt, but he pulled them on and began walking south along the beach.
One thought consumed him. He had lost his command. Fletcher would most likely continue north to Merebor, load up with timber and grains before returning south. Gareth would have to make his own way to his home port in Korolem, wait for Fletcher, and hope that the new Captain of the Autarkic Maiden would relinquish his post. Guild rules were explicit on this. Once there is a transfer of command, the new captain, by whatever circumstances, gains full authority, even if the old captain washes up alive on a coast somewhere. The guild would no doubt approve Fletcher’s field advancement to Captain. Even if Gareth did see his brigantine again, and was able to convince Fletcher to find some other vessel to command, he was now a fugitive from the Teshon Legion, and they could very well influence certain leaders in the Merchant’s Guild, even in the southern reaches of Gaelon.
From the stars and the costal current that he knew so well, he figured that he was about halfway between Norgelan and Gelst. There was a small river that fed into a tiny bay near here where he would often stop and take on water if he had reason to avoid large controlled ports. He guessed it would be less than a day’s walk, and so he followed the coast, walking on the soft muddy sand with waves washing over his ankles.
He walked with his head up, comforted by his guiding stars. Soon he was breathing hard, and his legs became heavier and weaker. He pushed himself onward. His back began to ache as if his muscles were in a vice tightening with each step. Images came to him of his friends, of his years at sea. He remembered the day Grant Fletcher came on board so many years ago. Bodie Challuk’s fifth birthday party.
Little scenes ran through his mind like images reflected off the many facets of a large gem that rose and fell to the rhythm of a woman’s breath. He remembered the fight he had with Merna’s drunken husband years ago, and the filthy, but true, accusations that had been made. His funeral. The sparkle of candlelight that glittered off the ruby that rested between her breasts.
Images twirled and flitted in and out of him like a wild merry-go-round, and at the center always one person, with kind eyes and a plume of silver gray hair.
He rested, sometimes moving up the beach to the trees where he would chew on leaves and spit them out so he could savor the sensation of something wet inside his mouth. What little he swallowed didn’t make him as sick as he feared, but he was not yet desperate enough to try eating something that might make him throw up and lose even more water. He kept walking through the sea’s rolling froth. He felt as if he were drawing energy from its tireless churn, as if the waves where clearing a path for him, making his journey easier.
He wanted to stop, but his desperate need to drink would not relent. His belly fat held enough water for at least another day, he kept telling himself. As the hours went by, he kept waiting for the moment when his body would fail, and he would have to exercise his will to move his bruised muscles forward. He filled his mind with hopeful images so that they would be there when the ultimate moment of struggle would come. He imagined silly things, like growing wings or being bathed by a harem of buxom women. He tried giving them names and imagining the ideal beauty, but only one face, one form, kept coming forward to comfort him and ease him in his desperate fantasy.
He was tougher than he had expected and was a little surprised that his moment of exhaustion never came. There was only the dull, throbbing ache of his legs, shoulders, and his lower back. He waited for the pain to become unbearable, so that he could will himself onward. It became a sort of game, wondering which step would be the one that would take him to that limit. Hours continued to pass. Stars continued to spin through the night sky. He kept a slow, steady pace, never forcing himself to walk too fast. With his eyes staring forward and unfocused on the division of stars and sea, Captain Gareth just kept walking and remembering.
He looked up and spoke to the gallery of starlight with the rumble of his wheezing voice. “I guess you’ll have to be my fire tonight.” Waves washed cool over his feet that pulled him onward step by inevitable step. He cleared his throat. “By the Holy Light that is in me, I bless all the years I lost without her. I bless the love that I never thought I needed, but always had.”
“Love,” he said again. It was a terrible confession that felt strange and warm in his mouth. “Love,” he said again. Such a terrifying hope, he thought. But that no longer mattered.
“By the light, I bless the Maiden.”
“I’ve been through an awful lot with her. A lot of years. Now that I have to look at it like this, it’s the only place I really ever felt at home. And now, God help me, I don’t know what to do. I guess I always knew that, but here, away from her, why does it hurt so much? I never thought it would feel like this.
A smile bent his cracked, salty lips. “She’s so beautiful, really. There in the early morning with the ocean waves painting a backdrop for her. What a sad, lonely kind of passion that no man should ever have to face. And she doesn’t belong to me, so what can I do? Can I dare try to take her, to be at home where I know I can be at peace? What am I if I can’t be with her?”
On this night, one was supposed to honor the dead, those who have passed on into God’s light. But Captain Gareth felt as if he had been the one to cross over, leaving behind a sadness that he assumed he should feel, but couldn’t. In its place was a grim acceptance, and a doorway to a part of his wandering soul that he could no longer ignore.
He walked throughout the night, resting when he could, chewing leaves when he could no longer endure the clench of his arid throat. He began to limp when the ache in his hips grew deeper. Slowly his mind and legs and his knotted, burning shoulders faded into a timeless void that lost all meaning and context until he felt nothing, knew nothing, but the pain of mechanical, endless shuffle steps.
Time passed while his stars pulled the sky around him. He felt a change in the air just as he looked up and noticed that the trees, instead of being lost in the shadow of hidden stars, now held a faint outline against a sky that would soon hold the nascent luster of dawn. The scent of fresh water, something he never thought had much of an odor at all, filled his senses. He could feel it on his skin. He pulled himself toward the trees and followed the sound of running water until he came to the banks of the tiny forest brook.
He waded in, fell to his knees and drank as the cold, clear, forest water splashed against his face. He drank deeply until the muscles of his churning stomach forced it all out with a fit of gagging and coughing. And then he drank again. It washed away the salt from his hair, his beard, and from his clothes. It cooled the sunburn on his neck and arms. It pulled the throbbing cramps from his muscles, and cleansed the stink of his body. Water. Fresh water.
The man of salt air and sea, revived by the river, stood finally, and laughed with empty abandon. The river. Of course, the river. He walked inland against the slow, chest deep current of the small stream. Water. So simple. Fresh and clean and waiting for him all this time.
The stream made a perfect path through the dense woods. The ground was soft beneath his feet, and it lifted his body so he was almost floating. He moved inland slowly, winding through the back and forth bends of the river until he saw a little bridge ahead.
Where there was a bridge there would be a road, and so he pulled himself out of the water, climbed up the dirt bank, and sat down. And suddenly, as if on cue, he noticed that the forest was alive with the sound of waking birds and the songs of crickets and frogs. He waited, listening with sleepy joy, feeling both exhausted and invigorated, while all around him the world melted from formless shadows and hidden shapes, becoming a sanctuary alive with life and color.
☼ ☼ ☼
Gavin, leaning on the starboard bow, felt the misty wind pulling at his open jacket, just as it pulled against the sails and moved the Autarkic Maiden through the dancing darkness of the early morning sea with an ambling, rhythmic pitch. He watched the eastern dawn reveal streaks of ruddy clouds that wrapped themselves around the horizon, while behind him the creaking cry of seagulls accompanied the somber sounds of the funeral preparations on the main deck.
Footsteps approached behind him, and he turned to see Davis, with Cody in tow. They stood together for a bit, sharing the calm of the morning beneath the fluttering jibs.
Finally Davis broke the silence. “We need to help them. Or at least offer.”
Cody added, “They’re splitting some of the barrels for the fire. We could do that at least.”
They fell back into an uncomfortable silence, unsure how to fit in, afraid of crossing over some boundary and doing more harm than good, and so they waited together out of the way. Soon the matter was resolved for them. Grant Fletcher came up the narrow steps and said, “Muster below, men. You three will help lower the raft.”
He looked as if he had not slept since the battle with the Teshon ships over a day ago. They went down to the main deck while the first officer took their place. Fletcher turned his back to them, peering straight out along the bowsprit.
When they approached the raft, the other sailors quietly indicated that they should help load the split wood onto the pile. When that was finished, Scotty Miggs, showing no indication of yesterday’s incident, placed the three of them in position with six other men from the crew. Gavin and Cody held onto ropes that would lift the raft, and Davis was with a team that would pull it and position it over the edge.
There they waited. A silent crew, standing now at attention.
The good wind held, and the small brigantine plowed a steady course north. The men held their positions while the day’s usual din was lost to the serene sounds of the sea and sails. Every squeak of timber or whip of a sail was clearly audible above the gentle thunder of their hull splitting the sea. They continued in silence for a handful of minutes until the sun rose from the water and bathed them in brilliant bright.
Fletcher turned and faced his crew. He raised his hand.
The air was suddenly filled with the sound of pulleys and rope and thick canvas moving and straining into furled position. With the sails away, the brig became nearly still, rolling side to side as she settled out of her stride. The wind now blew against them, rumbling through the ropes and the crew.
The first officer came down from the bow deck and approached a small box. He opened it and took out Captain Gareth’s neatly folded dress uniform. He brought this over to the small makeshift raft and set it down it with nearly steady hands.
Still kneeling, he took off his hat and placed it under his arm. He picked up the captain’s hat and stood.
The early sun painted his grim, tight face with heavy shadows.
It was the captain’s duty to preside over the ascension of a lost brother of the sea, and so, with his eyes held glassy, locked on the raft, he lifted the captain’s hat placed it upon his head. Two quick strides took him to Miggs. He placed his first officer’s hat upon the young lieutenant’s head.
Captain Fletcher returned to his position and took his guild book from one of the men.
He read, “In the light of a new day, the fallen shall ride upon a boat of fire, and their fire will blend with the light of God that shines within us and burn the memory of their courage upon our minds. And then their fire will be drawn into the sea, and their energy will drive the waves, and their souls will fill our sails with fair winds.” He closed the book.
“Those of you who knew Captain Gareth understand that I could never capture in words my deep respect and devotion to him. We will repair his Maiden. We will fill her hold with cargo and return home. Let us each day attempt to deserve the honor of walking upon the deck that was built and commanded by the finest sea Captain since Benok himself. In his honor, we light this fire to join his body in the gentle arms of the deep.”
The fire was lit. They lifted the raft and pulled it over the edge. They lowered it and stood at attention as it drifted slowly away and became a magnificent pyramid of flame and black smoke on the dark water.
No one spoke.
Fletcher gave a quiet command to Miggs, who cried out, “Full sail!”
☼ ☼ ☼
Estus sat up in bed, roused by the jolt of a bitter dream that quickly faded into wisps of fluttering sadness. In its place was a sudden sting of feeling lost and disoriented.
Slowly his memory replaced the strange surroundings with the shape of his sister’s house. He was in Devin’s bedroom. Today was another ceremony, another ordeal. He pushed the covers back and stood up onto the squeaky old floor. Fatigue pulled at him, urging him back to sleep, and had he been home with a warm wife that he could hold, he would have wanted to sleep. But with haunting, forgotten nightmares waiting to return, he could not.
He pulled on trousers and an undershirt and walked through the sleeping house. Devin was asleep on the couch. He walked to the doorway of Elia’s room and looked in on her. The room was silent and serene. Only pretty dreams for her. Only innocence and smiles, as soft as her hair. She was curled up in a moonbeam, lying on her side, holding her blanket close with an arm wrapped around her plush rag doll.
The image of his sweet niece tugged at his stoic resolve. She breathed as his daughter never would. The vision pounced on him with a savage force, and he turned away, his face suddenly awash in agony. He went with bare feet out of the house and walked through the wet morning grass with his hand over his eyes and his mind swirling with unfocused, boiling misery. Reality and understanding were safe harbors far away.
His hand slid up to grab his hair in desperation. He walked away from the house, pulling himself from any eyes and sleeping ears, and when he was alone he stepped into the trees and shuffled through the bitter mulch of soggy leaves, too empty to cry.
What else could he lose, he wondered. All his life he had struggled to fill the vapid charade of the world around him with his own inner creed. Whatever faith, or beauty, or love that he had ever held had been taken from him somehow. After his quick fit of frustrated, shaking sobs, he let himself lay heavy and useless in the saccharine shadow world of the elves and their lies. He sat up, an empty husk full of tinny echoes where once had thrived hope.
Next to him a cricket began its quick, rhythmic chirping. He stood up, knowing that his grief still loomed ahead, waiting for him with all its fangs and poison claws, but now the only thing on his mind was the song of the cricket, and the call of the birds, and the color of the glowing dawn sky. Estus stood and left the cricket to praise the morning, knowing that even the little bug, in its way, cherished its own life, and would just as surely loose it to the merciless hand of time. He walked, and after a few minutes found himself on the road leading to the church where he had been burned two days ago.
This was the day of his first communion. As a marked child of God he would now be allowed to take the Light of God into his own body by drinking the wine that glowed with holy essence. It was another knot in the net that covered the land with ritual and mystery. What could be achieved, Estus wondered, if humans were taught to own their minds, rather than forfeit them to the whim of elven fairytales?
He came into view of the church. It was bathed in a silvery fog of rising dew. Somewhere in there were copies of all the guild books, with all the secrets of all the trades. In the sanctum were the answers to all of his questions. There would even be copies of the holiest of crafts, magic. Would Jorel be able to stop him if he went in determined to carry out those books and put them where anyone could read them?
He went to the garden in front of the church and sat on the stone bench under the apple tree. He looked at the church, and what he felt most was curiosity. Why did such a thing have to exist? He felt alone and desperate. How could they be made to understand? How could he convince them to want to own their own lives, and expand their capabilities and knowledge as far as possible?
His thoughts were interrupted by voices coming out of the church. Jorel was talking with the elf woman that was at the Harvest Benediction last night. They stood in the doorway, neither of them seeing Estus. Their voices carried through the dense morning air.
“You still don’t see it, Ivy, do you? This is what’s best for them. They’re not ready yet for what you want.”
“I thought I taught you better than that, Jojo. Your family just doesn’t understand humans the way we do. But how could you, the way you treat them? You need clay, not brick. And now Andor’s about to overplay his hand. You know we can’t let Andor’s war go on without playing our role.”
“Your role? Are you sure you’re not overplaying your hand, Ivy?”
She smiled, and leaned in and gave him a very familiar kiss on the mouth. “Don’t worry about me, Kopel. Just tend to your flock and I’ll tend to Boret. I’ll see you on my way back.”
She came down the steps and almost went past Estus when she suddenly noticed him.
She stopped.
“I liked your speech last night. How are you doing?”
“What did you mean, ‘the way you treat them’?”
She sat down next to Estus, and instead of answering his question, she leaned over to him, turned, and pulled him into a close embrace. He was shocked at first, and uncomfortable, but as she continued to hold him, he became acutely aware of the feeling of her body against his. She was supple and soft, and had a sweet scent of some exotic spice. She held him and put her hand behind his head, supporting him, pulling him closer. Soon he relaxed and let his arms surround her with a hungry intimacy. She leaned her head against his, and he could feel her warm breath on his neck. Tears tickled his eyes and his throat tightened up, as if we wanted to cry. But there could be no tears with the sense of love and healing that touched him through her satin skin and cradling hands. He felt warm, secure, and understood.
She stayed with him, holding him, letting him hold her, until he felt as though some color had returned to his washed-out watercolor world. Finally she pulled away, smiled, and wiped away tears that he did not even know covered his cheeks.
She sat close with her hand on his shoulder. “Something tells me you know exactly what I meant.” She had an unfamiliar accent that sounded both regal and remarkably casual. “But don’t worry about that now. Take care, and whatever happens, you must allow yourself to live each day with unashamed joy.” Then she leaned in and whispered, “And never let anyone treat you that way.”
She kissed him on the cheek, stood up, and left him. He allowed himself the unashamed joy of watching her body as she left the garden, and a smile broke ever-so-gently on his lips.
☼ ☼ ☼
In her dreams the magic always had such vivid colors. Addy stretched and opened her eyes, but soon the rhythm of the horse drew her back to sleep while she nestled safe between Mister Bodie’s thick arms. She dreamed about the box of gold, covered in brilliant red power magic, and her father, who wore a pale blue aura that glowed behind him. It was odd seeing him, because she knew he was gone. But in the dream it seemed so right that he should be there, working the mule team on his farm.
She dreamed that she was flying, carried by the magic fibers that ran through the world and would carry you if you could bend them down.
Then a flash of powerful green engulfed her dream, washing everything in a beacon of looking magic.
It happened again and she woke up. When she was awake, she couldn’t see the colors, but she could feel the magic stirring like a vivid memory.
It happened again. She bolted suddenly upright.
“Magic is here,” she said. It was all around, and so powerful she could almost smell it. Again it swept across them, and she could feel its intensity surround them. She threw her leg over the horse’s mane, dropped to the ground and disappeared into the woods.
She heard Mister Bodie calling after her, but soon, men were coming out of the trees after him. He dug his heels into the side of his horse and bolted along the road. Legionnaires emerged, chasing him with fresh, strong horses. They quickly moved in front of him, cutting him off.
Adrian ran up the hill into the woods where she fell down behind a tree and watched the struggle below. Her mind became instantly still, because it had to be quiet inside to call the magic colors. Silver was light magic color. From the place that wasn’t up, or down, or inside or out, but somehow felt silver, she let the color in, and it filled her mind with the tingle of its familiar itchy power. The color waited for her until she thought of the water, flowing from her toes up through her body and out of the back of her head. If she thought of water and told the color it was okay to glow inside her skin, she could make it happen.
Lying very still, she looked down and saw that her legs and clothes where now clear, like water. If she didn’t move, they couldn’t see.
So she didn’t move.
In one quick motion, Bodie drew his sword and brought it down on the man to his right. His blade hit the steel of the Legionnaire’s sword. He brought his sword up and tried to slice down along the man’s neck, but this was also blocked. He tried to turn, but more Legionnaires had moved in behind, hooves pounding the soft dirt.
After the block, the soldier grabbed Bodie’s hand and brought his sword around in a fast, fierce arc into Bodie’s chest, smacking him with the flat of the blade. At that moment the other soldier grabbed hold of Bodie’s horse and held it still.
She felt more magic, magic that felt like the color of sunshine that was called to the flying cords. It lifted Bodie off his horse and into the air. More men in red Legion jackets closed in and took his weapons while he hung helpless in the air.
They were hurting him. She wanted to scream or run to help him, but she dare not move, she had to keep her mind still because eyes from below kept looking up at the woods, right on her, right through her wispy, transparent image.
The magician moved his hands and brought Bodie down close to the ground where he was tied and put in leg irons. Only after he was fully secured did the wizard end his spell.
Bodie fell to the ground.
An elf, wearing a long cloak and dark priest garb approached. He lifted his shiny black boot, kicked Bodie’s chin up and forced the thick heel into his throat.
Adrian felt herself seething with impotent fury. She heard them speaking below.
“This is what we’re going to do to your precious Gelst, Mister Challuk. Neck by neck by stubborn neck.”
Bodie managed to push grunting words past the crushing sting of the boot, “You can’t control all of us, Andor. We are free men.”
He lifted his foot from Bodie’s throat and said, “None of you are free, Mister Challuk. If you could see that, you would not be the murdering bastard that you think makes you noble.”
“We are as free as we choose to be,” Bodie continued.
Now the elf knelt down and put his face close to Bodie’s.
“Yes! It’s about choice, and there you have already lost. You see, you must convince men to die, but we have only to convince them to be kind, and then they will give us as much of your sacred freedom as we want. But we will fight, because that is your way, and we will win, and your children’s great-grandchildren will never have to know what awful things you made us do.”
The elf moved away and Legionnaire soldiers pulled Bodie to his feet, put a cover over his head, and wrapped a chain around his waist to guide him while he walked in the middle of the entourage.
Adrian waited a long time after they were gone before letting her magic fade. She stood up. Grass was stuck to her cheek, and her long dark hair had come all undone and fell in a sloppy mess behind her tiny shoulders.
She stepped slowly, as quietly as she could, down the hill to the road. She twirled, looking all around, wanting desperately to cry and run away, but she forced herself still. All she heard were the calls of some birds and the rush of the river on the other side of the road. She had to get away, hide, find the Broken Wing pub that Bodie had told her so much about. Panic loomed over her, ready to pounce, but she clenched her jaw and wouldn’t dare let it close, because there was only one thing she could count on now, and that was being country tough like her daddy taught her.
A single-minded focus pulled her toward the wide Mundela river. A drink, just a drink to make the awful jitters and shaking go away. Crying was for babies.
Like her papa always told her, life is only hard if we let it be. “It don’t matter whatever happen, punkin, but what you just gotta pull your head up and get a goin’.”
The river trickled and bubbled nearby. Adrian crawled over to the bank and lay down so she could reach her hand down into the fast moving water. She pulled the cold water up to her mouth, and for that moment thought of nothing but the taste of the sparkling, forest fresh water.
The cold felt good in her mouth. She rinsed and spit, and drank again, feeling it cool her mouth and soothe her strained throat until her stomach no longer wanted to gag and jump. A memory got stuck in her head of sitting on her papa’s lap once after she scraped her knee. He had carried her to the stream and held her while he rinsed her owie with water that was cold like this.
She made the awful mistake of wanting him to be with her now, because when he was there, so big, like a safe tent, it was okay to close your eyes. What if he could hold her now, and put his big daddy arms around her and help her? A battle waged in her for a moment. She wanted to let herself be afraid, but there was no time for that. She just needed to take another quick drink and get moving again. But it was too hard, and she gave in just a tiny bit, and when she did she rolled away from the bank into a tight little ball, biting down on that awful, mean lump in her throat.
What if it was okay to cry just a little bit? What if it wasn’t always selfish and weak? What if he didn’t have to be the only person she could ever count on, and go and let himself be killed like he didn’t matter? Her sobs came as coughing, choking spasms, making her throat hurt and her face feel all flushed and nasty.
The panic drew closer as she relived the elf and all those men hurting Bodie and leaving her alone. Images shattered through her mind. Images of shiny boots, of brutal magic, of happy mud-covered feet, and riding on his big shoulders. Connecting them all together, like a necklace of broken glass, was the constant, burning, unsatisfied need to be held so she could cry like she wanted, and not have to groan and spit into the dirty ground.
Still crying, she made herself stand up as tall as her little body could, and the green forest light revealed her skinny legs, her dirty shorts and torn country shirt. She held her arms tight at her sides and her hands clasped in front of her, waiting for the fear to stop making her body shake, while she listened again for any sound of horse or man. There was no sound. She was alone. Alone and afraid, but country tough. Finally she pushed her baby crying away and began walking, following the road toward Gelst.
Her eyes shined with warm tears, but they didn’t count. It only counts if crying makes your throat hurt. Anyone there would have seen a terrified, frail little girl with a trembling chin, but she didn’t know any better. She didn’t know that the ache that pounded through her soul was what other people call loneliness. Little Adrian just thought this was how you feel in a big scary forest on a cold morning, when people bend the world with powerful magic and hurt your friend and take him away in chains.
Her tears made little marks through the dirt on her face, but they didn’t count. She didn’t want to think about them. She just had to keep walking, because even though she dare not think of it, deep down where she was most afraid, she knew that in Gelst there would be somebody who could hold her.
From offstage Estus could hear Jorel’s muted words leading the congregation in prayer. Estus stood between Parker Shaw and Jonathan Travers. Six other guildsmen waited with them while the Holy Sisters prepared the candles and the serving cart. Estus watched their quiet, practiced movements. The two elder sisters fussed over the small details and directed the others with hushed voices. Mirella was there, of course, as were three younger women who had come to the church last year. Estus had seen them around during his training and preparations for the past few months.
Most of the men were praying silently and making the mark of the circle around their heart, preparing themselves to take the divine aura of God into their bodies. Estus stood numb and apart, consumed with sardonic indifference while he watched Mirella Jaynes work. She kept checking the robes of the men, straightening collars, folding cuffs just so. Several times her eyes darted around the room, meeting Estus’s eyes for just an instant before moving on. When he wasn’t watching her he felt her attention on him. She had become one of Carmen’s closest friends during her pregnancy and had become a regular visitor to their home. But it was Karen, the youngest Holy Sister, only eighteen, with freckles on her round cheeks, who came to check Estus’s robe and collar and fuss over his hair.
When the tower bell began ringing, Karen opened the door and they filed onto the dais behind Jorel, standing in a half circle with Estus on the end. The church was filled. People sat close together on the benches. Women held small children on their laps, and many people stood along the back. It was muggy and too warm. Several people fanned themselves with their hats or papers.
The holy guildsmen stood in their positions until the tower bell ceased its distant clamor. Jorel continued standing as the men sat on their hard wooden chairs amid sounds of shuffling, sniffs, and a cooing baby.
The elf spoke. “The Lord fills our souls with light. This is something we feel as surely as we feel the warmth of the sun. But when Benok came to bring the truth that we are all radiant beings, it was difficult for him to explain, and so God granted him the miracle of the communion. In the darkness of a harvest night many lives ago, the people of the first holy village feasted on their bountiful crops, and drank their fresh redberry wine until they became wild and wanton.”
Estus let his thoughts wander. Two ideas crowded his mind. First was anger at himself for allowing Anoria to convince him to go through with this ceremony, but that rested as a rough backdrop to the real issue, which was how could he get out of this. Twice his leg and back muscles tightened as he came close to just standing up and walking out. But twice he forced himself to sit still and listen.
“And so Benok jumped up onto the table amid their sinful play. He grabbed one of the wine bottles and held it up. ‘Behold the light of God.’ And it began to glow, stronger than the moon, stronger than the candles and torches. The wine glowed brighter and brighter until it hurt the eyes to look upon it. ‘Who will taste the luminance of God?’ he cried.”
The heavy cotton fabric of his cloak felt scratchy and stiff on his skin. He wanted to fidget. He wanted to run. But he felt all of their eyes on him. They were watching him, praying for him, waiting for the Holy Light to enter him and make him forget the pain of his harsh and meaningless loss. They were waiting for him to sanctify their fallacy. If he, the doubter, the skeptic, could drink the Lord’s Light and then look upon them with that horrid expression of vapid serenity, they could bow, circle their hearts, and get on with the rest of their day, eating their mashed potatoes and pumpkin pie and never thinking about what a silly game it all is.
He tried not to show the rising disgust of his own weakness that compelled him to go along quietly. He watched as Jorel began chanting magic words over the large carafe. The red wine began to glow, filling the room with a reddish brilliance and throwing shadows on the walls. Soon it was bright enough that it easily burned purple spots on the eyes of anyone who dared to look directly upon the Lord’s Light.
Jorel poured the liquid into delicate gold goblets, and the Holy Sisters brought these to the guildsmen in turn. One by one they served the men, tipping the glass so each could drink while making a circle with his hands. When they drank, the liquid glowed bright through their cheeks and was faintly visible in their necks.
Finally it was his turn.
Mirella Jaynes walked toward him. The light from the glass lit her face and cast her shadow, large and looming, on the far wall. Finally their eyes met. He blinked, and what he saw in her face, through trails of purple and green from where he had watched the glowing glass, made him sick for what he was about to do. This was important to her. She was not just bringing him a drink. She was ready to pour her God into his throat, and when Estus saw the look of satisfaction in her beaming, trusting eyes, he knew he could not lie to her. Released from the veil of Carmen’s expectations, he could refuse to endorse the lie that had pulled Mirella from him.
When the glass touched his lips, he put his hands on hers and pulled the glass away.
“No.” he said. “I won’t do this.”
A murmur broke through the crowd and became a rustle.
Mirella looked hurt and confused. Jorel came over and put his arms around the both of them. He took the glass and said to Estus, but loud enough so others could hear. “I understand. It’s too soon for this. Carrying the light is a joyful, but heavy burden.”
It was exactly the right thing to say to quiet the wagging tongues. Who else but an elf would know the burden of carrying the light? But to Estus it was just another lie, and Jorel’s easy manipulation transformed his passive disgust into active, focused anger. He nearly kept that anger in check until he saw, standing quiet and proud in the back of the crowd, the elf woman who had sat with him earlier that morning. She watched with a curious smile on her face, and that settled his resolve.
He smiled, finally at peace, and said, “Please. Let me try again.” Jorel looked at him with gentle but seething eyes, and then he looked for a long moment precisely at the spot where he had cut Estus with the hatchet. Then he smiled and returned the glowing glass to Estus.
He raised the glass, as if for a toast, and said, “This is wine. This is not God. Light and fire are not God.” He turned to Jorel and said, “A white hot branding iron is not God.”
In the audience, Anoria leaned forward and put her face into her hands.
He continued, “I know it is not customary to speak here, but I need to be honest with you and admit that God has not yet called me to carry the light. I will carry truth, and knowledge, and my craft, because those are the things that I feel called upon to carry. But this,” he said again, “is just wine.”
Estus turned the glass and poured the wine onto the stone floor. It spread, and its light grew faint as it flowed into a large puddle. This time what surged through the congregation was no murmur, but a wave of shock, anger, and disbelief. Some were standing. The reaction of the crowd pulled him beyond reason. Now his disgust was turned on them and their adoration of the cage in which they lived.
He turned to Jorel and met his patient, condescending stare with fierce eyes. He looked to his friend Jonathan Travers, to Parker Shaw, to the young Legionnaire Lieutenant, daring one of them to speak, to say something to resolve the situation. He would have welcomed their anger, or even attempts to drag him away. Anything would have been better than their uncomfortable, strained silence as they waited for Jorel to do something.
Estus threw the glass onto the floor near Jorel’s feet, shattering the finely crafted chalice. “And you,” he said, stepping close to the elf. “I don’t know what you are.”
He walked down the center aisle in complete silence broken only by the rustling of his heavy, stiff robe.
☼ ☼ ☼
Captain Lennel Gareth, barefoot and tired, limped along the road between the wagon ruts that cut a path through the wildflowers and tall grass. Despite the weariness in his legs and back, his steps felt light and easy. The world no longer pressed upon his back, and he walked with careful unhurried steps with a joy that he had not known for years. Always there was some place to be, some problem to solve, some responsibility to fulfill. But now, there was only the sound of the air waltzing through he trees, the calls of birds and crickets and frogs, and so many shades of green, from almost black to almost yellow. The sun, always bare and bright on the ocean, wove shafts of sparkling color through the leaves, drawing out the forest’s muddy scent.
The sound of a horse and the rattle of a wagon grew behind him. He stopped and looked back at the curved path. A couple moments later he the saw the horse, the wagon, and their driver. As they approached the driver pulled to a stop, because Gareth was still standing in the road.
“You okay, mister?”
Gareth looked up and said, “Well no, sir. I’m a bit far from okay. I don’t supposed you’d give an old man a ride into town would you?”
The driver looked him over and said, “Where’s your shoes?”
“My shoes are in the ocean.”
He held the reins and considered that. He sniffed, coughed, and spit. “Where you going?”
“I just need to get to Gelst. I don’t suppose you’ve heard of the Broken Wing Pub? I need to talk to a fellow, Bodie Challuk, or his mother.”
“You a friend of Bodie? How do you know him?”
“I’ve known him since he was a boy.” Gareth thought for a moment. With the worries of the past days replaced by a sense of calm and abandon, he added, “I’ve been helping him acquire some much needed tools, and that, you see, is why I have no shoes.”
“Well, that don’t make no sense, but if you’re a friend of Bodie I’ll get you some shoes and whatever else you need.”
“Thank you, sir. Thank you very much. Of course I have nothing to offer you except a story that you might find interesting on your journey.”
“I suppose that’ll have to do until I get to my uncle’s farm to load up. Hop on.”
Two hours later, penniless, dirty, and wearing ill-fitting borrowed clothes, Gareth swung himself out of the wagon, biting back the soreness that still pulled every muscle tight with a pounding ache. He steadied himself by holding onto the large wheel and said, “Are you sure you won’t come in and let me thank you with a drink?”
“No thanks, Captain,” the driver answered. “Those damn Teshon bastards and their checkpoint set me back behind schedule. Besides, I don’t think there’s a man around who would not have done the same for any friend of Bodie Challuk.”
Gareth stepped back and let the wagon pass. He folded his travel pass and stuffed it into his pocket. The pass, like the clothes he was wearing, belonged to the driver’s uncle.
The road was quiet, and sounds from the crowd inside the pub mixed with the sound of the river and the splashing and bumping of the rafts moored along the dock. He pushed against the weak creak of the heavy door to the Broken Wing Pub. The room was filled with angry, agitated voices. Warmth of too many bodies met him as he stepped in and let the door close out the light of the late afternoon. Bodie’s wife was there, the center of attention. He surveyed the room without being noticed, hearing disjoint phrases such as, “before sundown,” and “if they know what’s good for them,” and “I can get twenty more men.”
None of that mattered to Gareth when he saw her sitting in a far corner, awash in light from a small window that colored her forlorn expression while she rocked back and forth, holding a girl on her lap.
He pushed his way around the back of the crowd, unnoticed by the shouting men or the lone strong voice of Meredith Challuk trying to bring them all to some order.
He stopped in front of her while the determined din droned on behind him.
“Merna.”
It was a cry of hope, of longing and need.
Her eyes focused on him, and without taking her arms from around the girl, or changing the rhythm of her rocking, she said in a hushed voice, “By the Heavenly Light, Lennel.”
He sat down.
“We got away, but I fell over and washed ashore a few miles up. What’s all this?”
“They got Bodie.”
Gareth looked over his shoulder and watched Meredith. She was standing on a chair speaking angrily to a man who was standing up waving his fist. “Not now,” she kept saying. “Not today. Listen!”
When he turned around the girl was looking at him with shy eyes through strands of dark hair.
“Merna, what can I do?”
“They’re looking for you, Len. God only knows how you got past the guards and checkpoints. I don’t know if there’s anything you can do here.”
“I had a pass, and I pretended to be from Boret, and a friend of one of their leaders, that Colonel Arrenkyle who nearly sank my brigantine. Listen, that’s not important now. I need to go to Korolem. I need to get out of town and take care of business.”
The young girl spoke, still hiding behind the veil of her brunette locks. “Korolem?”
“Shh.” Merna patted her shoulder and kept rocking her.
“Come with me, Merna.”
She and the girl watched him as if he had not said a word, and so he repeated his plea, “Come with me to Korolem.”
He had expected her to want to go with him, or to at least understand what he meant. Instead she seemed curious, almost hurt, and that told him more than her short response. “Why?”
“I’m sorry,” he answered. “I shouldn’t have said that, not now with this situation.”
“Lennel,” she looked at him, pulling his eyes back to her. “Why?”
“Because I want to be with you. Because when I was lost with no hope, hurting and afraid, when I was free to follow my most sacred truth, you were all I could think of. Because everything is different now, and I need to be with someone I know and love. And I know you’ve thought of it too. It always felt as if we should be together, but there was always something pulling me away. Now everything I feel is pulling me to you.”
She sat, rocking the girl, holding her arms around her. He waited for her answer, but it never came. Instead she said, “Wait here.” Merna stood and led the girl away by the hand, leaving him alone in the window’s soft light.
He looked out the window and watched the river. He let its flow draw his eyes along to the bay where, through a break in the trees, he could see the tall masts and sails of the ships docked in the bay. Someone set a tall glass of beer on the table for him, and he took a slow drink while emptiness and hurt mingled with his tired pain, and hunger knotted his belly.
He slumped deeper in the chair and took another big drink, letting the bittersweet aroma fill his nostrils and pull him into a deep, reluctant sleep.
He was roused by the feeling of a woman bending down to embrace him. She kissed the side of his head and said, “Oh, Cappy. I’m so glad you’re okay.”
“How long was I sleeping?”
“A little over an hour. Merna said you had quite a journey.”
Meredith pulled up a chair and sat close to him. “I’m so worried. I’m just so glad that he’s still alive. As long as he’s still alive I can do anything.”
“Where’s Merna.”
“She’s helping Addy pack some things. She said you were going to take her to Korolem.”
“She’s coming then?”
“Her father was killed in the river raid, and she needs to find her grandmother in the South. The Light shines blessings in the most unexpected ways. Merna said that it would help your cover to be traveling with her.”
“With who?”
“Addy, the girl who saw it all.”
“Saw what all?”
“Didn’t you talk to Merna? The little dark headed girl. She’ll ride with you to Korolem.”
“What about Merna.”
“What do you mean?”
“Is she coming to Korolem?”
“No.”
Gareth reached out for his beer and drained the last mouthful, which was now warm and sour.
“We’ve got a wagon for you. Some friends are filling it with food and water. I wish you could stay. Things are so frantic, but Merna says that you should get going before sundown.”
“Can I see her?” He started to get up, but Meredith put her hand on his shoulder, holding him in place.
“Oh, Cappy.” She lowered her voice, and looked at him with a face beaming with shared sorrow. “You crazy old curmudgeon. Who would have guessed that you had a heart in that weathered old body of yours? I think you kind of shocked her with that.”
“Can’t we just talk about it? I want to see her.”
“She doesn’t want to. Just get Addy home. That’s the best way you can help right now.”
She led him through the kitchen and out to the back. There was a wagon hitched to two black horses.
“They said it takes just a couple days to get down to Korolem. There’s a map and some money under the seat. Take a look through everything. If there’s anything else you need, let me know.”
“Thank you. I don’t know when I’ll be able to pay this back.”
Meredith took his rough, thick hand and held it. “After everything you have done, and lost, for our cause there’s no way we could ever pay you back.”
He pulled her into an embrace. She clung to him tightly, and he held her, feeling her body as she shook with quiet sobs. They stood together and cried together for a long time in the back alley, soothing their fears and sorrows with the simple salve of a loving touch.
When the door opened, they parted, sharing a look of understanding and hope.
The girl was dressed in denim overalls, boots, and a yellow shirt with short sleeves. Her dark hair was pulled into a ponytail and tied with a yellow ribbon. She carried a large cloth sack over her shoulder.
Wiping tears away, Meredith said, “This is Adrian Blackwing.”
Adrian, not waiting for the introduction, said, “And what’s your name.”
Gareth said to Meredith, “We’ll be fine, Merry. I’ll be okay.”
She embraced him one more time, and then knelt and put her arms around the girl.
“Take care of each other.”
Gareth answered. “We will.”
He took the girl’s sack and put it in the wagon and helped her up to her seat. He walked around the front of the horses, checking their equipment, their feet. They were good, hearty horses. When he climbed onto the driving bench, he looked over to the girl.
“And my name is…”
He paused. He had started to say Captain Gareth of the Autarkic Maiden, as he had done for so many years. But that wasn’t really true anymore, and so he said, “My name is Lennel Gareth.”
“My name is Adrian. But you can call me Addy. What do folks call you?”
“Len, I suppose. Hey, why don’t you take a look in the back and see what we’ve got. See if you can find us something to eat.”
She climbed over the back of the bench and started going through the boxes and bags. A minute later she came back, standing behind the bench. She leaned over, shoulder to shoulder with Gareth, and held out a loaf of bread wrapped in a damp cloth.
“And there’s bottles of wine and water, and jars of vegetables, and pots, and even a little tent. Looks like were all set.”
She broke off a piece of bread and gave to Gareth. Then she climbed over, sat down, and broke off a piece for herself.
They sat chewing while the horses stood patiently, gnawing on the grass. Gareth picked up the reigns. The wind came through the alley, blowing some of Adrian’s hair into her face. She brushed it back and tucked it behind her ear.
“Well, Lenny,” she said. “I guess we can go.”
☼ ☼ ☼
Estus carried the saddle blanket and riding gear into the barn and dropped them onto the ground, causing a cloud of dust and bits of hay to rise into the air that was heavy with the stink of untended stalls. He took his grooming kit over to Koby, a dark gold palomino with a stark white tail and mane.
This was Carmen’s horse. He knew it was silly, but if he could not be with Carmen, he wanted to care for and be with her horse, even if he wasn’t as tall and strong as either of the horses from the draft team. Ferris would take them, and his house, and his land. Estus had no need for them, and no desire to return.
The horse watched Estus approach, but kept his attention on the door, waiting for the one who fed him the apples.
“She’s not here anymore, Koby.” He took a large sweet apple and held it out for the horse to take. Then, as he carefully brushed his mane, Estus told him, “We’re going to a place called Boret. It’s a large city, so we’re not going to be able to go running the way we like. But we’ll manage. We’ll be okay, won’t we Koby boy?”
His hands worked while his mind drifted. Everything was packed. Everything was settled. He lifted the horse’s feet and examined the hooves. He brushed Koby’s coat and worked his hands over the muscles of the legs, helping to loosen them up before their long journey. The simple work helped to hide the emptiness that his world had become. While others filled their minds with empty silly hope about living in the light, and God having some plan that gives meaning to it all, Estus filled his mind with the simple knowing that the world needs no plan, no meaning for a woman to tangle her feet and fall down. Lives change. People die, and other people have to just accept this deep cavern of loss.
The sun would still rise and the birds would still sing, both as uncaring about his loss as he was about all the hundreds of other people in the world that died that same night, or would die tonight. He felt comforted knowing that the world was not capable of sharing his loneliness. He appreciated the fact that he did not have to search for meaning.
His thoughts were interrupted by footsteps. He patted Koby and turned around to see a petite figure standing backlit in the doorway. She stepped in and he saw the beautiful mature face of Mirella Jaynes.
Estus braced himself to be lectured, or scolded, or pitied. He nodded to her, then picked up the saddle blanket and threw it across Koby’s back. He waited for her to speak, but she didn’t. He looked at her again, and she seemed uncharacteristically uncomfortable about something.
He watched her, still waiting for her to say something. Their eyes met. For years he had practiced looking at her as though she were just another friend of the family, and not forever tied in love to the heart that she had broken.
“I heard you’re going away.”
“Boret. I’m leaving today. I think that’s best, don’t you?” He went back to brushing the horse.
She stepped forward again, but then stopped.
He kept working on the horse, waiting for her to say something. A long moment went past while he finished combing Koby’s mane. Then he stopped, his back to her, still waiting. It was quiet, and he thought that perhaps she had left him. When he turned around he saw her standing in the threshold between sunlight and shade, watching him. Behind her the indigo clematis and the distant spruce waved in a breeze that brought autumn’s sweet perfume into the dark brown shadows of the barn. The slanting sunlight painted her bright, and made her hair shine like a halo.
She was not looking directly at him, but at his shoulders, his body, his hands.
“What is it, Sister Jaynes?”
She swallowed and looked out the barn door as if expecting someone to interrupt them.
When she looked at him again, he felt a sadness coming from her, like heat from a stove.
“There’s so much I want to say. I would beg you to stay if I thought it would do any good, so I could tell you in my own time.”
Estus stood still, his hand still resting on the blanket on Koby’s back. “Tell me what?”
She entered the barn, bringing the beauty of the sun with her. “Carmen told me how you felt, I mean about me when we were young. She didn’t need to, of course. Men and boys can’t keep that sort of thing from women who know them and love them.”
Estus turned away and bent down to gather the tools. He brought them out of the stall to where Mirella was standing. “I was just a boy with a silly crush. I was too young to understand. What does it matter, anyway? You went to Jorel to be his…” He stopped, biting down a sudden rush of venom that surprised him. “To be a Holy Sister.”
He picked up the saddle and carried it away from her.
“I know you saw us that day.”
He stopped, for just a moment, then went on to set and adjust the saddle. “I’m sorry about that. I shouldn’t have been there.”
She came closer, to the edge of the stall. Koby nosed forward a bit, and she stroked his nose with her knuckles. “I missed you when you left after that. I worried about it for years. I wanted to be able to say something. Carmen told me several times that it had nothing to do with, you know, the way you are. But I’ve always wondered.”
“If it did, I’ll never be able to thank you enough.”
She looked away and lowered her voice. “Jorel hardly ever touches me anymore. For years I’ve wanted the kind of life that Carmen had. I was so young. How could I know what I was giving up? We became really close, you know.”
Estus went to her and took her shoulders in his hands, careful to leave a respectable amount of space between them. “I know I’m not the only one who will miss her.”
“She was so proud of you.” She looked up at him, and he saw in her face the same kind of dreamy longing that he always felt when he looked at her, following her around the village so long ago.
“You’re a rare and wonderful man, Estus Arrenkyle. You were a rare and wonderful child. All those things you told me when we were together that summer. I didn’t understand then, but I do now. I think I do.”
She rested her hands on his chest and leaned in. She spoke so softly he could barely hear her. “I want you to know that I will always be here for you, in every way that Carmen can’t any more.” She was silent for several breaths. Then she said, “Did you know how I felt? How I watched you? Was I careful enough?”
“I guess you were. No. I never guessed.” He felt a sudden rise in passion and need, as if their bond of sorrow for Carmen drew them to each other. And then it was as if all those years had never happened, and he was watching her from afar, wanting to touch her skin, her hair, wanting to feel her close to him.
Estus put his arms around her and all pretense of holiness was dropped. She became a supple, hungry woman, holding her body against his. He felt the volume of her breasts pressing against him. He knew this was wrong. He tried to find a way to pull away from her, but such thoughts fell far away as his mouth sought her sweet lips that had haunted him for so long. He pulled those lips, her tongue, her breath into his mouth while her arms tightened around his neck and he let his hands follow the softness of her curves. Her head fell back and he possessed her neck and shoulder while her breath raced with desire too long contained. As she grew weak in his arms, he moved his hands to her back and his kisses to her face, her eyes. He again allowed himself to take her mouth, softly, and carefully this time.
But in the stillness of their lingering kisses, they both sensed that the moment had passed, and Estus pulled her head onto his shoulder and held her, rocking side to side. He wrapped her in his embrace and waited for her to decide when to step back. When finally she did, she looked up at him and asked with a whisper, “Can I say it? Just once? Just so I can say it after so long?”
Their eyes were moist with tears.
He cupped her cheek in his hand and brushed away a tear with his thumb.
She put her hand over his, holding it to her face. “I love you. I love you Estus Arrenkyle. I’m sorry.”
“I love you, Mirella. You were my first love, and you always will be. But your place is here, with Jorel, and with Kelebor.”
Her eyes sought his, and she whispered, “But if you see me again, here, or wherever, someday.” She pulled his hand to her lips and kissed his fingers.
He pulled her face to his and kissed her one last time.
Estus lifted the bags filled with clothes, money, and his new guild book across Koby’s back behind the saddle. Then he raised his foot onto the stirrup and swung himself up onto Carmen’s regal palomino.
“Goodbye, Mirella Jaynes. May your god be with you.”
The action continues. Here is a small collection of scenes that you can read in the full novel.
Boret was a bustling, crowded metropolis that spilled outward from the Mundela River like two wings of a massive butterfly. Narrow alleys between row homes and brick apartments formed filigree patterns that radiated outward from the center of the town. Fields of thatched roofs were interrupted by gardens, small lakes, and piazzas that blended together to paint the village in muted earth tones.
One could easily get lost in the maze of roads and courts that wove between the buildings. Each plaza held restaurants, a statue or fountain, and a chapel. Here the buildings crowded together to enclose the square, leaving only three or four points where one could exit into an alley of pastry shops, barbers, tailors, china stores, and narrow doors to secluded apartments.
The largest such square was bordered to the West by the river and to the East by the Cathedral of Boret. The plaza was long and narrow, running some two hundred yards between the Seminary University to the North and the Governor’s palace to the South. Pigeons made this their home to beg from visitors who stopped to eat at the rolling food carts and haggle with the vendors who laid out their handcrafts on blankets around the perimeter.
The Cathedral formed the eastern wall of the piazza, rising two stories above a series of archways that formed the gateway to the city. Framing the sky above was the skeleton of the new third story. At the southern end, where it joined with the governor’s palace, it towered eighty feet above the ground. A grand vaulted arch rose between sculpted stone towers, which tapered to sky scraping copper spires. The grand mosaic of Benok delivering God’s knowledge to the humans filled the pediment above a row of blue windows. Marble steps led to the second story where the oversized wooden doors were swung open.
The chapel of the old church was decorated with more carved limestone and columns supporting massive wooden beams. Tapestries and red curtains decorated the sides, and running between them were twenty rows of wooden pews that faced the raised pulpit and the back wall where the ring of God’s Holy Fire burned eternal.
At the far end of the second pew, Glen Dawson, the architect for the Cathedral’s expansion, sat alone with his hands clasped and his eyes closed in silent prayer for the nation. News had arrived that morning about the rebels of Gelst who had attacked a Legion boat. His whispered voice touched the thick silence that hung heavy beneath the vaulted ceiling. When he finished, Glen opened his eyes and turned his face upward. A smile of peace and hope etched lines upon his elderly face, which was awash in light from the blue windows above the Circle of Light.
He stood up, lifted his carpenter’s medallion to his lips, and kissed it while he gave a reverent bow to the front of the church. He dropped the pendent beneath his rough work clothes as he turned and began walking down the side aisle, making loud echoes with his work boots. Standing at the top of the wide stairway, he watched the busting crowd of the plaza. The sun stood bright in a clear sky. The temperature was low, with just the hint of an autumn chill.
A movement of the crowd pulled his attention, subtly at first. Instead of the random bobbing and weaving of dozens of busy people, the motion seemed to be sliding to the South. Near the river, heads and then bodies turned. The effect flowed back through the plaza. Arms were pointing. People were stopping to look. Those along the river began running. The wave of motion fell quickly across the plaza until it consumed everyone in a charge toward the smoke.
Glen ran down the stairs and wove a dancing path through the crowd. The river road was chaos, filled with onlookers who had become numb statues.
The governor’s palace was consumed in flames.
Glen joined those running to help, but the road was quickly clogged with a confined mob closing in on itself and on several frightened horses that reared up and kicked. Glen called out with his arms raised. People saw his black guild armband and listened as he cried, “Back! Get back! Make way!” He began pulling men and women by the arm, yelling for them to get out of the road.
The river face of the palace was boiling with black smoke accented with fingers of orange fire. Even this far away he could feel its brutal heat. He made eye contact with other guildsmen and some of the more restrained among the crowd, all of who were urging everyone back. People began pushing with mad abandon through the mess, fleeing the heat, causing others to fall.
The fire continued to grow at an alarming rate, filling the road. Some who could not get away began jumping into the river. Above the cries and desperate screams, the fire cracked and exploded, and muted the surreal image with a constant, thunderous roar. A sudden loud snap, followed quickly by a second and then a tearing of wood, drew eyes upward as the balcony gave way and fell into the midst of the panic. The platform seemed to drop in nightmare slow motion, knocking the lucky ones into the river before devouring a team of horses, a wagon, and at least fifty souls beneath its billowing shroud of black smoke and gray dust. It hit and released a shower of burning shards that scattered the onlookers.
The remaining horses bolted with everyone else. Glen barely missed being trampled, unlike the man behind him. Glen saw him fall, and watched as the horses dragged the wagon wheels across his legs. The next man was not as lucky. Others were thrown like twisted rag dolls, and anyone remaining was either dragged away or crushed.
Now the fire had crept around to the plaza side of the palace. Smoke and fire poured from the windows.
Glen ran into the intense oven of scorched air. A young child sat crying. He picked her up. A man, crawling and coughing, was calling out to God. Glen took him by the collar and helped him up. The heat was too much. He turned back, past a woman who was pulling herself forward, her legs broken, her skin baking in the heat. There was profound crash from within the building, and an avalanche of black, burning air covered the street.
He ran, and wasn’t aware that he was still holding onto the other man’s collar until his feet tripped on the edge of the road and they all tumbled into the shallow edge of the river.
Glen threw both arms around the child and fell backward. Water, sweetly cool, covered his head. He managed to stand, and finally he breathed as he walked through the hip deep water, his eyes and nose burning from the smoke. Anonymous hands were pulling him, helping him. Someone took the child from his arms and helped him to the bank where he collapsed coughing. He soon rolled over and pulled his face out of the muddy grass and saw birds flying across the clear blue of this afternoon’s cloudless sky, away from unrelenting stink of burning smoke.
He managed to stand. The wind carried the rising smoke away from the plaza, which was now filled with shock and angry tears. Voices chattered, cursing the rebels from Gelst, and repeating ominous reports that the fire was spreading to the apartments and homes to the South.
People stood with numb eyes, unable to move or believe. Desperate faces appeared in the palace windows. Some were jumping two and three stories. Sometimes others ran to help them. Sometimes not. Some of them got up and ran. Some lay broken. A canopy of rolling black covered the palace and dirtied the sky while the fire roared inside like a hungry dragon, creeping closer to the Cathedral.
Glen moved through the madness, adding his voice to the other deacons and Legionnaires that continued to urge everyone to move back, out of the plaza. Another cry of fear rippled through the crowd. The Cathedral arch was a shadow amidst a halo of fire that was attacking its wooden roof.
Floating high above the Cathedral, between the copper spires, a figure appeared. Black robes blew in the wind. Flames parted beneath him, repelled as if by a preternatural wind. Some in the crowd stopped to notice, and when the scene became bathed in flashes of brilliant pink light, a brief moment of stillness erupted into a mob stampede out of the plaza.
Amid the screams and shouts could be heard the name, “Kendrick”, shouted in fear or as a curse.
Glen stood back and watched the magician fly through the sky, leaving smoldering smoke where before had been furious fire.
Voices echoed, “Kendrick!”
“He’s burning the church!”
“God save us!”
People ran.
Glen stood his ground, keeping his eyes on the black hooded figure walking the sky as easily as a fish in water. A sphere of shimmer surrounded him, and when he flew into a burning window of the palace, the fire choked and died, leaving a ghost of rolling gray smoke.
Glen ran again to the river.
The street was empty now except for the bodies lying burnt and broken.
Heat warped the air.
More wizards were arriving. They ran past Glen into the scorched air, unaffected. They stood just outside the churning smoke and gestured as the roar of the fire swallowed their magical chants.
Water rose, cresting the banks of the river. They drew the water over their feet in a high spray that became a waterfall, plunging into the fire where it boiled, making steam that swirled within the rising black cloud. Wizards dotted the sky, flying fast from the West. Some pulled more water from the river. Some held their hands forward and summoned energy that weakened the flames.
From the center of the palace wall flew the black robed wizard. Kendrick circled the other wizards. As he flew overhead, Glen caught a glimpse of his face, which was calm, lost in the deep thought of summoning. He gestured as he flew, using only his left arm. His right arm had been taken four years ago when he was excommunicated from the Magicians Guild for the crime of dishonoring God through his studies of black magic.
Kendrick perched above the other wizards. He became still for several seconds.
The air around him began glowing pink, then shook red. Suddenly the breath was pulled from Glen’s lungs by a strange, sudden wind that left him and the other wizards gasping on the ground.
When he rolled over, Glen turned his eyes to the palace. It stood burnt and blackened within rising eddies of spent smoke. As the other wizards raced to control the fire along the rest of the palace, Kendrick, alone in sky, folded into a speck, and was gone.
Glen felt tears flush into his eyes. Such loss. Images of people crushed underneath the balcony mixed with the sudden relief of seeing the fire conquered. He fell forward with his forearms resting on the bricks that were still warm.
He cried for the dead and their horror. He cried for what he knew would come next for the rebels. He cried for the things he had seen and the burns and sprains in his body. In his mind, however, all of that was secondary to the words, “Lord, take these gentle souls into your grace.”
Bodie lay huddled on the bare dirt floor of the Gelst prison. His leg irons were bolted to an iron shaft driven into the bedrock. There were a few other poor souls coughing and wailing in the other cells near by. His shoulder wound had opened again. Any movement on that side was torture, and he was carrying a fever from its infection. The stench around him was bitter and strong, as if his nostrils were painted with filth. It was impossible to track the hours between the crashing, nonsense hallucinations that passed for sleep. In his more lucid moments, he would lay still, focusing his mind on one thing, the image of a clear sky cradling a single cloud. He focused on that, ignoring the jaws of hunger that chewed at his gut, and the viscous phlegm that coated his thirsty throat.
When he could focus his attention on the cloud, and summon a sense of calm for thirty breaths, he allowed himself to consider his position, being careful to form his ideas as words, as if he were lecturing a room full of attentive supporters. His moved his lips in a silent whisper, starting always with his inspiration. “I am free. I am well. I am clear, and I am not alone.”
The stolen gold was safe. Before departing to the south with the girl, he left it to be hidden in a place that he did not know. “As we speak,” he whispered to his imagined audience, “It is being divided among the four anchor teams. The first team will hold the south side of the river. They will travel the roads and the land and turn back all travelers and wagons. The second team will watch the north. The third team patrols the river itself, ready with thirty men per barge. Each barge holds ten boats and the armory. The fourth mans the bay and attacks the Legion oar boats when they sleep.”
Plans for shutting down the bay continued in his head. Warehouses would be burned. Old barges would be chained across the river and used to support a log jam of newly felled trees. That should create enough still water to let that part of the river ice over in the winter. Wagon trails would be watched and barricaded. But that was just the start. They would have to train farmers and children to attack and then retreat, all while tending their farms and helping other fighters hide among them. No fortification would hold if the men protecting them were outnumbered and overcome, and so he had to coordinate his offensive attacks against the administrative infrastructure of the Legion troops in Gelst. Twenty men had been training for a month, watching Kessel Tol-Rena, noting his patterns, and preparing to take the elf captive.
A smile covered his dry lips as he imagined Boret trying to contain the panic of thousands of Teshons without any grains or flour or dried meat from the warm fields in the south. The cry of every hungry child would be another voice calling for Teshon to finally recognize Gelst’s liberty from Teshon rule.
His mind began to drift and wander again, and he felt the infected cuts around his ankles. Images of war gave way to more disturbing, disjointed dreams. When he saw light spill from the end of the hallway into the portal of his heavy door, his wandering mind first imagined it to be far away fires of Teshon scouts. He forced his head off the ground and saw two Legion officers open the door to let in a third man who approached him and said, “Mister Challuk. Can you understand me?”
He tried to speak, but his throat closed up, and he motioned for something to drink. One of the guards said, “They get water tomorrow.”
“I need to speak with him. Water him now.”
He took the torch around a hidden corner and returned with a dirty cup full of warm water. Bodie took it and pulled a little bit into his mouth and swished in around his mouth and lips, then he drank the rest.
“Answer me.”
“I understand you.” Bodie was shocked at how weak his voice sounded.
“I am Colonel Arrenkyle of the Teshon Legion. A magician will be here soon to question you, and I’m sure you know that he will be able to compel you to release everything you know. Your cooperation with me now will help you avoid some of his more drastic techniques, and may lessen your punishment.”
Bodie said nothing.
“Where is the gold.”
“I want more water.”
“What do you intend to buy with it?”
“We have no gold.”
The colonel knelt in front of him and said, “Bodie, there is nothing you can do except incite men to hurt and kill each other, like you did when you attacked the Legion transport boat. Gelst will never be free. Not the way you mean it. There is no way to undo the interrelationships that have existed between our two lands for two thousand years. Would you deny the wisdom of your ancestors? Do you really believe that separation will bring peace? Let’s find a way to move forward together. You can help us do that.”
“It’s not about separation, and you know it. It’s about being free, being allowed to learn and live as we wish. Why must it only be your way, ancient and backward? You know what we had here, and you’re killing it. We’re not your puppets any longer. Kill us, if you must and just take it, but don’t insult us by offering another two thousand years of Teshon slavery as peace.”
“How are you going to do it? You have no army. No weapons. You won’t last the winter.”
For only an instant, Bodie felt the urge to challenge that lie, to brag about what they had and were prepared to do, but he caught himself. Instead, he said, “The land is ours. Our freedom is ours.”
“Mister Challuk, if you want to negotiate some level of self-rule, we can consider that, but not if you continue these attacks. Call them off and we can talk.”
“Attacks? You march in with an infestation of Teshon arrogance, destroy everything we have worked for, and call me the attacker? No more talk. No more lies. We would have talked, but not now. You ruined that. We will not stop until you withdraw every Teshon bureaucrat and Legion officer, until Vendak recognizes Gelst as a separate and independent territory and offers complete autonomy and authority over the trades.”
Colonel Arrenkyle stood and said, “The wizard will be here tomorrow.”
Bodie forced himself to stand. “You know that doesn’t matter. For every one of us that you capture, you know there are twenty ready to take his place. Capture us. Torture us. You can’t sweep back the tide of destiny and liberty that burns stronger than the Holy Fire. This is our land. We know it and you know it. You can end this now or suffer our hatred for the next hundred generations. Andor will never be safe, because we only have to be lucky once, but he has to be careful for the next thousand years.”
Nothing more was said. The colonel and his two officers took the light out of the room, closed and locked the heavy door, and left him alone in the dark.
Becker came down the stairs from the roof into the middle of the excited cast. He pulled them to a circle backstage and spoke to them.
“They’re in the house. Gather ’round. Quiet now. Your audience is coming in. In about an hour we are going to be over run with an army of Teshon Legion soldiers. They are coming to shut down the play, to arrest all of us, and probably to arrest the house. But we are sold out, and many people have risked arrest if not their very lives by being here, and so the show will play. Do not stop if you see a commotion. Do not break dialog, even if they charge the stage. Even if they stick me through, got that? Just keep going. Stay in character. Improvise if you have to, but keep the show going.”
A voice from the actors called out, “Sir!” Maxwell Keeler, a rotund man with a sharp mustache, stepped forward and orated proudly, “You are addressing professional actors. You have said nothing more than there is a performance tonight.”
Becker smiled, “There you go. Curtain in fifteen.”
This collection of science-based short stories examines the social and technological trends from a world just around the corner from ours.
When Blake learns that he has Early Alzheimer’s he downloads himself into the Net and donates his body for research. However, Blake’s Broken Mirror sees things differently.
In Custody Of Love, we see how custody battles don’t have to always be winner take all.
Cody And The Slave shows us what can happen when a unique approach to the prison system, selling inmates as short-term slaves, lets any one of us be the warden of one, and the master of darkness.
The Head Hotel lets us consider taking our network usage to the next level. Once you can jack in and can feed your brain all sorts of digital candy, do you even need your body anymore? Especially when you’ve contracted the latest wet-ware virus?
In The People’s Arena, we see that satisfying the public’s blood thirst for revenge with televised game-show-style executions only leaves them wanting more. Whatever happens, just keep the cameras rolling!
What if we stopped fighting the War On Drugs? In Getting High, we see that a policy of decriminalization disrupts more than the local street trade, but gets in the way all the way up.
Golf is still just a game, right? Not for some! As we see in The Great Game Of Golf, you must honor the gods of golf. You must play true to live true.
A Family Affair shows us that some social issues are simply not solvable until technology catches up with the complexity of our world. When a woman’s right to choose includes carrying the placenta and baby of another woman, one social issue takes on a very different form.
Red Light Richie thought it was a dream come true. For a young shy virgin, a phone call from an out-going stranger with an email video was too good to pass up, but after a brief encounter with his mystery woman Richie finds himself snared into a web of internet intrigue and political passions.
What if you could live forever like Bob The Vampire? The world would be your playground, but all the time in the world can be lonely at times - and rewarding.
These stories feature the touching and troubling truths that lie just around the corner in a world much like ours. Assembled specifically for the Kindle, these light science fiction tales look beyond mere technology and stare right into the heart of a society living in complex times.
God is an idea we have about ourselves. Religion gives that idea a voice, but when that voice argues with our other ideas it can become shrill and unconvincing. This creates a dissonance that seems to place our divine spirit in conflict with the stolid world of facts.
These essays reveal my struggle and resolution of this conflict.
What I finally learned is that if you really want to know God you must look not toward religion, but beyond it. God is available to you directly, without any need for filters or rules.
I am an atheist.
That label, however, does not accurately describe what I know.
For me it is not as simple as deciding not to believe in one particular religion’s God, but rather having an understanding of God as being a part of us instead of something external. I want to share my thoughts on this for two reasons. First, I want people who do believe in God in a traditional way to understand that all sorts of religions in all sorts of cultures, and even atheism in some cases, are all celebrating the same core spirit that resides in us all. Second, I want to encourage other atheists to consider that there are truths that are not answered by a simple dismissal of religion and God.
Of course, simple dismissal of traditional dogma was where I started. I was in my late teens when I knew something wasn’t quite right with religion’s explanation of the world. At the time, I saw it as a contest between science and religion. It was rather easy, in the arrogance of youth, to think of stories about miracles and magical salvation as just so much folklore, but there was always a question that could not be so easily ignored:
If there is no God, why do so many people think that there is?
The answer to that question has brought me back to God, in a way. I’m still an atheist by any reasonable definition, but that’s only a part of it. I can’t help that the word atheist is both accurate and incomplete. I can’t help that the image this word evokes is not who I am.
By daring to ask that question and looking for its answer, I have been able to see beyond the cultural, historic image of God, and find — at least to my satisfaction — what it’s all about.
What is it? What is this intrinsic spirit that becomes entwined time and again in a culture’s ethics and laws? Is there a God beyond the God of Abraham, beyond Jesus, beyond the quite knowing of the Buddha?
That something deeper is what I want to present to you. This is my own personal perspective. It is not a treatise on comparative religion, nor is it a dictum of new thought. Mostly, this is an explanation of why I am an atheist, what that means to me, and why that word is so lacking as a label for what I have come to know.
If there is one central idea of this work, it is that there is there need be no rift between the world we know through science and the world we know through God.
When all the myths, ritual, and other trappings are swept aside, we must face the fundamental question of whether this divine spirit is a connection to a supernatural world or a secular phenomenon. What I intend to demonstrate is that this question is mostly irrelevant. A perception of God as magical and supernatural is fundamentally no different than a perception of God as an abstraction of civilization and psychology. Both secular and supernatural images are abstractions held within our minds.
Yet some of these visions of God place us in conflict with other things that we know, and we end up choosing between faith and fact. This is wrong. There is no conflict. We should feel free to rejoice in the entire world of which we are a part, without compromise, and without denial.
Think of this as an invitation to look over your shoulder, away from the reflection of God as defined by your religion in this particular place and time, and to peer into the very heart of God.
