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      The hounds bayed. They crashed through the underbrush as they gave chase. Valis panted hard. He pushed for more speed, vaulted over a fallen tree. They loomed so close that their fetid breath sickened him with each puff.

      Farm work didn’t teach you how to run. It taught you how to be strong. It taught you how to adhere to duty and accept responsibility. Terror taught you how to run. Terrified, Valis lengthened his stride. He forced all he had into putting one foot in front of the other.

      Howls echoed close behind him as the hounds scented his fear. They put an extra burst of speed into their gait and leaped ahead. One of them caught the tails of Valis’ tunic and jerked back, nearly forcing Valis off his feet. He lunged forward at the last moment. As the shirt tore, he prayed to his Patron God to give him more speed. Please, Sovras, help me. I can’t do this alone.

      Light flickered ahead. It glinted between the trees. How far was it? There wasn’t another farmstead for half a league in this direction. Strangers. He shuddered, but his run didn’t flag. Anything and anyone was better than his father—better than ending up a smear on his blade.

      “Help!” he cried. “Please, help me!”

      “You get your pathetic ass back here, boy!” his father bellowed from behind the hounds. His heavy footsteps thundered behind him. They trampled the thick underbrush and ate the ground. “I own you!”

      Valis’ vivid imagination told him that his father’s face grew purple with rage and exertion from the mad chase through the forest. He knew from memory that spittle flecked the man’s lips, and his fists habitually clenched and flexed. If those hands reached him, they’d snap his neck like a brittle twig. He may appear stately, but in a rage, he was nothing but a beast, no better than the hounds that snapped at Valis’ heels.

      Sovras, please… I beg your mercy! Shouts arose from ahead. The light flickered nearer. The whispers of steel against leather came unnaturally loud, shivered the air as if by magic. Just as he broke the tree line and entered the clearing, brilliant shining armor nearly blinded him. A wall of two large bodies surged in his direction.

      Without thinking, Valis dropped into a skid feet-first. He laid flat as he slid between the legs of the two men and came to a stop a few feet behind them near their surprised horses. The yelps of his father’s hounds sounded their demise. His heart hammered in his chest as Valis looked up at the warriors, too scared they would remand him to his father’s custody to do more than whimper, “He’ll kill me.”

      “Quiet,” the brown haired man on the left ordered.

      Valis shrank back and huddled in a ball on the ground, trying to make himself as small as possible. Unseen. Unheard. He wasn’t weak, nor was he a coward, but at the moment he wheezed every breath and shook with the adrenaline that flooded his system. For all his almost eighteen years, Valis had never run that hard, that far, or that fast. He knew he’d never survive running from these men, not with horses at hand.

      His father entered the field, a smug smile on his face that belied his earlier rage. He barely glanced at Valis as he spread his arms wide in welcome. But Valis knew all too well that his father knew exactly where he was, what state he was in, and was already calculating ways of making him pay for chasing him three quarters of the way across their property. “Thank you, gentlemen, for detaining my errant son. I am Roba Bakor, Mage Lord of Vau Taun. You are camping on my territory.”

      “Your son is afraid of you, Lord Bakor,” the raven-haired warrior on the right said. “He says you will kill him.”

      “Children say many things of their strict parents,” Roba said with a light chuckle. He lifted a shoulder in a nonchalant shrug. With as hard as he ran, Valis’ father looked fresh. His breath came slow and even as if he ran all day every day for sport. Rather than a sweaty, matted mess, his golden hair fell in glossy waves behind him, his skin clear and radiant as if he sat before the hearth in his office with a warm brandy in one hand, and Valis’ mother’s hair in the other. The sight of him, how perfect he looked, how he appeared to be a benevolent man to these strangers, made Valis want to rip his father’s face off. The Mage Lord went on, his brief smirk brighter as if he knew Valis’ every hateful thought. “He shirked his duties, and must pay the consequences.”

      A lifetime of pain and rage flooded Valis’ system until he shook with it and clenched his fists. “He lies! He killed my mother. He plans to sacrifice me to Qos next!”

      “Qos?” Both warriors tensed and regarded Roba for a long moment. Valis didn’t dare hold out hope, didn’t dare believe the satisfaction in his guts. His father, the Mage Lord, gave nothing away. He kept a serene, confident smile in place and remained in a relaxed pose. This was when his father was the most dangerous—these times when he appeared the most beneficent.

      The raven-head lifted his chin defiantly. “You are an adherent of Qos, Lord Bakor?”

      “He has the tattoo!” Valis cried. “It’s behind his left ear!” And then his guts twisted and churned, because he’d just lost any hope of their mercy, if they had any to begin with. But his father wasn’t done yet. The man would never be done until he was dead.

      A black haze burst to life around his father as he keyed into the power of Qos. His voice held a hard edge, even as he whispered most of the words, “Traitorous little whoreson! I will teach you to keep your tongue!”

      Black mist swirled about him. He pushed his hand out, and a bolt of black lightning streaked toward Valis. He cringed, expecting to die, but forced himself to watch. If he was to die, he wanted to see it coming, not hide behind a false wall of darkness and cowardice.

      When it struck a golden sphere just inches from his head, Valis blinked. He’d never seen magic of this color before. Only black. The gold almost made him want to hope. Made him want to believe the difference in the colors meant they were nothing like his father, nothing like the rest of their family. That difference briefly made Valis forget he should have just died.

      “This boy is under our protection,” the raven haired warrior growled. “You are under arrest for wielding forbidden magic.”

      Roba paled at the golden glow and reinforced his shields. The warrior on the right murmured what sounded like a prayer. The one on the left spoke a single word, and Roba’s translucent black shield shattered. His eyes went wild, too much of the whites showing, as if his magic had all but fled him. Another word, and golden bands encircled his arms, legs and mouth. He tottered and fell onto his back. Valis had only a moment to wonder if his father was so easily dispatched, or if these men were better—or worse—than Roba.

      Now unconcerned, the Paladins turned their gazes on Valis. The raven-head knelt next to him. “What is your name, boy?”

      “Valis Bakor, my Lord,” he replied, head down and shoulders hunched. He didn’t dare look either in the eye, as that always got him a boot to the face, or whatever was lying at hand.

      “Do you have the tattoo, as well?” he asked, his voice hard, but level.

      “Y—yes, sir.” His stomach pitted. It always did that when he was about to get into trouble. But maybe if he cooperated, his punishment wouldn’t be severe. Maybe, if he cooperated, they would have mercy. One look up at the one with the hard brown eyes, craggy face, and short, brown hair, and Valis doubted he’d get anything less than a heavy hand. But, he turned his head and pulled his left ear toward his face to show the red insignia of Qos on his neck hidden behind it and explained hastily, “Father did it when I was an infant. I swear!” He hated the tremor in his voice, but pushed on, his words water weak, and trembling. He couldn’t seem to keep the wobble out of his lower lip, which made him hate himself almost as much as he hated his father. “I didn’t want it. I want Sovras.”

      The man with the long raven hair quirked a brow when Valis whispered his god’s name, but nodded and patted his shoulder, then frowned when Valis flinched away. “I believe you.” His voice turned kind as he said, “We must return you to your holding. If you spoke true, your mother deserves a proper pyre.”

      The kinder tone forced Valis to relax. It seemed strange to have that tone directed at him when he thought there was no reason. He scrubbed a hand over his face and pushed back his long blond hair, wincing as his hand encountered leaves and errant twigs from his frantic run. Now if only he could get his voice to work. Perhaps if he was polite, the man’s voice would retain that kindness. At the very least, it might keep them from hitting him or putting him in those magical bands as they had his father. His voice cracked, but he prided himself that it otherwise remained steady. “Thank you for saving me, my Lords. May I have the pleasure of your names?”

      “Your father does not seem the type to give you such formality.” The Paladin let out a huff of subdued laughter. “Your mother has reared you well.” He squeezed Valis’ shoulder with a kind smile that made his handsome face more striking with the way his golden eyes shone in the firelight. “I am Kerac Vihn, and this is Darolen Jaund. We are Holy Warriors, or Aesriphos. Your people call us Paladins.”

      Valis nodded and did his best not to shrug off that hand. Must remain polite. Kindness can be a lie. “You serve Phaerith, the Faceless One.”

      Kerac chuckled but shook his head. “Phaerith is correct, though he is not faceless. That is the wrong translation.” His accent was barely there, but as he spoke more, it grew just a little thicker. “Idai Sos does not mean Faceless One, it means Many Aspects, or Many Faces.”

      “I don’t understand,” Valis said. His curiosity got the best of him, and he shifted so that he sat on his rump. Open curiosity often earned him a tentative respect with the seasonal farm workers. Perhaps it would work here. “How can he have many faces?”

      “Would you pack our things, Darolen? This discussion should be made on horseback so that his mother can find peace.”

      “Certainly, Brother.”

      Mild panic settled into Valis’ gut and clenched his heart and lungs. They wanted to go with him? They’d said so before, but he hadn’t believed them. Now, faced with riding with one of them, his mind spun with all the possibilities. No one would hear him scream. No one would come even if they could.

      Kerac must have sensed his panic, or seen it on his face. As Darolen saddled the calmed horses and attached bundles that never had the chance to get unpacked, Kerac smiled and held out a hand to help Valis to his feet. “You have heard of our pantheon, yes?” Valis nodded, still skeptical, still with that crawling anxiety, but took the man’s hand and stood as Kerac went on. “It is a hierarchy. Phaerith is the head. Karei and Vorik are the left and right shoulders. Sotec and Xysoz are the left and right arms. Asenth and Delys are the chest and abdomen. Dapen and Racal are the left and right legs.”

      “What about Sovras?” he asked. “Sovras is my patron.” Was my god always a figment of my imagination? He’d always seemed like my friend. A bitter taste flooded his mouth with that thought, and he fought the urge to grimace. Friends are a lie. Father took great pains to teach me that.

      “Sovras, I believe, is one of Phaerith’s many faces,” Kerac said patiently. He guided Valis toward his horse and hefted himself into the saddle. “He is called the God of Many Faces, because each land calls him by a different name.”

      Kerac reached down to help Valis onto his horse behind him. Before Valis could protest, he sat on the mount’s rump and Kerac held onto his hands as they settled about the Paladin’s waist. Valis marveled that even with the plate gauntlets he wore, Kerac was still being deceptively gentle.

      They waited for Darolen to secure Roba to the back of his own horse, and once he mounted, Valis guided them along the trail that he had crashed through only moments ago.
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      Every step of Kerac’s horse brought Valis closer to losing his entire mind. They were headed back to that place. The place where he’d never been permitted to leave. The place where every beating and threat and shouted curses had pummeled him into submission.

      His stomach curdled. The place where he slit mother’s throat and drank in the resulting power like a man starved for months. The look on his face…

      Roba had been exultant. He had thrown back his head and breathed deeply. Licked a stripe of Valis’ mother’s blood from the dagger he had used to end her with a sick shudder. How he hadn’t a drop of blood on him from the spray that coated nearly every other surface seemed otherworldly. His father glowed for long moments, the black haze almost as grotesque as the congealing blood.

      And then he had opened his eyes and pinned Valis where he stood, mouth agape and breaths coming too quick. He’d grinned at Valis’ open horror, seemed to revel in it.

      Then Valis bolted, chased by the murderous bellow of Roba’s rage as he gave chase.

      And now he was going back. Back to see his mother’s ruined corpse. Back to revisit the ghosts he wished he could leave behind. Why couldn’t he escape? Just once?

      But the farmstead was all he had known. The farthest he had dared go was into the woods to hunt, a rare thing he was permitted. Or to gather forest herbs and vegetables that they didn’t grow on the farm because of the bounty the forest could provide. The one time he had tried to leave, his father found him within minutes as if he had been following Valis through the trees.

      And Valis wouldn’t put it past the overbearing bastard.

      Stomach twisting, Valis fought the urge to jump off Kerac’s cantering horse and bolt through the trees. He had not a single idea where to go, what to do other than to get away and never return. But his mother deserved peace. He could do that for her, even if he couldn’t save her.

      Perhaps her death was a mercy. She can’t feel pain anymore.

      And by Sovras, he wouldn’t cry. Not now. Not in front of these Aesriphos.

      Kerac patted his thigh to get his attention and Valis jumped. He blinked and rubbed his eyes against the threat of tears, then peered around the man’s armored shoulder with a sick groan. The weight of the place bore down on him. “This is it. Mother is in the cellar.”

      Kerac pressed his lips into a thin line and helped Valis off the horse. He dismounted soon after and looped the reins around the fence rail while Darolen did the same. They left Roba slung across Darolen’s horse’s rump as they made their way to the sprawling house. It stood three stories plus a gabled roof that housed a generous attic. The lower half was built up with various sizes and colors of obsidian boulders roughly the size of Valis’ head. Quarried from the nearby obsidian fields, the base of the house showcased Roba’s wealth with its splendor more than with its sheer size. The front had large bay windows, both on the lower story, and the upper where Roba’s office sat above the spacious informal parlor.

      Valis stared up, almost as if the house itself could tell Roba every one of his secrets, as if his father would somehow materialize upstairs and twitch the delicate carmine curtains aside to see his treachery. Kerac touched his elbow and Valis fought not to snatch his arm away from that touch. He drew his eyes away from the whitewashed wood of the upper story to give the obsidian-red painted front door a jaundiced look. It stood ajar. Roba obviously cared more about catching Valis than he had about keeping the house secure.

      “Are you up for this, Valis?” Kerac asked. He wrapped a plate-clad arm about his shoulders and squeezed as if Valis were kin. Something in Valis wanted to revel in that strength. To push into it like a cat wanting petted. But his body, so trained by his father had him shiver. He ducked under that arm, surprised that Kerac released him, and shied away a few steps back from the house.

      That evil house seemed to reek of blood and death and foul magic, and he wanted nothing more than to leave. The feeling never abated that his father stared at him from the bay window above, and he had to turn to make sure his father’s body still lay strapped to Darolen’s horse. But when he turned back around, the pitying look Kerac gave him made Valis straighten his back.

      “You don’t have to go forward,” he said. “We can do this for you.”

      Valis’ back straightened further, and he took tentative steps toward the house. He trembled, but managed to keep his voice steady even as he continued to stare at that door. “No. I have to do this. Mother doesn’t deserve to be handled by only strangers. I need to see her off.”

      “You are a good son.” That arm reached for him again, but Valis skittered away, half expecting it to be a blow. These men were strangers. They seemed nice, but his father taught him that “nice” was only an act to get what one wanted.

      Kerac let out a soft sigh, his face fallen, and pushed the door open. It swung into the house on quiet, well-oiled hinges. “You be the Heart, and Darolen and I will be your Strength.”

      “I will prepare the pyre, Brother,” Darolen said from the door. “Is there a particular place you would like it erected, Valis?”

      Valis chewed on his lower lip as he stared at Darolen. The man’s eyes shadowed with sorrow, and his lips drew into a soft frown. His craggy face tipped down with the weight of his duty. Valis shook his head and offered a small smile that felt more like a grimace. “Just as long as it doesn’t frighten the livestock, or catch anything on fire.” He turned to head to the cellar, but winced as he remembered that these men had shown him nothing but kindness. He turned to murmur, “Thank you, Darolen.”

      Darolen gave a solemn nod and headed out. Once the Paladin shut the door, Kerac aborted another move to touch Valis and stepped aside. With a nod and heavy heart, Valis turned for the east wing toward the kitchen and led him through the house to the cellar door, and down the spiral steps to the large room that spanned the entirety of the house beneath the main level.

      The rough-hewn walls cut directly out of the bedrock made Valis shiver with claustrophobia, but he headed to what his father used as a casting room. Inside lay his wooden altar to Qos. The raised circle cut into the bedrock surrounded it and glowed softly with the raw power from his mother’s blood. Crimson streaks and spatters covered the nearest walls and floor from the sprays of her final moments. His mother’s naked body sprawled on the floor inside the circle amid a pool of it.

      Kerac hissed as he entered the casting room. When Valis looked over, the Paladin wore a deep-set frown that creased his brow and lined his face. He said nothing as he unsheathed his sword. The sight of that sword had Valis cowering in the farthest corner, well away from the madman who hacked the hemlock altar to splinters, careful not to catch Valis or his mother in the hail of shattered wood.

      While Kerac dismantled the altar, Valis crept away from his corner and knelt next to his mother’s body. He stroked his trembling hand over her tacky, blood-soaked hair. She looked only to be asleep in a pool of gore, though her body appeared deathly pale from blood loss and the slit in her throat gaped at him like an obscene, toothless grin.

      Tears pricked his eyes. He sniffled, but blinked back the tears and wiped his nose on the collar of his shirt. Crying could come later. Crying had always earned his father’s greater wrath. But he couldn’t help the few tears that squeezed from between his clenched lids, or the wetness that dripped from his nose. He had to force himself to open his eyes, to show no weakness in the face of the Aesriphos who continued his assault on that evil altar just feet away.

      “It’s okay now, Mom.” The tears clogged his throat so he could only manage a soft, cracked murmur. “Father can’t hurt either of us anymore. These Aesriphos, Kerac and Darolen, are going to help me send you to a place where you won’t feel pain ever again, and where you’ll be able to watch over me until I can be with you again.”

      The noise from splintering wood ceased, and a golden light shined down on Valis so that his shadow covered his mother’s face. He looked up into the light to find Kerac stood over him. He held his sword point up in both hands with the flat of the blade against his forehead. The blade glowed with golden magic as he uttered a solemn prayer in a beautiful language he didn’t recognize. Valis leaned back to let that comforting light bathe his mother in its full glory and closed his eyes as the unfamiliar words comforted him in a way he never thought possible.

      For a moment, he forgot to be afraid. For a bare moment, it almost felt like Sovras’ arms had flowed around him, rocking him side to side and murmuring soft, cooed words into his ear as he often did in Valis’ dreams. It made it that much harder to keep the tears in, to show no weakness in front of this man who, for all he could have caused harm, had only shown kindness. But kindness was a lie.

      When the prayer ended, Kerac knelt next to him and cupped Valis’ cheek, his eyes warm and wet, enough emotion to arrest Valis into not flinching away. “I can see your mother in you. She will never be far from your heart. Let us send her home.”

      The metal that covered Kerac’s fingers felt warm against his skin and he pressed his cheek into it. Never in his life had Valis known this level of gentleness from anyone other than his mother. Just that one touch and the kind words broke his resolve and made tears flow down Valis’ face where earlier he tried to be strong and keep them in.

      After a moment, he nodded. He drew strength from Kerac’s presence as he carefully situated his mother’s sticky body on his left arm and hooked his right under her knees. He shifted back until he had his feet under him and stood on legs that wobbled like jelly after his frantic run. Kerac placed a hand on his lower back until he quit tottering, then stepped back to let Valis lead the way.

      By the time they got outside, Darolen had the pyre ready. He made good use of the firewood piled next to the shed as well as hay from the barn. It wasn’t ornate or pretty, but it would serve its purpose, and Valis was grateful that he didn’t have to do it himself.

      Numb legs carried him across the lawn. With Kerac’s help, he got his mother situated on the pyre in a comfortable pose. It took long moments for him to let go of his mother’s hands, but when he arranged them neatly on her chest and stepped away, Darolen surprised him. The craggy warrior tilted his chin up and lifted his voice in song that rumbled with his beautiful bass. The words were foreign, but the meaning came through and made Valis’ heart clench.

      After a few breaths, Kerac passed him a torch that Darolen left stuck in the ground. “Send her home, Son. She has earned her release.”

      Valis’ hands trembled as he stared at the torch. The tears from the cellar scalded his eyes again and blurred the world to turn the torch into a quivering liquid sea of orange and yellow. He blinked twice to get them gone long enough to see the hay and caressed the pile with the flickering flames. Once it burned bright, he stuffed the whole torch into the pile and stepped back.

      Kerac pulled him farther back to shield him from the heat as his mother’s skin blistered. When she started to blacken, he let out a soft cry and spun around to get away from the sight and smell. He found himself wrapped against Kerac’s chest. The Aesriphos stroked his hair and kissed his temple. He rocked with him in silence, letting Darolen’s voice in song do the soothing.

      Unable to stop, Valis wrenched away and ran around the other side of the pyre. He didn’t dare look at either man as he wrapped his arms about himself. He didn’t deserve comfort. He didn’t trust these men. For all he was worth, Valis cried hard for the first time since he was a child. For once, he didn’t care if he was beaten for his tears. For once, he didn’t care if punishment would come when these men decided to drop their disguises and show that their kindness was a ruse to get him to do as they wished. Before, his father always promised that if he cried, he would give him something to cry about, and he always kept his promises. Now, he just couldn’t care. Only when the flames burned themselves out did Kerac move to his side. He kept a blessed distance between them as he guided Valis back toward the house.

      “Thank you,” Valis whispered.

      Kerac gave him a tender smile. “It is our duty, and our pleasure to help send a sister into Peace.”

      “Y—you can rest here tonight. There is room.” Valis pulled the door open and led them into the short hallway between the formal parlor and the cloak room, keeping his back toward the Aesriphos so he could bolt forward to the stairs leading to the upper floors if they tried to grab him. “Are you hungry? I can cook something light before bed.”

      Kerac only shook his head. “We will stay, but we can wait until breakfast. You are exhausted. We will secure the house and find our room, Valis. Go on to bed.”

      Too physically and emotionally tired to argue, Valis nodded and took the stairs to the second floor. He bathed quickly to rid himself of the gore and dirt before making his way to his narrow bed in his small, sparse room. For the first time in a very long time, sleep claimed him almost the same instant his head hit the pillow.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      The next morning, Valis took the steps two at a time. The sun already shone through the windows. He was so exhausted that he slept in, and his stomach twisted in knots with anxiety. When he ran into the kitchen, he found Kerac and Darolen sat at the table with cups of tea. Both relaxed in soft leather pants and plain white shirts, their armor nowhere in sight.

      When he skidded to a halt, both looked up at him and smiled. “How did you sleep?” Kerac asked.

      “Like a bear in winter,” Valis said. Did he take their smiles to mean they weren’t upset about his sleeping in, or were they biding their time while devising a suitable punishment? Either way, he should attend to duty. “Give me a moment and I’ll make breakfast.”

      Darolen chuckled and motioned for him to sit. “No need. The covered plate is for you. It should still be hot.”

      The two men sat across from each other. Between them sat a plate with another turned over atop it. A pot of tea sat next to it with a cup overturned on a towel. Only then did he realized the kitchen smelled of food. His stomach gurgled, and he skirted around the table to sit and pulled the plate to him, and without thinking, poured himself a steaming cup of tea. “Thank you. I’m sorry I slept in. I never do that.”

      He glanced down at the plate, afraid to touch it more than he had. His stomach squirmed, both with his hunger and with the continued anxiety. He glanced up at the two men who sat on either side of him. “What must I do for this? What—”

      Kerac made a strange noise in the back of his throat, a strangled sound and gave him a horrified look. Valis knew that look from the many times his mother had given it to him when his father had found her showing him affection. The Aesriphos reached out, but aborted the action when Valis flinched. “You don’t have to do anything, Valis. Please… please eat.”

      Darolen gave Kerac a look that Valis couldn’t make out. He’d never seen that emotion, but it made something in Valis relax. He turned to Valis and nodded to the plate. “Eat. No sense letting it go to waste.”

      Uncertain if that was a threat or not, Valis uncovered his dish and tucked into the scrambled eggs, fresh vegetables and salty ham. Kerac filled the silence with his soft voice, almost as if he were speaking to a frightened animal. “It is an honor that you trust us so. It pleases me that you felt safe enough to sleep so soundly.”

      Valis spoke between bites, not daring to meet either of their gazes. “I don’t think I’ve ever felt safe.”

      Darolen grunted, and Kerac glanced at him. They shared a look, and Kerac nodded. “We wanted to talk to you about that, Valis.”

      Raising his brows, Valis set his fork down and regarded the two men, trying to keep the food he’d just eaten in his stomach instead of bubbling up in his throat with the bile. “Certainly.”

      “You are still young yet,” Kerac said in a patient tone that Valis couldn’t wrap his mind around. “I would see you safe and cared for. You are what? Seventeen? Eighteen years?”

      “I will be eighteen next month,” Valis affirmed.

      “Too young to Lord over a farmstead and community.” Kerac sighed. “Have you any family to take you in?”

      Valis frowned as he gave a brief thought to that, then shook his head. “No, sir. Not any I trust. My aunt is crazy, and father’s brother follows Qos.”

      “We will send Brothers to deal with your uncle, then.” He shifted and sipped his tea with a thoughtful expression. Again, he looked at Darolen, and again he nodded. “Would you be willing to sell this place and follow us?”

      Valis blinked and nearly dropped his teacup. “Follow you?”

      Kerac nodded. “You say Sovras is your patron deity. The monastery would be a safe place for you. You would learn languages, skills to carry you through your adult life, and if you choose to become an Aesriphos, you would aid us in the fight against Qos and his followers’ poison.”

      A shiver went through him, and Valis turned his eyes to his breakfast. He focused on his food for a moment to let Kerac’s words sink in. Thankfully, they let him have his silence. They didn’t stare at him as if expecting immediate answers. They didn’t press him or comment on his avoidance. Instead, they lapsed into easy, comfortable chatter amongst themselves in their own language to give him the illusion of privacy to think things over.

      When he finished his food, he stood and took his dishes to the sink to wash them. Old habits died hard, and since work had become habit, it was mindless and he could turn his focus inward.

      A Paladin? No, Aesriphos. What would I do in a monastery? I’m marked, but could they remove it?

      He glanced over his shoulder and Kerac looked up to meet his gaze as if he felt Valis turn his attention his way. The man smiled gently at him and tipped his head before returning to his conversation with Darolen.

      Kerac seems so gentle. Darolen barely speaks. How would I fit in with them? His stomach squirmed, and he turned his attention forcefully back to his task with a scowl. It has to be some kind of deception. What are they really trying to do? Why haven’t they just put me into stasis like they had Father?

      Setting the dishes aside to dry on a towel, Valis leaned against the sink and stared out the window into the fields. Planting season finished not long ago. Sprouts would soon push up through the soil. He had found a certain joy in tending the fields and livestock. It brought him peace because it took him away from his father and into the relaxed company of the hired hands, and his mother often snuck out to help him, especially in the hen house and when he milked their cows.

      Just looking at the fields made him suddenly homesick as if he were already gone and in the monastery. He shivered, and in that instant, a warm body pressed against his back. Strong arms circled about his chest and pulled him into an embrace. Valis fought against the insistent urge to wrench away and run. I have to root out what they want. Why are they here? Why won’t they leave? Why are they being nice?

      “Your thoughts took a detour into a dark place,” Kerac murmured into his ear. “Don’t let the darkness in. Voice your thoughts so we may shed some light.”

      “What’s the monastery like?” he asked. “What will I do there?” He spoke too fast, his words breathless with his fear, but Kerac either didn’t notice, or chose to ignore it.

      “You will continue your schooling, or start it if your father has kept it from you,” Kerac explained. “You will work hard in the fields as you do here, tend our farms with your Brothers and Sisters, help keep the grounds of the monastery in order, train in the arts of war, and as you are mageborn, you will be tested for your magical ability. If you possess it, you can become an Aesriphos if you so choose.”

      He shivered, this time with another emotion he couldn’t—didn’t dare—name. Kerac squeezed him, bringing an uncomfortable feeling of claustrophobia that Valis tried to shove back down. “And if I don’t choose?”

      “If you choose not to become Aesriphos or remain with the monastery, you will retain your money from selling this place and the monastery will help you ease your way into society. Living and working at the monastery, you will gain skills to do many things, so you will have a variety of choices if you do not want to join the Order.”

      Darolen came up beside them and gave Kerac a stern look that Valis didn’t understand. When he turned his brown eyes to Valis, he relaxed and grunted. “You will also be surrounded by family. The men and women will become your Brothers and Sisters. You will find friends. You will belong.”

      That was the most he’d heard Darolen speak at once and he stared at the warrior. He kept his gaze intent on Valis and tipped his head in a solemn nod. Everything started to crash down around Valis. Family meant pain. It meant surrender. It meant torment and punishment and fear. He was tired of being afraid, tired of feeling pain. So tired of being beaten that the thought of receiving it from anyone but his own father made him wish he had died with his mother. But the thought of death was a double edged sword, just like Kerac and Darolen wore. Death would find him release, but it would make Sovras—if he even existed outside of Valis’ dreams—sad, and Valis couldn’t bear the thought of that.

      Heart in his throat, Valis lowered his gaze. “It will take time to sell the farmstead and get a fair price.”

      “Let us handle the negotiations for price,” Kerac said. “With fields already planted and healthy livestock, we will get you what this place is worth.”

      “All right.” Valis shivered again with the warmth that Kerac exuded. It left him tingling. The Aesriphos still hadn’t released him from that embrace, and panic started to set in. His palms became damp with clammy sweat, and he itched to wipe them on his trousers. Must not show weakness. “You’ll really stay that long?” Gods, part of him hoped not. They weren’t really going to sell his farmstead. They would be out of his life in short order. What would they want with a scared little farm boy?

      “I will head to town and start taking bids after some preparation,” Darolen said. “In the interim, pack what is most dear to you and choose three horses so that we have pack animals.”

      That made him start, and he darted a look up at Darolen. It confused him because he still didn’t believe they were serious. “I can have things at the monastery? I thought it was a poverty vow, from what I was told.”

      Kerac chuckled, and Darolen joined him. When they stopped, Kerac turned a kind look on Valis that both warmed him to his toes and made his stomach fill with acid. “Poverty does not mean giving up what is most dear to you. Our vows are not as strict as I think you believe. We have six: Spirituality, Loyalty, Sacrifice, Compassion, Control, and for men, Fraternity, and women Sorority.” When Valis gave him a curious cock of his head, Kerac explained. “Spirituality includes obeying Phaerith when he asks something of you. You are to commune daily with him when you are able. Loyalty means you protect your Brothers and Sisters and do your duties to the best of your ability. Compassion is for others, as well as yourself, and your enemies. Control means you are in control of yourself, your actions, and your circumstances at all times. Fraternity means we are not allowed to have families outside of our Order. It is not chastity, but we are not allowed to procreate.”

      His heart hardened and Valis swallowed hard. “And Sacrifice?”

      Kerac gave him a sad smile. “Your life is forfeit, Valis. If a situation calls for you to lay down your life to save a layman or your Brother, you don’t hesitate.”

      Darolen gave Valis’ shoulder a squeeze and pressed a hand to Kerac’s collar in what seemed to be an intimate gesture. When he pulled away, he strode out the kitchen and was gone, leaving him alone with Kerac. The warrior squeezed him again and stepped away when Valis tensed.

      He stayed close, just an arm’s length away. Valis watched him with a frown. “Will you be there with me?” He hated sounding so small, but Kerac turned a fond smile on him. Being near to these men made him feel somewhat safe whether it was a lie or not. They hadn’t hurt him yet. Hadn’t shown him anything except gentleness, and for all that Valis knew it was a lie, he wanted to believe it was the truth. Could they be different from his father?

      “I can petition to become your mentor for a time,” Kerac said. “Such things are allowed and smiled upon. We have traveled across Peralea for well over two years now, so it will be nice to spend time at home.”

      “You would do that for me?” he asked, eyes wide. Part of him didn’t believe that was possible. They had to be lying. His stomach pitted when his heart refused to hope. “You don’t know me.”

      A delighted laugh escaped the man, and Kerac leaned against the counter next to him. “I want to know you, Valis.” He smoothed a hand along Valis’ shoulder. “As much abuse as you seem to have undergone in your life, your heart is still so pure. You are worth knowing, and I hope we can be great friends.”
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      The fact that Darolen fully intended to sell the farmstead quickly dawned on Valis. They weren’t lying. Darolen had donned his armor, and when he headed for the front door not long after breakfast, Valis’ breath caught. When he asked where the man was going, the craggy warrior cocked a brow at him and motioned in the general direction of the town that Valis’ father had lorded over.

      “I head to start gathering bids for your farmstead. We spoke on this.”

      He hadn’t truly believed him. Hadn’t thought it possible. His heart hammered against his ribcage to see the seriousness in Darolen’s eyes and he sputtered, “But—but I live here!”

      For the first time, Valis saw the man hesitate. He let his hand drop from the door’s ornate brass handle and turned to face Valis with an emotion in his dark brown eyes that Valis couldn’t name. If anything, Valis now expected the kindness to finally bleed away into the truth. That wasn’t a happy look, and Valis cringed away when the Aesriphos neared.

      “I’m not going to hurt you.” His gruff tone belied his words. He reached out, and Valis flinched further back toward the stairs leading to the second floor. He tripped over the first step and almost caught himself but for the step that rose behind it. He fell painfully onto his backside with a strangled yelp that ended in intense pain as all his air expended in one foul rush. And even as he tried to get air back into his collapsed lungs, he crawled backward up the stairs to get away.

      Darolen proved much too fast and caught Valis by the ankle. He didn’t jerk, didn’t squeeze painfully tight. He just held on while Valis tried to get air into his lungs.

      Then, with a jolt of terror flashing through Valis, the craggy warrior hauled him up by fistfuls of his shirt front and hugged him.

      “Squeeze me,” he growled. “It will help you get the wind back into your lungs. Squeeze.”

      The last may have come as a brusque order, but it made Valis obey on instinct. That tone of voice always had him jumping because it meant his father was usually too busy to hurt him if he was fast enough to comply. He squeezed for all he was worth, tighter than he ought, but given Darolen wore plate armor, it wouldn’t hurt him any.

      For long moments, Valis thought he would never breathe again. That he would die in this house, not because of his father, but because he had been stupid and ran, even though he always knew running made everything that much worse when his father caught him. For terrifying moments, he knew he would never be free. Never tend this farm as anything other than a blood slave. Never know true safety if such a thing ever truly existed for anyone not born a monster.

      Then Darolen squeezed him just a little harder, and something gave loose in his chest in a sudden rush and his breath came flooding back. It returned so fast he grew dizzy, and it barely registered that Darolen had sat him on the stairs and stroked his back with a gentle hummed tune.

      Nothing made sense, and the less sense it made, the more Valis wanted to run. Fear he knew how to deal with. His father’s fists, those he knew how to deal with, too. Everything within this farmstead he could handle. But faced with these men who wielded kindness, Valis wondered what they really wanted, and if it wouldn’t prove far worse than dying by his father’s hand in a dank cellar.

      A warm, bare hand massaged the nape of Valis’ neck as he struggled to regulate his breathing. It felt like he couldn’t get enough air, but at the same time like he was getting too much, that it all gathered in his head to make him fit to float away. That hand anchored him and Valis arched his neck into it like a cat wanting petted. In that moment, it felt good and alien, warm and gentle like the sun’s rays in the midmorning while he performed his primary morning chores. The way it would caress his skin and leave him relaxed, warm, and tingling if he let himself close his eyes and bask in it for a single stolen moment.

      The deep, rumbled melody that floated from the Aesriphos’ throat reminded him of a few of the farm hands who would sing as they tilled the land or reaped the harvest to both count hours worked, and to help make the mind-numbing repetition bearable. It soothed him in a way he didn’t want to be soothed. If he let himself be soothed now, the shock would hit that much harder when these men showed their truth. No men were ever this kind, this patient. No men would stay in a rich man’s house to protect a boy without thought of reward. No man would try to sell that man’s farmstead without keeping most, if not all, the gold for themselves. Would they toss Valis aside when they were through and had the riches they were after, or would they drag him along with them, an extra mouth to feed? Would he share his father’s cell in their dungeon?

      He shivered, and that hand on the nape of his neck squeezed, thick, stubby fingers digging into knots of stress to ease them. Was this a trap? It had to be a trap. He created them all the time for rodents and rabbits, pests and food. He knew traps, but had never seen one this elaborate or creative before. Never seen one with such cruel bait. Or had he? The mice he trapped loved the thick nut butter he baited them with. Thought it a kindness until Valis had to drown them lest they ruin the farm’s winter stores. The rabbits loved their bits of carrots until they found their necks in Valis’ fists, ready to snap it so they could have rabbit stew that night.

      He shivered again, yet those thick fingers kept pressing and kneading, turning Valis’ muscles to malleable clay. It served its purpose, made it easier for him to breathe. His mind spun in dizzying circles now that it was no longer dizzy from strained gasps.

      Darolen’s hand moved from Valis’ neck to rub warmth into his back. The house, two feet thick of obsidian stone and brickwork insulated by dried and treated moss, and covered in places by wooden siding, stayed cold in the summer, and warmed well in the winter. Now, Valis shivered, and he wasn’t entirely certain it was from the cold as Darolen scooted closer and squeezed Valis’ farthest shoulder.

      “We had agreed on this, Valis.” To Valis’ ears, that low, rough tone was one his father would use to assuage one of the town folk into doing his bidding, not one to promise a real solution to any problem. “How could you keep this farm running on your own? Eighteen, and yes, you are competent in farm work. But could you manage the finances? Hire enough hands to bring in the crop before it went to waste?”

      The craggy warrior sighed and stared out toward the front door. “You could make it a few months. But by the middle of the fall harvest, you would be out of your mind. You might pull yourself together, get through the winter. But then you would be faced with spring planting. No hired hands to help you get the crop in before the rains. No way to tackle the rodents, birds, and deer fast enough to keep your seeds and sprouts from ending up in bellies, rather than growing in fertile soil.”

      When Valis went to say something, Darolen shook his head. “I can almost guarantee you he kept the vermin away with magic, Valis. And you either have none, or haven’t grown into it yet based upon what we have seen. I am also assuming he kept the soil fertile through magic since I see no fields set to rest while the current crop grows. Your father had considerable lands, but was utilizing it all, and if you tried to do the same without his abilities and help, you would find yourself starving in a few very short years.”

      “B—but—” Valis clenched his hands before him. Could he really leave? Could they force him to? His heart still thundered furiously, ratcheting up more with his panic. The chill of the house settled into his skin, freezing the sickly sweat that coated him, sending uncomfortable waves of heat and cold through his body until he jerked to his feet and started pacing toward the door.

      “Valis—”

      “This isn’t your house!” he shouted. “This is my home!” He whirled around to face the Aesriphos, but found himself tucked under a warm chin. Strong arms encircled him. His ear pressed to a hard chest. Kerac’s voice rumbling in his ear as he murmured, “What is all this shouting?”

      Kerac, still devoid of armor, smelled of mild soap, dish water, and some strange spice mixed with clean male sweat and warm cotton. He blocked Valis’ view of Darolen fully as Valis was over a full head shorter than Darolen, who was a few inches shorter than Kerac. Those strong arms held Valis tight as iron, the muscles quivering with tension as he murmured again, “Darolen?”

      “He’s changed his mind about selling the farmstead,” Darolen said, his exasperated tone flowing from behind Kerac’s shoulder.

      Kerac sighed. “Valis… we discussed this.”

      Those arms tightened, and Valis’ heart stuttered in his chest. When it started again, he heard the beats in his ears echoing, “Trapped. Trapped. Trapped!”

      He didn’t know he fought until he wrenched free from Kerac, his knuckles bruised and tension singing through his limbs. Didn’t know he ran until he had his black gelding out of his stall, no tack, and leapt upon his back. Had no idea where he was going, even as he urged the poor beast into a punishing pace toward town. Someone had to help him. He was the Mage Lord’s son. That had to account for something. Didn’t it?

      His stomach twisted. He heard Darolen and Kerac shouting from behind, but Valis knew the forest trails, and the way between his farmstead and town wasn’t paved. His father had purposely let it become overgrown to ensure his privacy and keep out unwanted attention. The way looked much less like a road and more like a deer trail, and there were several that led in different directions, each set with traps to alert his father to new arrivals well before they broke tree cover.

      Valis didn’t dare give his horse his head. The poor beast knew only the farm, and without Valis to guide him, would end up tripping those awful traps. Gods knew he couldn’t let the beast end up lame or dead because of Valis’ panic.

      The shouts died away as Valis crashed through one trail, tore his horse through the underbrush toward another, and wove between four others. When he reached the tied strips of yellow cloth on the trunks of trees, he swallowed hard. This was the farthest he had ever ventured off his father’s property. Even as his anxiety spiked at that thought, he couldn’t afford to slow down. Couldn’t let himself think about that. His father was in stasis. Probably resting in the tall grasses around the fence posts while the two Aesriphos chased phantom trails after him.

      He rounded a bend, ducking under the low branches of a tree as he led the horse onto yet another path, only knowing it was there from the tracks of the others. Something ripped at his shirt, nearly unseating him. He clung to his gelding’s mane, dug his legs into the poor beast’s sides as he fought to remain ahorse. His panic flared, his gut suddenly sinking.

      The reckless dash through the trails took them around another bend. Something dark came toward them in the path. Valis adjusted, about to vault over toward another open path, but a familiar voice said, “Stop.”

      That single word shivered in the air as if a bell had been struck. Valis’ horse stopped with a nervous snort and pranced in place. The man advanced, and Valis’ blood ran cold. “Uncle Rygas…”

      The blond man with Valis’ eyes wore a royal blue tunic with golden studs, and black breeches belted with wolf fur-lined silver chain. His ensemble was worth almost as much as the entire farmstead Valis retreated from. Even his shiny leather boots that came up to his thighs were more valuable than half the farm’s livestock. He seemed to notice Valis’ eyes on him, flipped his waist-length hair over his shoulder. He leveled a smirk on Valis and inclined his head. “You are quite far from home, nephew. Your father must be… worried.”

      There was no way Valis could say his father was in stasis. No way he could say anything about Kerac or Darolen. Any word of that would get him beaten or killed. His uncle’s interest in him went only so far as to goad his brother on how he should have raised Valis, and it included leering and phrases that made Valis almost glad he received belligerent screams and beatings rather than what his uncle suggested.

      Rygas smirked and glanced over Valis’ shoulder as if Valis’ jaw wasn’t working to come up with some plausible lie. “Or is he in some sort of trouble, I wonder? You are racing very swiftly in the direction of town. Perhaps he has fallen ill, and you are trying to run for help?”

      His tone dipped down as he urged his horse closer. “You poor boy. Help has arrived. Shall I care for you while your father mends? Soothe the years of hurt he has caused you?” He drew close enough now that he traced a single finger along Valis’ trembling jaw. “Or should I kill him for you?”

      The bottom dropped out of Valis’ gut, and he tried urging his horse to back up. Nothing worked. Rygas’ pale blue eyes glittered evilly in the dappled sunlight that filtered down through the trees, painting them both mottled green and gold. He leaned in and sniffed delicately at Valis’ hair with a lazy purr. “Your father treated you so badly. He should pay for such abuse. You should be treated as the favored son you rightly should have been.”

      He made a motion with his hand, and the black gelding under Valis turned without his order and began walking back down the path. “Come. Let us go see what we can accomplish together so you can be free.”

      Those dulcet tones held dark promises that Valis knew would hurt as much as his father’s beatings. Maybe in different ways, but pain just the same. His mind worked in circles to plan a way out of this. Roba would kill his brother for interfering. But was Rygas more powerful? Was he more cunning than Valis’ father?

      More importantly, could he escape his uncle, where he could never escape his father?

      And then a thought crashed into his mind like a dam breaking. He kicked his poor gelding’s sides and ducked under his uncle’s grasping hands as the beast surged forward. His shout left his throat before he knew what words to use.

      “Kerac! Darolen!” Would they hear? Had he truly lost them? Would they care?

      To his surprise, his uncle remained silent as he gave chase. Valis didn’t dare glance over his shoulder. Couldn’t risk slowing down or falling from his horse due to a low-lying branch. “Darolen! Help!”

      What if they had fallen to his father’s traps? A sickening sensation twisted his insides at that thought. His damp hands clenched his horse’s mane tighter. Were they dead? He hadn’t heard the alarms. Or had those disarmed when his father had fallen into stasis?

      His heart lurched as he heard the single word behind him. “Stop.”

      Close. Too close. His horse stopped so fast Valis used the momentum to vault himself over the beast’s neck and head. He hit the ground, painfully jarring both ankles, but raced through the thick underbrush, picking a tangled way that his uncle’s horse couldn’t traverse. He screamed again, “Kerac! Help!”

      Valis heard nothing from behind him. He made the next track and chanced a glance behind him. But when he turned around, his uncle wrapped arms like bands of iron around his chest and crooned against the shell of his ear. “And who are Kerac and Darolen, I wonder? Friends of yours? Have you found champions to rescue you from the monster, Valis?”

      Sudden fear for the two Aesriphos had Valis biting his lips closed. He may be frightened of them, but that fear didn’t even touch the fear he held for the man who barely struggled against his thrashing. Valis wasn’t a weakling. Years of tending the farm, tossing and sorting hay bales for the animals, mucking stalls, milking cows, digging and working from daybreak until sunset had made him strong, brought out defined muscles in his body that not even his father possessed. That his strength meant nothing to his uncle had Valis’ blood running cold and made him desperate.

      He stomped on his uncle’s instep, ignored his bellow of rage, hoping it drew the Aesriphos near. Elbowed him in the solar plexus. Snapped his head back, trying to catch Rygas in the nose. Reached back behind him and searched with his thumbs, trying to dig out the man’s eyes.

      Rygas let out a low growl, reminding Valis of an angered wolf and caught him across the temple with his hand. The power behind it made stars dance in Valis’ vision, made the colors of the forest mute into muddy grays. Another blow made his brains rattle in his skull, and his knees buckled. The only thing holding him up was the arm braced against his chest.

      “You will answer! Who are these men you call?” The low, angry tone came warped as Valis’ mind still reeled from the blows. Rygas shook him. “Answer!”

      In defiance, Valis bit the inside of his lips together until he tasted blood. A sound alerted him to something approaching from the direction of the farmstead, but he didn’t dare let on that he heard. Now that his mind no longer spun so violently from the blows, he thrashed again in earnest. If he could keep his uncle’s attention focused on him alone, perhaps he could be felled just as swiftly as his father had been. …If that sound was, indeed, the Aesriphos.

      But Valis didn’t dare hope.
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      Hope was something for people who had the license to live. For free men. Not trapped blood slaves. Not Valis. Not when he couldn’t even escape his father when he was angry. Not when he couldn’t do anything to escape without the help of strangers he couldn’t bring himself to trust.

      Yet, did he trust them? He had called for them when his mind caught up to him, begged the universe and Sovras in his heart that they were close enough to hear his frantic cries. But there was nothing. No response. That noise he heard could have been a rabbit or raccoon or any other mid-sized rodent scurrying away from the noises he made in his uncle’s grasp.

      If he couldn’t extract himself from his uncle’s grip, he knew there would be nothing he could ever do again. He would either be dead or his uncle’s toy. Easily broken because his father had already given his body and soul enough cracks that his uncle could shatter him within days. Months if he took his time, and one thing he knew about his uncle, was that he had an unending reserve of patience for things he truly wanted.

      Rygas turned, bringing Valis out of his miserable thoughts, and smacked his gelding’s rump, sending him crashing through the trail in a frightened gallop. With another show of strength, he hauled Valis off his feet, letting him dangle a few inches from the forest floor as he made his way back to his own horse, a mean-looking roan that stared at them with what appeared to be barely restrained contempt. Did his uncle abuse his horse as he planned to abuse him? Valis shuddered at the disgusting thought.

      He hated to do it. Hated hurting any animal. But as his uncle wrenched him up to the horse’s side, Valis delivered a savage kick to the beast’s belly. Anything to keep his uncle from having an advantage. He silently crowed as the beast reared and crashed along the track toward the farmstead, leaving Valis and his uncle in a hail of kicked up dust and moldering debris.

      His internal cheers abruptly ceased as Rygas murmured, “Stop.” The horse had only gone about ten horse lengths when it halted, reared, and made unhappy noises that resembled disgruntled growls. It still tossed its mane in its agitation as they reached its side, and Valis’ uncle murmured near his ear. “Do that again, and I will knock you unconscious. I know you wouldn’t like that. It always did make you that much more unruly when you woke.”

      New terror made sweat erupt from every pore on his body. He licked it from his upper lip, his eyes straining in their scan of the forest. Was that silver glint Darolen’s armor? Was that noise the Aesriphos coming to his rescue? Could they possibly take on his uncle when he was most likely much more prepared than his father had been?

      Each second he remained in his uncle’s bruising embrace made Valis that much surer that the Aesriphos had given up on him. Why would they want to rescue a farm boy, anyway? What would it gain them, other than an extra mouth to feed on their way back to that mythical sounding monastery? He had no skills other than farming, gathering, and hunting. The latter two could possibly get him some leeway.

      His uncle wrenched him painfully again as he thrashed, trying everything he could to keep from being tossed onto that horse’s back. Something definitely crashed through the underbrush. Was it his horse come back because the poor gelding had gotten turned around? Just like Valis, it had never left the farmstead. But no, he didn’t hear the cadence of hooves. He heard the clank or armor.

      Rygas heard it, too, and turned to face the noise. “So you have protectors, after all. Here I had thought you were bluffing.” He leaned in and his whisper grated along Valis’ senses. “Tell me. Have they taken what is mine? Rutted with you in the forest? Pounded your sweet ass while you lay helpless on a bed or bent over a random piece of furniture? Have they stolen your sweet virginity from me?”

      Valis wanted to scream the lie. Tell him yes, just to see him angry. But he couldn’t get his tongue to work, couldn’t get enough saliva in his mouth to pry his tongue from the roof. He squirmed in earnest again, stomped on his instep again, hoping it broke from having only just been abused moments ago. If he just loosened his grip…

      Rygas hissed and placed his back to his mount’s side, giving him vantage over their surroundings. Valis looked out, but found nothing. No swaying ferns to mark where Darolen or Kerac might be. No glinting armor. The sounds had abated. Only the chittering of squirrels and soft birdsong married with the breeze that rustled the upper canopy.

      “You may just be more trouble than you are worth,” Rygas mused. “Do I dump you and run? Or do I knock you unconscious and drag you with me, torching this infernal forest?”

      Torch the forest? The hope in Valis’ chest shrank to something cold and bleak, untouchable and unwanted. Then light shined from all angles, golden and blinding. His uncle hissed and shoved him away. In the next breath, he was astride his horse. “This is not over, Valis. I will get what I want. I always do.”

      He spared a smirk, then with a flash of darkness, he and his horse disappeared. In the next instant, Kerac and Darolen, both in their silver armor, crashed through the last remaining underbrush. Both had wild eyes, sweat running down their faces. Kerac jerked Valis close, threw his gauntlets to the floor, and roved Valis’ skin as if searching for something while Darolen erected a shield around the three of them.

      “Did he hurt you?” Kerac asked, his voice strained. “Where did he hurt you?”

      “Who was he?” Darolen seemed much calmer than his companion, his dark eyes boring into Valis while Kerac’s filled with unshed tears.

      “He—” Valis sucked on his tongue and swallowed repeatedly as he tried to get saliva enough to speak without croaking. “My uncle. Rygas Bakor.”

      “The Qos adherent?”

      Valis nodded, and Darolen acknowledged the affirmation with a deep sigh. “Why did you run?”

      “You can ask your questions when we are safe,” Kerac murmured. “Are you hurt, Valis?”

      He couldn’t stop the trembling if he tried. Valis shook as the adrenaline rush started to crash and shook his head. “My chest feels bruised. Head hurts from where he hit my temple. …Nothing permanent.”

      The younger Aesriphos let out a shaky sigh and crushed Valis to his plate-clad chest, and for the first time, Valis didn’t fight. He couldn’t. Not with the way he shook. Not with how wobbly his limbs felt from his constant thrashing. Unlike how his uncle’s hold had been, Kerac’s arms trembled with restrained power, didn’t hurt as his hands roamed Valis’ back, never straying lower than a hand’s width from his waist. It felt good, and for the first time in his life, a man’s touch felt right in a way that frightened Valis more than the sinister groping from his uncle or the manhandling he received from his father.

      He shuddered again and leaned his cheek against Kerac’s breastplate. Even if their kindness turned out to be a lie, he didn’t have the energy to fight it now. And when Kerac urged him away, something in Valis hurt until the man murmured, “Let us get back to the farmstead. We must fortify it until we are ready to leave.”

      The prospect of walking all the way back to the house on trembling legs made Valis groan, but Darolen laid a heavy hand on his shoulder. “Our horses aren’t far. We caught yours as he made his way back to the farm.”

      Relief never felt so good. Once they made it back to their horses, it took little time for him to lead them back to the house. Darolen waved him away from the care of their horses with a gruff, “Go relax.”

      Worse than having no duty to tend was the fact Valis didn’t know how to relax. He’d never been afforded the luxury. Neither Aesriphos seemed to notice as Kerac gave Darolen a strange smile and led Valis back into the house. “Come. We will discuss things during our midday meal. Let’s go sit for a while.”

      But Valis didn’t want to sit. He’d never been allowed to be idle unless it was time for bed. What would he do? What would the Aesriphos make him do? He shuddered, and Kerac rubbed warm circles into the small of his back. Sometime during the chaos, he’d fetched his gauntlets, but held them in his right hand, while the left remained on Valis’ back, a steady presence that promised alien things Valis was afraid to explore.

      Once they made it into the house’s interior, Kerac broke away long enough to close the door and motion to the formal parlor. “Why did you run?”

      Valis ducked his head. “I don’t know, sir. I was just… scared.”

      He made it into the parlor, and found his father’s body lying on the floor, still in stasis and blessedly facing the wall. Valis made sure to give his body a wide berth. He only sat when Kerac did and made sure to keep his father in his sights as he settled into the stuffed chair. He knew the fear was irrational, but that didn’t stop his mind from offering up images of his father rising from that stasis as if he had only slept. Of him killing Kerac and beating Valis to within an inch of his life before ending it with a blade to his throat.

      The shudder that cascaded from the base of his skull to his legs made him breathless. His father couldn’t get up. Couldn’t hurt him again. He wouldn’t be able to hurt him ever again if he believed even half of what the Aesriphos said. With that, he tore his eyes away from his father’s unnaturally still body and glanced around the parlor.

      He’d never been allowed to sit in this room. Never been allowed to enter it except to clean. Never dared to touch the chairs after working outside for fear of getting them dirty or earning his father’s wrath for daring to sit where the nobles who infrequently visited were supposed to gain comfort from their long journeys. Sitting in the plush chair now felt like he was pretending to be someone he could never be. It must have shown on his face as Kerac made a soft noise in the back of his throat and reached over to squeeze Valis’ hand. At the same time, he deposited his gauntlets on a long low table meant to hold drinks, and Valis inwardly cringed. What if they marred the polished wood surface? His father—

      His father was in stasis. He would never see this house again, even if Valis convinced the two Aesriphos not to sell his farmstead. But, could he convince them? Did he want to?

      “What are you thinking?”

      And Sovras save him, but he’d never been asked that question in a kind voice. It was usually a demand followed by a curse and the label of “idiot” or something similar when Valis had done something unusually stupid in his father’s eyes. His only answer was a sullen shrug.

      “Is it about selling the farmstead?”

      All the blood drained from Valis’ face, but he couldn’t lie. He couldn’t speak, either, so he just gave a slow nod.

      The man sighed and squeezed his hand again. “We will speak more about that tomorrow, then. Or later today if you are up for it. Don’t worry, Valis. Everything will be set to rights.”

      Easy for him to say. He wasn’t the one being asked to sell his entire life and go somewhere he had never even heard of. But, rather than say that aloud, he only nodded again. Better to say he’d speak on it later than create an argument now.
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      Days had gone by, and neither Aesriphos had brought up the subject of selling the farmstead. Instead, they had set to putting a shield over the house and acting like they would never leave. Valis didn’t have the courage to bring the subject up on his own, so took to avoiding them when he could. And he’d gotten good at it most times. The only times he couldn’t avoid were the three meals they shared, almost all cooked by Kerac, and the few minutes before bed when they traded use of the bathing room.

      And that brought on new surprises. Valis had started when both Aesriphos had told him they would trade days bringing in water for their baths, rather than always making Valis do it. He wasn’t about to insist, either. If they wanted to carry water for their own baths, clean out their own tubs after use, he wasn’t going to argue. He had a feeling that even if he did, they would refuse and it would turn into a confrontation he didn’t want to be part of.

      On the third day, they sat down to the midday meal and both Aesriphos glanced at each other, then focused their gazes onto him over their rabbit stew, leftovers from dinner the night before.

      Valis ducked his head, busied himself with tearing his bread rolls into soft chunks to dunk into the rich broth. He had to admit, he’d eaten better these last few days than he had in his entire life. His father had always made sure he ate, but he also always made sure what Valis ate was bland, and only the bare minimum. Enough so that he could keep working, but nothing so grand as what he and Valis’ mother had eaten.

      At first the richness of the food had made Valis nauseous. Whether it was because he had gorged himself that first day, or because of the spices he was unaccustomed to, he wasn’t sure. Now, though, he savored every bite, and the nausea was only an unpleasant memory.

      He thought he might avoid whatever the Aesriphos might want to talk about, but that hope shattered as Kerac cleared his throat. “Have you thought on selling the farmstead, Valis?”

      All the air sucked out of the room. Or did Valis simply stop breathing? He shuddered and hunched his shoulders, his limbs and body feeling made of heavy, cold iron. “Why must I sell?”

      Darolen grunted. “Why don’t you want to sell?”

      His companion sighed and reached to rub Valis’ arm. “We want you safe. This farmstead, especially with your uncle loose, isn’t a safe place for you. It isn’t somewhere we can leave you alone. Not in good conscience. Certainly you cannot run the farm by yourself. Not without the knowledge of how to settle the books or hire farm hands. But we might have eventually overlooked that.”

      When Valis glanced up, his eyes wide and mouth parted, Kerac gave him a small smile. “We might have. But you said your uncle follows Qos, and your aunt is crazy. Your uncle has already tried to kidnap you, claim you. Could your aunt also have designs against you? Could she also follow Qos?” He grimaced and stirred his bowl of stew. “What of the town? Would they try to harm you and take the farm for themselves? Kill you and take what they could? Sell the farmstead as their own to the highest bidder to elevate themselves out of poverty?”

      Valis took his time to think on that. He blew across chunks of carrot and meat, took his time to chew, relished the bite of the vegetables and the way the rabbit melted in his mouth. Today, the broth seemed richer, thicker than it had the evening before. It tasted even better, and at the time he first ate it, he hadn’t thought that possible.

      As before, neither Aesriphos rushed an answer from him. They chatted amongst themselves in their own language, but it sounded strained, as if they were worried. Was that worry aimed at Valis? Were they really giving him a choice?

      He sighed and set his spoon down, letting it sink into the bowl. “Aunt Ortima was mother’s sister. She’s… cunning. Quiet. I don’t know if she follows Qos, but… it’s possible.” He made a face and sat back in his chair. “Uncle Rygas always gets what he wants, but he’s always underhanded about it. Patient, waiting to strike like a pack of wolves scenting deer. Lies low until he’s sure his prey is vulnerable, then strikes. He and father worked together seamlessly like that.”

      “And you would want to be at their mercies?” Darolen asked. “You would want to suffer them again? Alone?”

      Valis flinched and hung his head again, spoke his answer to his bowl. “No.”

      “Then will you start to consider selling your farmstead?” Kerac asked.

      This time he didn’t touch Valis. And the way Valis trembled, he could almost guess why. “I don’t know. It’s all I’ve ever known.”

      “And you would rather suffer abuse than enter into the unknown?”

      He flinched as if Kerac had slapped him. “What do you want me to say?” he shouted. “That I’d rather deal with the evil that I know? That I don’t trust you? I don’t! And you can’t make me trust you! Repeating it doesn’t make it true! Uncle Rygas was kind when he wanted something. You’re doing the same thing. Being kind just because you want me to sell my farmstead and go with you quietly!”

      He shoved his chair back as he stood, every muscle screaming for him to run, his heart rate skyrocketing with the loud clatter of tumbling chairs as the Aesriphos rose with him. He darted glances from one Aesriphos to the other, noted the darkening scowl on Darolen’s face, knew he’d hit his mark. “You’re just like them. Only wrapped different.”

      Kerac’s eyes darkened with what looked like betrayal. “Valis—”

      Ignoring Kerac, Valis stormed away from the table. Darolen caught his wrist. “How dare you—”

      Valis didn’t wait to hear more. He wrenched his wrist out of that grasp and bolted for the door. He was halfway through the fields before he heard someone pounding after him, crushing low crops under boot and vaulting the taller rows just as sure as Valis did.

      He almost made it to the latrine shed on the other side when a meaty hand caught his bicep and spun him around. Darolen caught him before he tumbled to the grass. In a surprisingly gentle hold, he kept both of Valis’ arms to keep him from escaping. Cold dread settled in Valis’ stomach. He didn’t dare fight. Not this time. This time, he had no one to save him, and he’d eventually have to return to the house, face them again.

      Instead of fighting, Valis went limp in Darolen’s grasp. Not enough to sink to the ground, but enough that Darolen loosened his grip just a slight bit more.

      The craggy warrior jostled him lightly. “Look at me.”

      Valis shivered. That tone made Valis cringe in on himself. Roba’s voice overlaid it, made Darolen sound exactly like the man he’d feared all his life. But he lifted his attention to look at Darolen’s nose, refusing to meet the wolf’s eyes.

      “You can’t run away from everything, Valis.”

      He gasped and finally met Darolen’s gaze, his mouth working until the words came. “Why not? I couldn’t ever run away from father. He always had a way of finding me. Was always faster, stronger. You?” He snorted. “You won’t stay long. I can run from you as much as I want!”

      Those craggy features hardened, and the man’s grip turned to steel. It didn’t hurt. He didn’t squeeze. But it was like he wore his plate gauntlets, instead of his hands being made of mere flesh and bone with the tension that ran through him.

      “You would run from duty the rest of your life, then?” Darolen narrowed his eyes and jostled Valis again when he ducked his head. Waited until he looked up again before continuing. “You can’t run from your problems if you want to grow. Or will you let a man who can’t control you anymore continue to run your life, even long after he’s rotting in prison? Will you let your aunt and uncle pick up where your father left off?”

      He pressed his face close to Valis, forcing him to look eye to eye. “Or will you sell this farmstead? Come with us and forge a real life for yourself? Become someone you can be proud of? Learn skills and knowledge that can carry you through your days whether you remain with the monastery or use what you learn to go elsewhere and thrive?”

      He remained like that for a moment more, then backed off and released his grip on Valis’ upper arms. “You may not trust us, but we are doing all we can to make sure you are safe, and that you have more choices than working yourself to death while waiting for your aunt or uncle—or both—to come avenge your father’s capture. Do you want that? Is that the life you want to lead? Escaping sacrifice at your father’s hands just to end up on your aunt or uncle’s blade?”

      Each word sank like stones in Valis’ head and gut. They made him so heavy that he sank to his haunches and hung his head. “I’m sorry.”

      Darolen huffed and squatted in front of him. “If you don’t stop running, you’ll die a slave. Do you want that?”

      “No.”

      “Then grab your courage by the throat, boy, and stop running. We can’t do this for you. This duty is yours, and yours alone to bear. We can help, but you have to do the work if you want to get out from under your family’s evil. You have to want a better life to achieve it.”

      He used a single finger to tilt Valis’ face up. “Will you let us help? Or will you continue treating us like we’re just as bad as the pile of garbage in your sitting room?”

      Valis flinched again and jerked his head in a negative motion. “I—I’m sorry.”

      The craggy warrior stared into his eyes a moment longer, then the hardness melted away and he spoke more softly. “Go finish your lunch. Kerac is keeping it warm for you. We can speak more on this when we’ve all calmed down.”

      He stood and held his hand out to Valis. When Valis placed his shaking hand in that larger one, Darolen’s fingers closed around his in a firm grip that wasn’t crushing and hauled Valis up out of his squat in the grass. “Will you let me start taking bids?”

      Feeling like he had no choice, but determined to make it his choice, Valis nodded. “Yes, sir.”

      “Good lad.” He fell into step beside Valis, staying close without touching and turned a rare smile on him. “Don’t worry. I’ll get you what this place is worth. And you will keep the money. You’ve got my word on that.”
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      When Valis and Darolen returned to the house, Kerac was nowhere to be seen. If Valis felt a little lost by that, he didn’t let himself dwell on it. True to Darolen’s word, though, Kerac had kept their food warm, and the two sat down at the table to finish their midday meal. It surprised him that Darolen didn’t say a word, and the tension that was in the air before was now completely absent.

      After they finished, Valis tended his chores as normal, careful to avoid the scorched earth where his mother’s pyre had blazed through the night, protected by a golden shield so as not to catch the surrounding grass or anything else on fire. Darolen’s speech about not running away from duty hit him hard, and he realized that the past days since his father had been captured and thrown into stasis, Valis had shirked most of his outside duties except the bare necessities of feeding the animals and milking the cows. Field work could be put aside. He would never let the animals suffer because of his own negligence.

      Now, though, he almost relished his duties. His father wasn’t watching his every move. His mother couldn’t suffer if he did something his father considered wrong like taking a short break or taking too long to relieve himself. He even went into the house for a snack without having to beg for a scrap of food to tide him over until dinner, though every time he did, his stomach rolled with nausea, waiting for Darolen or Kerac to admonish him. It never came.

      But every time he went into the house, Kerac was missing. Darolen had gone to start taking bids for the farm after lunch. And now that it was nearing dinner, Kerac’s absence made Valis’ heart lurch in strange ways. Had he left? Surely he hadn’t abandoned his companion. Surely he wouldn’t try to reach the monastery alone.

      His curiosity got the better of him. Valis actually fanned its flames now, knowing that it could very well rile the two Aesriphos, but doubting it would somehow. They had been kind, and if they wanted him docile to lure him out to that monastery as a prisoner, they wouldn’t stop that kindness now. He’d let them sell the farmstead, but with the kind of coin Darolen insinuated he would get for the land, livestock and house, he knew he could get by in another town, forge a life for himself on a smaller farm. Make his own associations for farm hands. Hire someone to work his finances.

      But could he trust anyone to keep his finances without stealing from him?

      Would the Aesriphos really let him keep his money?

      If not, he’d find a way to snatch enough to buy supplies, steal two of his own horses, and safely get himself to another town. It couldn’t be that hard to find one. Could it? Was anywhere safe? Certainly he’d have to get out of Vau Taun. He’d probably have to leave Evakis altogether and reach a neighboring country. But, he only spoke Evaki. Could he make it in a country where he didn’t speak the language, let alone the local dialect? Could he learn fast enough to stay alive and find honest work where his employer wouldn’t abuse him?

      He sighed and leaned against the nearest wall to get his head in order. Kerac and Darolen had been kind. Couldn’t he swallow his fear enough to hope? To follow them until they proved their lies? If he did, they could possibly teach him how to survive outside his farmstead before he had to escape.

      But that felt too much like how his father had used people. Going along with their ideas just to meet his own ends and strike them down with a well-timed spell or a quick sword slash. Force the body to disintegrate to leave no evidence behind, just to keep blood off his hands and unfortunate questions from being raised against him.

      Valis shuddered and pushed off the wall. Kerac seemed honestly worried for him. Darolen, while gruff, had never truly abused him. He seemed to do his best to show restraint with his considerable strength when correcting Valis. Even if Darolen’s voice did make him shudder, he seemed like an honest man. Even if he didn’t trust them, he had to stay with them for an uncertain amount of time, and if his mind didn’t stop this incessant circling, he’d go mad before they even left Vau Taun.

      Scrubbing his hands over his face, Valis fought to pull himself together. He needed all of his wits about him with these men. If they were lying, he had to be sure he was ready to bolt before they could hurt him. And if they weren’t lying, he couldn’t keep hurting them and himself. Kerac seemed honestly tender. Almost as tender as his own mother had been at times. Times when his father was at his worst. Times when he had caught her reading to Valis, or showing him any kind of affection.

      Just thinking about her, the way she’d stroke fingers through his hair, or the way she’d sneak him a pastry from the oven while his father was in a meeting with one of the neighboring Mage Lords, made his guts twist and his heart clench.

      He shuddered and forced his way up the stairs. Kerac could be anywhere in the sprawling manor, but he had a feeling that he remained in the room he shared with Darolen. He didn’t know how to explain it, but it was almost like, if he concentrated hard enough, he could feel a warm spot in that part of the house.

      As he walked through the upper floors, he gazed at the paintings along the rich paper that lined the walls. Gold leaf picked out subtle flowers that caught the light and glowed on a rich, deep carmine background. The paintings seemed vibrant amid that darkness, showing differing scenes from battles caught in time to strange depictions of black and gold light battling for supremacy. His favorite had always been the one where horses of various coat grazed in a meadow by a gentle stream, the sun low on the horizon, casting their shadows in long, dark trails toward the water that glittered in the dying rays. It always gave him hope of a freedom he knew he would never have in this life.

      And now he wondered if that freedom he had never believed in rested with the two men who now shared this evil house with him.

      He reached the door to the guest suite Kerac shared with Darolen, screwed up his nerves, and knocked lightly on the door. If he’d thought more on it, he would have found something to bring. A tray of tea and a snack, a well-thought question, anything to just check on the man and leave without having an awkward conversation. …Provided the man actually answer the door.

      If he didn’t answer the door, everything would be moot, and Valis would have to figure out whether he would call the man’s name, wait outside the door, or go looking for him through the rest of the house. Suddenly he wished he had thought all this through before even climbing the stairs. His palms began to sweat, and he anxiously rubbed them on the rough cloth of his pants. His heart beat haphazardly in his chest, making him feel slightly nauseous.

      Was that a sound? A soft sigh? Did Kerac shift within the room? He could almost see the man staring out the window, his hand on the pane with his head bowed. The image seemed so real he almost wondered if it was a gift—or a curse—from Sovras. Something to tear at his heart and make him worry about the softer spoken of the two Aesriphos. Whatever the intention, it worked. He raised his hand and pressed it to the carved wood of the door, right over the stag’s face and spoke softly. “Kerac?”

      That time he did hear the subtle shift of feet. A sharp inhale near where he knew the window to be. Was that a sniffle? Had Kerac been crying? He suddenly wanted to try the handle to the door. Would it be locked against him? Even against Darolen? That seemed unlikely, but he didn’t know these men. Didn’t know their habits yet. Not enough to judge this kind of reaction. But… had Valis hurt the man’s feelings?

      If so, that would shatter everything Valis had kept close. His fear of trust. His inability to see them as anything but carefully crafted lies. He shivered and pressed his forehead to the cool wood and took a deep breath. Whether they were lying in their kindness or not, it was years of training that forced the words past the strange lump in his throat. “Kerac, I’m sorry.”

      He stood with his brow pressed to the wood for what seemed like hours, but he counted the hush and shush of blood rushing in his ears to know that it was only moments before footsteps sounded. They drew closer to the door. Stopped just on the other side. A sniffle broke the silence, and Valis could easily imagine the tall man with raven hair, handsome face with high cheekbones, supple lips that more often than not held a fond, kind smile, an elegant brow, and sharp chin. He would press his hand to the smooth wood right over where Valis’ brow pressed. Stare at the door as if he could see Valis through it. His hand would tremble as he reached for and aborted several attempts to grasp and turn the handle.

      Finally that handle did turn. Valis backed up enough to let the door swing inside without him falling forward. He had prepared himself, or thought he had, for the state he assumed Kerac would be in after hearing several quiet sniffles through the door. But nothing he did had prepared him for seeing red-rimmed eyes, a chapped nose, and the wary expression that leveled on him instead of the once glowing kindness. Kerac held himself as if he were going to war, and it broke Valis’ heart whether he wanted it to or not.

      Valis shuddered and ducked his head, his face heating with shame. He’d done that. Those weary eyes with the wary stare were his fault. They stood there for long moments, neither speaking. Valis’ squirming stomach ratcheted up a notch, forcing him to look up. He couldn’t manage much more than a soft murmur, but he repeated his earlier words. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings.”

      Kerac’s fingers twitched. Both hands flexed and curled. One around the door frame, the other by his side, playing with the hem of his soft-looking tunic of white with blue and gold embroidery about the v-shaped neckline, hem, and the cuffs that ended just past his elbows. He breathed heavily as if measuring his breaths to prevent more sniffles, or any wet sound that might further betray the fact he’d been crying. As if the wet, red glisten of his skin from wiping it with an increasingly dampening handkerchief weren’t the best he had attempted at drying his face and eyes. As if he hadn’t looked into a mirror to have seen just how red and swollen the tender skin around his eyes appeared. As if he hadn’t noticed that his nose looked red and sore.

      Valis ached to touch him. To soothe. But still something inside him told him he couldn’t, shouldn’t, trust these men. But, as far as he knew, one couldn’t fake this show of hurt. He swallowed hard, and when Kerac finally looked as if he might reach for Valis, he stepped into Kerac’s personal sphere and let the man hold him.

      He expected something controlled, but when Kerac wrapped Valis in his arms, those limbs trembled like tree limbs in a storm. The man’s breath hitched, and he tucked his cheek against the crown of Valis’ head. A soft sob escaped him, and those warm arms tightened. Valis managed to keep his composure until he felt hot, wet droplets soak into his hair and dampen his scalp. It forced him to move, to wrap his arms about Kerac’s ribs and squeeze. “I’m sorry.”

      Kerac remained quiet for a short time, then shook his head, never letting his cheek leave the crown of Valis’ head. His voice sounded raspy as he said, “No.” He cleared his throat and tried again, sounding stronger while remaining just as quiet. “No. We shouldn’t have expected you to trust us so quickly. I’m sorry for pushing you. It wasn’t fair on any of us, especially you.”

      If he could have, Valis would have looked into the man’s eyes to try to judge Kerac’s words, but the trembling moved from Kerac’s arms to shake his entire body. Valis let out a soft whimper and pressed closer. “Darolen’s off taking bids.”

      The Aesriphos stiffened, but didn’t let go. “You agreed to sell?”

      “Yes. I—I’m still scared, but… but I can’t stay here. My aunt and uncle would kill me if they found me alone.” He cleared his throat and closed his eyes. “I have no way of defending myself against them. B—but that makes me feel like I’m using you.”

      “If that is what it takes for you to allow us to keep you safe, Valis, then please. Use us.” He rocked Valis from side to side, a gentle sway, and nuzzled into Valis’ hair. For the first time, he felt somewhat safe, and that frightened him almost as much as awaiting his uncle’s evil touches. He shivered, but rather than pulling away, Valis burrowed more solidly against Kerac’s chest.

      “You’ll stay, then? Until the farm sells?” Valis hated the way his voice cracked, the way his own eyes started to water in response to the new sniffles that escaped the Aesriphos who held him like a fragile treasure. Hated the way his knees went weak, and how he wanted, more than anything, for Kerac to never let him go. Hated the way he felt a desperate need to stay in his shelter. Hated feeling this weak, when all his life, that’s all he’d ever been.

      But Kerac seemed to shine a light into his darkness, and while it made him feel more vulnerable than his father’s presence ever had, it also made him feel a sense of comfort and a modicum of safety.

      “I couldn’t abandon you. Never. Not in good conscience.” He sighed when Valis tensed up and pressed a fierce kiss into Valis’ hair. “We’ll both try to go at your pace, Valis. But… we can’t leave you here, and your aunt and uncle aren’t the only reasons. I’m sure Darolen outlined some of them, yes?” When Valis reluctantly nodded, Kerac let out another breath through his mouth, most likely to hide the fact his nose still ran. “Will you let us be your friends?”

      Friends. Valis didn’t even know what those were. Not really. The closest thing he’d ever had to one had been Sovras, and he’d not had a dream of him in months. Though, if Sovras was really a god like Valis assumed, he could be busy. Or, Valis’ brain was just making it all up to comfort him. It still saddened him, but now that he had two people who were doing their level best to enshroud him in their care, he didn’t know whether he should—or could—let them any closer than they had already forced their way into his life.

      But, Kerac waited for his answer. He deserved one, even if only because Valis could almost feel his heart breaking with every beat of silence between them. It was a strange and heady feeling to evoke such emotion that wouldn’t lead—or so he hoped—to a sound beating within moments. Though, a large part of him wondered if this was true, or a well planned and executed, highly believable act.

      That look of betrayal he’d seen earlier, just before Valis had stormed out of the kitchen, swam into Valis’ mind. He wouldn’t have looked betrayed if he was lying. Would he? Would he be trying so hard if Valis was bound for a prison sentence once they reached the monastery?

      No matter the answers to those questions, they were currently the only things standing between Valis and his family. No matter what, he couldn’t land in their hands. Not if he wanted to survive. Just the thought of his uncle finding him sent sick shivers wracking through his body. It made Kerac gentle his hold. Made Valis unconsciously burrow that much closer.

      “You’ve never been held like this, have you?” Kerac asked in tones so soft that Valis’ heart wept. “Never known gentle hands…”

      The way Valis’ heart lodged in his throat, he didn’t dare trust his voice, so shook his head in answer. Kerac smoothed warm, gentle hands down Valis’ spine and sighed, this time through his still-wet nose. “Will you let us try to be your friends?”

      Valis didn’t have the heart to keep stalling. Kerac didn’t deserve it. Not after hours of crying. Not after holing himself up in his room. Not after Valis had treated them like the monsters he still feared they were. He held his breath and just nodded. It was a small concession. He would let them try. He would keep his mind keen, looking for cracks in the armor of their apparent kindness.

      “We should go down and start preparations for supper,” Kerac murmured. “Darolen will most likely return before nightfall, and he will be hungry.”

      Duty. If nothing else, Valis would continue to do his duty. If these men proved to be lying, it would keep Valis from going insane trying to chase the squirrel thoughts in his mind. If they weren’t, they deserved his cooperation and assistance. He would adhere to duty, if for nothing else, than it gave him something to do so he wouldn’t say anything else as stupid as he had at lunch.
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      For the most part, Valis started to feel a little more comfortable. Working with Kerac in the kitchen helped alleviate a little more of his unease with the man. But as they worked, and Kerac started to warm up to Valis, things started to get into unfamiliar territory.

      As Valis removed the flaky, buttery rolls from the wood-burning oven, Kerac brushed light touches across the small of his back on his way to the pantry for more spices. While Valis buttered the tops of the rolls, Kerac remained close, casting him frequent smiles that usually made Valis warm to his toes. They worked together, roasting a freshly plucked chicken seasoned with herbs, spices, and rubbed down with imported oil in the freshly stoked oven, grilling vegetables on the stove, preparing different things that Valis had never heard of, but that smelled so good his stomach wouldn’t stop its incessant rumbles and loud gurgles. If he didn’t know better, they were preparing a feast on a much smaller scale, and Valis wondered what the occasion might be. Or did the man just enjoy cooking?

      Either way, the little touches, the crowding, the constant regard, the still, somewhat tense quiet as if the man expected Valis to start a conversation—it all started to wear on Valis’ nerves. He didn’t know what to expect, how to behave, how to react. Everything was so new and foreign that as the moments ticked by on the kitchen’s brass and silver wind-up clock set on an ornate shelf above the stove, Valis wanted to scream his frustration. What did Kerac expect from him? What did friends do? Why wasn’t he talking? Why wouldn’t he stop casting glances over as if he expected something?

      The only words spoken were small corrections or instructions on what to do or how to prepare the meal Kerac had planned, and Valis was fit to burst. What was worse, was Darolen hadn’t returned yet, and the sun had started to set. He knew that Kerac had grown worried as the sky started to darken, showing rich, vivid purples that reflected off the puffy clouds in pastel pink, lilac, and subtle shades of blue and gray. It had kept Valis’ attention as he washed the vegetables, looking much like one of the paintings he had loved, a gift that his father had spited him with. He’d loved it, so his father had given it to another lord in the vicinity. That painting had made Valis’ soul weep, and the sky, the real sky put his memory of that painting to shame.

      Now, the sky was near indigo, the last rays throwing long, deep shadows along the ground, shadowing the view of where Darolen should exit the forest. Even Valis had his worries that Darolen might be in trouble. Had someone attacked him on the way back? Had he lost his way in the many trails that led either to, or very far away from the farmstead? Had his horse thrown a shoe or otherwise found itself lame?

      He sighed and went to the sink. He’d already carried in enough water, heated it, and now started in on washing some of the dishes to keep the mess down now that the water had cooled enough to submerge his hands. The hot water felt somewhat good, cleansing and purifying. But he couldn’t let himself succumb to that invitation. Every time he looked down, his stomach cramped and his eyes flew back to the window above the sink.

      The dishes finished for the moment, Valis went about drying them, watching the light continue to fade until a black cloak shrouded everything beyond the sparse illumination from inside that softly gilded the grass within a few feet of the house. With the new moon upon them, the gentle glow from the house’s windows was the only light outside, and Valis let out a soft breath. “I’ll go look for him.”

      “You will do no such thing.” Valis shrank back from Kerac’s hard tone, and the Aesriphos ducked his head, sighed, and went on far more gently. “Darolen is skilled, Valis. If you go beyond the shield encompassing this farm, you are leaving yourself open to your aunt and uncle, and I can’t risk you leaving with that threat looming so close. Not with his escape. Not with the way he escaped. Please.”

      That drumbeat started up in Valis’ chest again. It echoed, “Trapped, trapped, trapped” with every thump against his ribs. He stared at Kerac’s back as the man chopped roasted vegetables and readied them to turn them into some sort of flavorful mash. He had explained that after they were mashed, he would add some of the thick, red, savory sauce he made, and a bit of the shredded chicken, and create stuffed buns for their luncheon tomorrow. Tonight, they would have the venison they’d butchered the evening before, keeping into a rhythm of killing an animal one day, and eating it the next, then preserving the leftovers for smaller meals and kitchen-sink recipes throughout the week. The rhythm of cooking and chopping and cleaning had kept him sane. Now, it almost felt like a cell or punishment.

      He darted another anxious glance out the window and scowled. “Then I’ll at least go out to light and hang some lanterns along the drive posts. It’s black as pitch outside, and he’ll need to be able to see to get his horse settled before coming inside.”

      With anxiety pumping through his blood like acid, he watched Kerac’s back. It had jerked into a tense line at his proclamation, but as the seconds tick, tick, ticked past, it started to relax and Kerac let out a breath and cast Valis a sidelong look filled with pain and his own worry. “That will be good. Thank you. Light one in the stables as well?”

      Valis gave him what he hoped was a reassuring smile. “I will.” And if I hear anything, I’ll do what I must. He can’t keep me here. I won’t be a prisoner in my own home, even if it won’t be my home for much longer.

      Just to ease Kerac’s own anxiety, Valis puttered around the kitchen a moment longer before he headed to the utility closet in the unused servants’ part of the house and fetched several oil lanterns. Each was weighted on one side to provide a balance during riding so the rider could rest it on his leg or a hip without fear of being burned. But, they were also the closest at hand. His father rarely, if ever, received social calls after sunset, so it was a stunningly rare occasion that they ever needed to have lights along the drive. Those lanterns rested at the very back of the closet along the back shelves. As it was, filling the ones he had with oil seemed to take up too much precious time. And by the time he finished getting them all filled, the closet rearranged, and back out into the main part of the house, the earlier anxiety that pumped through his blood seemed to suffuse his entire body with dread that made him want to saddle his horse and crash through the trails.

      He had promised Kerac though. Grabbing up a striker, he made his way outside and lit the first lantern, keeping the rest strung on his forearms. It taxed his strength, bringing an almost immediate sheen of sweat to his skin that stuck his shirt to his back and made it hard to work the striker with his damp hands, but he soon had the first lantern bright and hung it from the hook right beside the front door. The next he placed on the fence post that delineated the manicured lawn from the drive. He dutifully placed the third on a steel hook just inside the stables, smiling as the horses within whickered greetings to him as if they thought he might have treats for them, which he tried to sneak out at least once a day for the beasts.

      With those, he settled the other lanterns on two hay bales and went to saddle his favorite black gelding. He wasn’t about to go about lighting the drive on his own legs, not while carrying who-knows-how-much weight in brass lanterns with thick, quality glass, and full oil reservoirs. He was a strong man, but he wasn’t stupid. His father punished stupidity enough that he knew how to work smart.

      To carry the lanterns, he tied four to the saddle and looped the rest onto his forearms. Thankfully most of his direction went through subtle shifts of his legs, otherwise the entire ride for the first few lantern placements would be more awkward than Kerac’s hugs.

      He’d just lit and hung from the fourth light post along the drive when he saw it. Golden flashes amid the trees looked like strange lightning. He heard nothing, not a shout, no birds, no insects. The night went silent as death with those flashes, and Valis urged his gelding to stop while he waited to see if more would follow.

      “It’s beyond the shield,” he whispered to his horse. “Coming from the path from town…”

      If it was something bad, Valis couldn’t help it now. He shifted his weight and urged his horse on toward the next light post, lit another lantern, hung it from the beam that hung over his head—another reason he’d had to mount up. With everything he did, he kept his focus on the path’s opening, on where he’d seen those flashes.

      He hung two more lanterns before he saw them again. Heart in his throat, he sent his horse into a fast gallop. In the light of the lanterns, he jumped the gelding over the fence and guided him toward the kitchen window. With a shove, he raised it and kept his voice low, but urgent, thanking every God imaginable they hadn’t locked the windows after closing them for the evening. “Gold light is flashing along the path. I think Darolen’s in trouble.”

      All the color blanched out of Kerac’s face. His breath came too fast, too hard. “You’re certain?”

      “Saw it twice. I’m going to go finish hanging lanterns.”

      “You will get in this house.” Kerac’s eyes went wild, showing too much white. They hardened into something that looked like a cross between murder and determination. “I must go. …Light the lanterns, then lock yourself in the house. Do not open the door unless you hear my voice. Do you understand me?”

      Valis swallowed hard. “Yes, sir.”

      Kerac said not another word, but darted for the front door. Valis raced back toward the next light post, vaulting over the fence again. Kerac had to go don his armor. Get his sword. Valis had made a promise. He’d never broken one before, never wanted to in the future. But…

      No. His hands shook as he stopped under the next post, lit the lantern and hung it from the hook. Another series of gold lightning strikes lit up the trees. It seemed closer to the clearing now. His stomach squirmed, but he went on to the next, and the next, hanging lanterns while keeping his eyes on the tree line.

      Kerac finally emerged from the house when he was on the next-to-last lantern. By then, Valis’ hands felt drenched and clammy. Lighting the lamp seemed almost impossible, his fingers fumbling over and over again with the striker. He hung the next lantern, and Kerac practically flew past him on his silver stallion. He was halfway between Valis and the tree line when more golden light started to flare, so close that it almost seemed like someone stoked a hot fire just beyond the first few rows of trees. It glinted off Kerac’s silver armor, haloing him in gold and darkness, making him look like a gilded paper cutout for the few brief flashes.

      If he couldn’t do anything else, he would get the last lantern lit and hung. Something so that the two could see their retreat. The last hung just inches inside the shield. But, as those flashes continued, as they grew more intense and brighter than the sun, the golden shimmer of the shield started to fade. It flickered and flashed.

      Valis’ heart stuttered. It stopped, then started thundering in his ears as it winked out. Who had erected it? Darolen or Kerac? Had one of them fallen?

      He’d promised that as soon as the last lantern was lit, he would go hide in the house. But, was hiding his best option? Or was he just as exposed there as he was here? Either way, he couldn’t do anything. Sick fear coated his tongue and brought up the tidbits he’d tasted as he and Kerac cooked the evening away. It bubbled up in his throat and burned the back of his tongue, made his entire mouth taste foul.

      Someone shouted, a bestial roar that echoed through the trees, shattering the eerie quiet. The power behind it kicked Valis in the chest. Made his breath catch. He didn’t recognize whose throat it may have come from. All he knew was that it was male, and it sounded like they were hurt. His gelding shifted and sidestepped uneasily. Valis stroked his neck to keep him calm, or was it to calm himself?

      If the two Aesriphos have fallen…

      Valis gulped for air and focused. It took precious moments, his hands trembling like he was in the middle of a fit, his fingers slick with greasy sweat, his coordination off with his fear, but he got the wick to catch, and as soon as the lantern grew bright, he lowered the glass and hung it on its hook. But now he wondered if he shouldn’t douse them all and make it look like the house was empty.

      Or should he go into the woods?

      Another bright flare of gold flashed, farther into the woods, and Valis’ stomach pitted. He whirled his gelding around, careful not to yank on the bit in his haste, and urged him to use his full stride as he made his way back to the house. He’d promised. Valis may be many things, may not trust these men, but whoever attacked Darolen surely wouldn’t have Valis’ own wellbeing in mind. Those two Aesriphos were his only hope of survival, and if they fell… he’d have to find a way to evade his aunt and uncle.

      Could he hide? But Kerac had demanded he go into the house and lock the doors.

      But that left the windows, most of which had no locks. His father hadn’t needed them. The locks on the doors were for show and went mostly unused.

      He slowed his advance and swung down from the saddle next to the front door, tethered his gelding next to the shrubs that flanked the wrap-around porch’s short flight of stairs, and bolted into the house, dousing candles and lamps as he tore through the interior. Once every door to the outside was secure, Valis looked around. Where could he hide within the house in case the Aesriphos fell, and his uncle came to take him away?

      The servants’ quarter hadn’t been used since he grew large and strong enough to start taking over their cleaning duties, or at least, as far as he remembered. That part of the house had hidden stairs, passages to every room so they could remain largely unseen by guests that might happen by. They had a veritable warren of rooms on the lowest level, and down into the basement, apart from the cellar. Now Valis had the brief thought that his father might have dismissed them from the household simply so they wouldn’t get in his way. He remembered brief flashes of women trying to protect him from his father. Every time, he’d never see that servant again. Had his father killed them?

      He didn’t have time for such thoughts. Still, they flitted by his mind as he raced through the warren, flashes of memory that would scald his mind as he quietly closed doors behind himself, holing himself deeper into the inner chambers, taking the narrow servants’ walk through the attic maze to peek out between the shutter slats and fine netting of the small attic window to watch for anyone coming. He didn’t dare do more than adjust the slats so he could see out. Opening the shutters would let anyone know that he was in the attic because they were never open.

      Valis held his breath as he stared into the blackness, abbreviated only by intervals of flickering golden pools from the fresh lanterns. He hadn’t heard anyone knock on the door. No one had wrung the bell crank beside it. He didn’t see Kerac or Darolen’s horses anywhere, but if they had returned, they could be putting them in the stables while Valis fought to get his frantic breathing under control.

      And then a sickening thought slammed into his mind. Both his father and uncle had the uncanny ability to find him no matter where he hid as if they knew where he was going to hide before Valis even had the inkling of an idea, himself. His only hope, if he remained in the house, was to keep moving. To keep barring and locking doors as he moved through the house, and hope he could get outside before he was caught. Then, he’d have to make it to the stables and far enough away before his uncle could use the awful spell that stopped his horse with a single word.

      Could that spell stop Valis as surely as it stopped his horse?

      A violent shudder ripped through him starting from the base of his skull and ending somewhere near his ankles. He fought for every breath, wiped the sweat from his forehead with the neck of his shirt as the heat in the attic hadn’t yet cooled from the day’s strong sun. His eyes burned, but he didn’t dare keep his gaze averted from the window. He had to know who came through the trees to know whether to run for his horse, or run for the door to let the Aesriphos inside. Would they need a healer’s care? Had they survived? He hadn’t seen a golden flash in… how long had it been?

      His gut clenched as he stared. Waiting was harder than anything he had ever done in his entire eighteen years. His life hung precariously balanced, because if the Aesriphos fell, Valis most likely wouldn’t be far behind. The kindest thing he could do in that scenario would be to dash to the kitchen and slit his own throat, but he knew he wouldn’t have the courage or stomach to go through with it.

      The trees swayed in a sudden breeze, ratcheting Valis’ nerves to a new pitch. He let out a breath and gasped for the next. The underbrush near the drive path thrashed more wildly than the rest. Was his uncle toying with him? Did he know that Valis watched, eager to see if his new house guests had returned?

      A horse’s dark nose broke through the path, and Valis clapped a hand over his own mouth to hold back his cry of dismay. Was it his uncle’s cruel roan, or was it Darolen’s gentle mare? He couldn’t tell in the darkness, not without any other markings. The beast stopped at the edge of the tree line, just its head and neck sticking out. From this far away, Valis couldn’t even tell what kind of bridle the beast wore.

      Everything around him felt insubstantial. The air seemed to be sucked out of the entire attic, leaving Valis in a silent torment, unable to breathe, unable to cry out. He leaned heavily against the windowsill, desperate to raise the window more, throw aside the shutters. Anything to get a better look. At this rate, he’d die of a failed heart from fear and anxiety rather than anything of his uncle’s design.

      The horse started moving again, and Valis leaned so close that his nose pressed to the glass of the quarter-opened window, his breath fogging the pane so quick that he had to wipe it away to see anything. Whoever it was didn’t seem to be in any hurry. The beast took slow steps. One more step, and Valis would know the victor. One more step—

      Darolen lay across his saddle. His limp body bounced, even with his mare’s careful steps. Something must have nudged it from behind, as it took a few faster steps before stopping completely, just a few lengths away from the line of trees. Kerac’s silver stallion followed, and he wearily took up Darolen’s mare’s reins and led her toward the stables.

      Everything exploded around Valis, air rushing back in so quick his head spun. But he didn’t let it stop him. He tore through the house, unlocking doors in a flurry, racing down the quickest routes to the front door.

      By the time he made it, Kerac was still inside the stables across the drive. Valis shuddered, but took up his gelding’s reins and led him toward the massive building and inside. He heard Kerac’s harsh breathing, but took his time to unburden his horse, made sure the poor thing was comfortable, cleaned and stowed his tack. When he knew he wouldn’t vomit or collapse, he made his way to the stalls he’d set aside for Kerac and Darolen’s horses.

      He came upon Darolen’s stall and leaned in, watched Kerac for long moments as he did what he could for the mare while leaving Darolen on her back. “How is he?”

      Kerac turned hard eyes on him, but they softened somewhat when he saw it was only Valis. “He’s magically exhausted. He just needs rest.”

      “Was it my uncle?”

      The Aesriphos’ mouth tightened into a pale slash across his face and turned his gaze away, focusing solely on Darolen. He nodded, but didn’t elaborate.

      “Did he escape?”

      Another nod.

      Sighing, Valis stepped into the stall. “Do you need help getting him inside? Or if you can manage, the front door’s open, and I’ll take care of the horses.”

      The Aesriphos’ shoulders dropped some of their tension. He hung his head. Somewhere during the fight his hair had come loose. Now it hung in silken sheets to obscure his face. Valis itched to move it away, to see if he could help in some way. But a shiver rattled the man’s armor, and he carefully pulled Darolen off his mare’s back and onto his own shoulder. “I have him. …Thank you.”

      “I’ll be in soon to help.”

      Kerac seemed to either not hear him, or be unable to speak. He said not a word, made no gestures as he headed toward the house and disappeared inside.
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      By the time Valis got into the house, Kerac already had Darolen out of most of his armor. Valis didn’t try to draw the conscious one into conversation. Instead, he went and drew water. Heated it as much as he dared and carried it up to the bathing room to fill the large copper tub. He added buckets of unheated water until it was a decent bathing temperature and headed back to the Aesriphos’ shared room.

      Kerac didn’t acknowledge him. He fussed, trying to get Darolen out of his shirt. Rather than standing around being useless, Valis went in and helped where he could, where Kerac would allow him. He murmured softly as he pulled Darolen’s boots and socks off, “I have a bath ready if you want to wash him, or for yourself if you like.”

      When Kerac didn’t answer, Valis sighed and hung his head. “I can wash him if you want to take the bath.”

      Kerac glanced at him through his sheet of inky hair. Then he lifted his head and took a deep breath. “Something is burning.”

      Those quiet words sent Valis into a panic. “Shit! The chicken!”

      Was that a smirk on Kerac’s lips? A little light in his eyes? Valis didn’t have time to find out. When he made it to the kitchen, the entire room and part of the dining room were full of thick smoke. He almost burnt himself pulling the roasting pan from the coals. Hissed as he nearly got a face full of steam when lifting the lid. While the skin on the top didn’t look bad, when he flipped the carcass over, the entire bottom looked like a chicken-shaped coal brick.

      It took precious minutes to get it cool enough to transition it from the pan to the carving board. More to get it cut to see if anything was salvageable. Apparently it hadn’t burnt quite as bad as he’d thought. The breasts were fine. Most of the leg meat still retained their juices. The wings and the back, however, were charred and hard.

      He busied himself picking off as much of the juicy meat as he could, leaving anything that was dry for either reuse to feed the pigs, or for the compost pit. When he was done, he settled the meat into a bowl with a few drops of water, covered it with a large plate, set the carcass aside for making broth later, checked the stove, and flew back up the stairs. Was Kerac all right?

      Kerac and Darolen’s door stood ajar, but when Valis peeked in, no one was there. A moment later he heard the slosh of water and let out a gust of breath and leaned his forehead against the door frame. “Do you need anything, Kerac?”

      “Did you manage to save anything of the chicken?”

      “Everything but the back, a bit of the thighs, and the wings.”

      “Go rest, Valis. Lock your door. I must remain awake tonight.”

      Valis groaned. “Uncle has spare keys to most of the house. All but the servants’ areas and father’s office spaces.”

      He barely heard Kerac’s whimper over the slosh of water, so soft Valis couldn’t be sure if it was his whimper or a sound from outside, but he couldn’t place that sound from any animal. He went to the bathing room’s door and placed his hand on the smooth, polished wood. “Are you all right?”

      “I will be. He should wake come morning if all goes as planned.” Another round of sloshing filled his pause. “I’ll cast a smaller shield. Just over the house. I’m… not as strong as he is magically.”

      “But you’ll go to bed?” For some reason that was very important, and Valis couldn’t figure out why. But something told him that Kerac needed to sleep.

      “I will. Go on to bed. I’ll finish up in the kitchen and then rest with Darolen.”

      That somewhat satisfied Valis, so he went down and washed up in the rest of the heated bath water that he hadn’t carried up, emptied the pail out the back window, and headed upstairs to his room. Sleep didn’t come for what felt like hours, but when it did, he dreamed of Sovras.

      And when he woke, he only remembered a hazy vision of Sovras’ face. But just that one remembered glimpse gave Valis enough strength to rise with the cock’s crow before sunrise and start his morning chores. As he went around, he started at the kitchen entry and took a step back. “Kerac?”

      The man looked haggard and worn. He sat in his leather pants, shirt missing, probably still laying wherever he’d tossed it the night before. His hair hung in disarray, more tangles than sleek locks. He clung to a cup of what appeared to be cold tea as there was a distinct lack of steam. Darolen was nowhere to be seen though Valis hadn’t expected him. Didn’t expect him until the noon hours if he woke today at all. But Kerac…

      “Are you all right? Did you sleep at all?”

      He shrugged a naked shoulder and curled around his tea cup. “A few hours.”

      Valis glanced out the window and furrowed his brows. Something punched him in the gut, a strange feeling that he couldn’t name. He took up the tea, dumped it out the kitchen window, and started water for a new pot. “Drop the shield.”

      His voice came harder than he’d meant. Kerac flinched. Valis swallowed down his fear and spoke more gently. “Drop the shield. Uncle Rygas won’t be attacking this morning. If he does today at all, he’ll most likely do it this evening when he’s rested and gathered reinforcements.”

      “You know his tactics?” Kerac asked. He lifted his head just enough to pin Valis where he stood with hard eyes the color of polished brass.

      Valis shrugged and went about measuring out the loose tea leaves, ensuring he made a strong brew without it being too potent. “I paid attention when he and father forgot I existed. I was more of a work animal to father than a human being. You’d be surprised what you say around animals that you wouldn’t tell a human. Uncle Rygas likes to test. He’ll show up and check borders. Wait to corner his adversary. And if he’s run off, he’ll use all the information he has to strike in a different way, a way he knows his quarry won’t expect, a way where he has the best advantage, whether it be more people, a better setting, better weapons, anything that gives him a definite win. He gambles, but always makes sure the stakes are stacked in his favor.”

      Kerac studied him for a long moment, then nodded. He said nothing as the kettle started screaming from the stove, nothing as Valis settled the tea pot aside to brew, nothing as Valis rinsed the cup and poured him a fresh, steaming cup of tea. When Valis rested a hand on his shoulder, the man flinched. Valis flinched, too, as that single touch sent electricity skating up his arm, lifting every tiny hair along his arm and the back of his neck. He hissed and jerked his hand away, then set it back down on that muscular shoulder and squeezed.

      “Drop the shield, Kerac. It’s all right.”

      Valis had no real way to be certain, but Kerac looked like he was about to pass out. He pushed the tea in front of him, careful not to spill it or make any sudden moves that might startle the poor man. All Kerac did was stare at it. It took Valis goading him before he lifted it up and blew across the surface. Just inhaling the steam seemed to bring a bit of life back into Kerac’s eyes, making them more golden than the dull amber they’d become.

      Valis left him to it and started breakfast. When he’d finished, he turned around and found Darolen hobbling toward the kitchen. He also came in devoid of a shirt, his pants tied haphazardly. No socks. He looked worse than Kerac by only a small margin. Almost like they were both—

      They were both in a battle the night before. That thought made Valis shudder. He plated up their food quick and quiet, set it out on the table. He studied Darolen as he poured the man a cup of tea, trying to judge just how bad off he actually was, and how much of that sagging and lifelessness was just remnants of the grogginess from having just rolled out of bed.

      “Darolen?”

      The larger man grunted and curled his hands around the teacup when Valis set it before him. He stared at Kerac from across the table for a moment before reaching across it and squeezing Kerac’s hand. “Listen to the boy. Drop the shield, love.”

      His voice was gruffer than usual, but the tender note to it that he always held for Kerac was deeper today, more resonant. It made Valis’ heart clench. He did his best to give them both privacy as he plated his own meal. Part of him wondered if it might be best, or at least more polite, if he took his plate and tea either up to his room or out onto the front porch. Either may raise the Aesriphos’ suspicions, so he tried to make himself as small as possible while sitting down at the table in his customary spot between them.

      Kerac shivered. A second later he sniffled. Then the dam broke, and he choked on a heavy sob. The sound wrenched something visceral inside Valis, and he wanted to do something, anything to get him to stop crying. Then Darolen was up, the vacant chair pulled close to Kerac’s side. Valis watched as he carefully settled as if he were stiff or in pain, how he reached for Kerac, drew the smaller man against his bare chest with the dark, sparse hair across the broad expanse, and tucked Kerac’s head under his chin.

      The way Kerac melted against him, how his sobs turned into barely restrained wails, how he slid off his own chair and awkwardly straddled Darolen’s lap tore Valis’ entire soul to shreds. Darolen didn’t seem to mind. He stroked his fingers through Kerac’s hair, carefully teasing out the knots as he went. He pressed long kisses into the man’s hair, temple, and along his neck and shoulder, his eyes shut and brow drawn down as if Kerac’s every pain and sorrow were his own.

      The sight of the two together, wrapped around one another as if they needed each other to live and breathe… It lit something inside Valis that made him rethink everything. The love that shone through them in this rare, private moment… that wasn’t something a person could fake. Valis had never seen such a thing, but to think this could be faked? Valis’ mind recoiled in horror at the notion.

      And if they had such love, such devotion for each other…

      Could their kindness toward a beaten, angry farm boy be truth? Was it possible?

      Valis tore his eyes away and focused on his food. This moment was meant to be private, and even if Valis sat only a few feet away, he could grant them a little of that privacy by not gawking. He only glanced up again once he’d finished his food. Kerac had his face tucked into the curve between Darolen’s neck and shoulder. His body still shook with quiet sobs, Darolen’s hands trying to calm them by smoothing up and down his broad, strong back, kneading the muscles in his shoulders.

      Valis finally couldn’t stand it anymore and whispered, “Is there anything I can do?”

      Darolen’s gaze homed in on him with such intensity that Valis was almost certain the man forgot he existed while Kerac shattered in his arms. But then those brown eyes gentled and he turned his head to press another long, tender kiss to Kerac’s temple. “No.”

      “Your breakfast—”

      He huffed a soft breath, not sounding impatient so much as if he wished for something he couldn’t have. “I will re-heat it. It’s all right.”

      All the times Valis had raised his hackles and turned these men’s kindness away, every time he’d turned his back on their help because of his own inability to trust pounded at Valis’ insides. They slammed through his mind, one after the other, the next coming swifter and with more force.

      His father hadn’t just beaten him. No, he’d turned Valis into a completely different kind of monster. One who couldn’t accept that this kind of love existed in the world. One who had turned away kindness, hurt a man’s tender feelings, because he was determined to believe they were lying.

      Those beliefs seemed so shallow now as Darolen bent his head, pressed his lips near Kerac’s ear, and sang as if they were the only beings left in existence. His heart still tried to harden against it. He knew that people could harbor love for each other while still being cruel to those around them. He wasn’t a stupid little boy. But, seeing them now, wrapped around each other like a human puzzle knot, he felt his defenses crumbling, and it left him even more confused and scared. Not of them so much as of the world in which they existed. If his father was the purest evil in the world, he felt these men might be the purest good. And if that were true, then there had to be things in between, terrible and wonderful things.

      And that terrified him more than anything he had ever known.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      It took the larger Aesriphos a while to heal from his magical fatigue. Valis and Kerac managed to keep him mostly house-bound until he recovered enough to return to the village to resume taking bids for the farm. Though, Valis knew that it was mostly Kerac’s worried frowns and the subtle hint of tears anytime Darolen would get a fire under him that kept the burly, craggy warrior from putting up much of a fight.

      In Temperance, a day under a full month since the attack that had drained him, Darolen fetched a high price for the farmstead quickly. He kept his tactics secret and just smiled when Valis questioned him about it. True to their word, Kerac and Darolen remained with him for the month it took to sell the place. Each day, they both grew on him. Darolen was a strong, stout, quiet presence while Kerac was chatty and warm.

      Valis looked around his room. He was allowed to take anything. They even encouraged him to pack most of his father’s things. “You will outgrow your own possessions soon,” Kerac had explained. “Your father’s clothes, boots, and other necessities may prove useful to you. He won’t need them as he’ll be issued a uniform in the prison, but you should put them to use for yourself. Just in case.”

      That “just in case” caught Valis in the heart, because Kerac had added the bright-eyed, hopeful look that he’d been keen to use so often now that he knew how it affected Valis. Almost every time that look leveled on him, Valis’ insides turned into liquid, and he’d cave nearly every time.

      Now, he had the task of packing everything he could, so long as it fit on his pack horse without being overburdening. They would be taking two pack horses, and a wagon to carry the chests of gold from the sale, along with his father’s personal gold cache and a few other chests full of documents and who-knew-what else. Those were all packed and already burdening the wagon. All his clothes were packed. There wasn’t much he had for himself other than clothes, but he’d found a few bits of his father’s things other than his clothes to tuck away and had rummaged through his mother’s belongings to get her favorite handkerchief and the ornate comb her mother gave to her for her wedding day. The spell books his father hoarded and poured over ended up in a crate to be delivered to the monastery for research upon Kerac’s request. Those went onto the wagon with the gold, documents, and other odds and ends. And when he’d looked at the thing, he wondered if it would overtax the horses trying to pull the heavy load halfway across the continent. Thankfully they lashed two horses to the wagon, otherwise he had little hope of it actually reaching the monastery.

      In his room again, he sighed and leaned against the edge of his empty clothes chest. Everything he held dear fit neatly into four bags, a crate, and a lock box. Darolen packed up as much food as they could carry. With some of the money from the sale of the farmstead, he bought Valis the perfect gifts of summer and winter traveling clothes, a rain and a winter cloak and sturdy boots.

      All that remained was to get rid of the vertigo that seemed to overcome him every time he tried to retreat from his bedroom. Between the reality of what day it was, and the reality of what would transpire all too soon, Valis stood rigid and unable to leave.

      A rap on the door frame made Valis jump and spin around, which made the vertigo worse. Kerac caught him and pulled him against his broad chest. “Are you all right?”

      Valis sighed and burrowed closer. The memory of his distrust bubbled acid in his gut, but he surrendered and wrapped his arms about Kerac’s armored waist. He murmured into the man’s plate-clad shoulder, “I’d be lying if I said yes.” He huffed an irritated breath and groaned. “I don’t know what’s wrong. So much is changing today, and I can barely keep up.”

      As Valis learned was just Kerac’s way of comfort, the Aesriphos pressed a kiss to his temple and rocked him. “Sometimes the unknown is more terrifying than the evil that is known. Your fears were my fears when I was your age.”

      “You were afraid?” Valis asked as he nuzzled into Kerac’s throat. That these men could know fear surprised him, but he wondered if that was his own naïveté and stupidity showing through.

      He chuckled. “I was mortified. Unlike you, I was not given a choice.” He smoothed a hand up and down Valis’ back in a comforting rhythm. “My parents both died when I was very young, and my aunt raised me. When her husband died, she wasn’t able to afford my care and sent me to the monastery. I was but a year younger than you, so not of age—or even skill—to make it on my own.”

      “I really don’t have much choice, either.” A bitter laugh escaped Valis’ throat. “You and Darolen pounded that into my head long enough. I couldn’t make it on my own more than a few months at most.”

      Kerac squeezed him. “You have a choice, Valis. Say the word, and we will help set you up in a safe town in an apprenticeship doing what you think might interest you. This isn’t something we will force upon you.”

      That thought made Valis’ stomach squirm. It was new. They had never let on that he could do anything other than sell the farm and follow them into the unknown toward the mythical-sounding monastery in the center of their continent. But, his heart lurched at the idea of them dumping him in a random town and leaving him behind. It felt both like a betrayal of their kindness, and the tug on an invisible tether that linked him to them. “I want to stay with you and Darolen.”

      “Then it shall be so.”

      “When do we leave?”

      “Whenever you are ready.” Kerac pressed another warm kiss to his temple. “We won’t rush you.”

      “If I don’t leave now, I fear I never will,” Valis murmured into his throat. “My feet don’t want to work, though.”

      Kerac laughed as he pulled away and hooked an arm about Valis’ waist. “Then I shall draw you out with me.” With that, he guided Valis out of his room and through the house out to the front yard where the horses were tethered and the wagon lay burdened with all of Valis’ hopes and dreams. Darolen waited for them. The saddled and packed horses milled beside him, grazing on the overgrown grass.

      Before he realized what was happening, he sat astride his black gelding and looked behind him to see his farmstead retreating from view. He turned back around in the saddle to look ahead and sighed. The eighteenth anniversary of his birth was now the birth of a new life. “How long before we reach the monastery?”

      “Many months,” Kerac said. “Arlvor is near the center of Peralea, and this is close to the coast. You will see most of this half of the continent from one side to the other. We must travel through eight countries, through forests, plains and mountains. The city of Cadoras resides almost directly in the center of our country. It is fortified on all borders as a holy city, and the monastery is near central. It is surrounded by thick swaths of dense weeping whiptails that border a vast lake. To reach the monastery, you must travel by ferry across the water.”

      “It sounds beautiful.” The way Kerac sounded so wistful as he described the journey made Valis want to see it all right then, and he was glad to be moving.

      “It is, very much so.” Kerac sighed and turned a smile on Valis as he rode beside him. “I miss it greatly. They call the ferry ride The Cleansing, as the peaceful journey across the lake is supposed to bring spiritual joy as you travel home, and your sins drown in the water, as they are too heavy to follow you across.”

      “And for those like your father who are imprisoned there,” Darolen murmured ahead of them, “it is called The Harrowing because Phaerith strips them of their magic as they cross, leaving them mostly defenseless.”

      A cold feeling welled in Valis’ gut and he shifted in his saddle. “That… won’t happen to me, will it? I have Qos’ mark.”

      Kerac reached across as he edged his mount closer and squeezed Valis’ bicep. “He knows your heart, Valis. The mark means nothing if you will it to mean nothing. As far as I know, the ferry ride only affects those in magical stasis such as your father is in. While in stasis, he will create no waste, need no food, feel no heat or cold, and be blessedly quiet for our journey. That stasis, I assume, is how Phaerith determines who is stripped, and who remains whole.”

      Valis heaved a sigh of relief and rubbed the back of his neck. “I have so many questions,” he admitted. “I’m scared, so I’m being a demanding chatterbox.”

      Both warriors laughed merrily. Kerac shook his head. “Better to travel with good conversation than to be bored for months on end.”

      With a grin, Valis relaxed in his saddle and loosened his death grip on the reins. He wanted to remain wary. His uncle still hadn’t attacked again since that one night, and he could be lurking anywhere. But the relaxed air the two Aesriphos wrapped around themselves wrapped Valis, too, and he tried to shove those fears away. They would protect him. He had to trust that now as much as he could trust anything. “What if I prove not to be a mage?”

      “You can become a Priest.” Kerac matched his grin, unaware of the war that still raged in Valis’ heart and mind. “Or find something that holds your interest, pursue it, and make a living from it if you wish to leave. Or, you can remain with the monastery as you choose.”

      “Or, you can become a mundane warrior for the Order,” Darolen added. “Not all warriors need magic. Only Aesriphos.”

      “Wherever your heart lies, we will do our best to help you get there,” Kerac said. “That is what families do.”
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      The first month of traveling went by in grueling torture. They barely made it out of Evakis and into Haiana. Valis constantly needed relief from his evil saddle, which made the going slow and painful. Riding all day left Valis’ legs numb, his backside sore, and his back aching. He was a skilled rider, but he still ended up with saddle sores, aching testicles, and cramps in his legs every evening. His bedroll felt like it was made of rocks. The rain was cold, the sun too hot, and the food bland once they began hunting and foraging when supplies ran out. The only thing that made it bearable was the conversation.

      At least now Valis had gotten used to the routine and rested easily. He was no longer so tired when he laid down that he tossed and turned all night to eventually nod off in the wee morning hours. Nor did he do as other nights and instantly pass out the moment he was horizontal. He lay there in his tent listening to the sounds of the night, full from supper and only suffering a fraction of the weariness that had plagued him most of the journey.

      Just as he closed his eyes, Valis started awake at the sound of a moan. It came again a few moments later. As he sat up, Valis turned his head toward the sounds which came from the other tent. Kerac’s voice lilted in his native tongue between pleased sounds. The two Aesriphos had begun teaching him their language, but he couldn’t decipher those heated words.

      Something compelled him to get up. As quiet as he could, Valis pushed his cloak and the coverlet of his bedroll aside, got up and stole out of his tent. He stopped cold as someone muffled a strangled murmur. Fidgeting, Valis fought with the urge to dash back into his tent, and the opposite urge to go make sure Kerac was all right. Out of the two, he had become more attached to Kerac after that morning, watching him dissolve into tears and snot in Darolen’s arms.

      Another pleased moan told Valis that Kerac was enjoying himself, but that just made Valis curious. He crept to the flaps of the tent Kerac shared with Darolen and peeked between them as quietly as he could.

      Pressing his lips together, Valis held his breath to keep in the gasp at what he saw. Kerac rested on his back, legs wrapped about Darolen’s waist as they moved as one atop their combined bedrolls. Both were nude, laying haphazardly amid their combined bedrolls, a jar of some clear liquid next to Kerac’s head, and an oily sheen coating Kerac’s hip nearest him, glinting in the low light from the lamp that hung from the center support. The warrior’s long black hair pooled around his head unbound. His face contorted in a mask of pure bliss as Darolen suckled at his throat and jaw.

      Valis’ lungs burned for air. Desperate not to be found out, he forced himself to take slow, quiet breaths as he watched in wonder. Kerac slowly turned his head, his mouth parted. A breath later, Darolen found his mouth with his own and claimed it. Their jaws worked, and when their lips parted in their languid movements, Valis saw the slow tangle of tongues as they kissed.

      Kerac’s hands roved Darolen’s back, fingers digging into flesh. His hips shifted to tilt up further toward Darolen’s groin. He whimpered a word into Darolen’s mouth and the rhythm changed to short, choppy, fast thrusts that had Kerac mewling. The sound of his pleading voice made Valis’ pants grow uncomfortably tight around his growing erection. He bit his lips together harder as he rubbed his palm against his aching need.

      Head thrashing from side to side in his ecstasy, Kerac writhed beneath Darolen, his voice husky and begging in wordless cries that he tried to keep quiet. Valis couldn’t force himself to look away. Mesmerized, he inhaled deeply through his nose and caught the scent of their musk. It drove his arousal into a burning ache that nearly had him doubled over.

      Darolen’s movements became jerky, and he grunted a word. Shifting onto his left elbow, he gave Valis the perfect view as his hand stole between their sweat-slicked bodies. His thick fingers circled around Kerac’s shaft and stroked him fast from root to tip. He covered Kerac’s mouth in a searing kiss to muffle his cries as milky fluid shot between them from Kerac’s penis. Soon after, Darolen shuddered with a grunt and the kiss turned tender again as they panted from their exertion.

      Valis stared a moment longer. Then, he stumbled away and scurried back to his own tent. His hands trembled as he tied the flaps shut. He bit down on his hand to keep back the whimper as he shoved his pants down to free himself and flopped onto his bedroll. Breathless, Valis reached down and his inexperienced hand jerked at his erection until he found the right pressure, motion and rhythm to ease the ache. The sensation became powerful. It washed over him until he wallowed around and ended up on his side, curled into a ball as he stroked himself.

      The image of Kerac and Darolen burned bright in his mind. He moved to the image of Darolen stroking Kerac’s length and tried to match the rhythm as he sought release. His climax came so suddenly that he couldn’t bite down on the strangled shout that escaped him as the world exploded into a white haze that threatened to drown him.

      Darolen reached his tent first. Both wore pants and worried expressions until they saw Valis’ position and state of half-dress. Kerac turned a knowing smirk on Valis as he patted Darolen’s shoulder and shooed him out of the tent with a gentle word.

      Once they were alone, Kerac sat next to the bedroll. Valis’ cheeks burned with embarrassment and shame. The Aesriphos stroked his flushed cheek. His cool fingers felt blissful against his overheated skin, and he instinctively turned his face into the touch. “Do you feel better?”

      Valis desperately wanted to hide his face, but he only closed his eyes and nodded.

      “Breathe, Valis,” Kerac crooned. “All is well. There is no shame in what you did.” When Valis shuddered, Kerac sighed and rubbed warmth into his back. “I noticed you watching us.”

      His cheeks burned hotter and Valis ducked his head. The Aesriphos chuckled and smoothed his fingers over Valis’ brow. “There is no shame in that, either. Have you ever done this before?” he asked, pointing to the smear of ejaculate next to him.

      Shaking his head, Valis whimpered and fought to control his breathing.

      “I see.” How Kerac put so much understanding and paternity in those two words was a miracle. Valis watched, unblinking, as the man traced a circle around the thick fluid, careful not to actually touch it. “You know this is what impregnates a woman to create children, yes?”

      He stared at the smear in awe and shook his head. Kerac sighed and wiped his finger clean of the dirt on his pants. “Your parents have much to atone for.” With a shake of his head, Kerac went back to rubbing warm circles on Valis’ naked back. “Well, now you know. What you saw is how children are created if the act is between a man and a woman.”

      His tone remained tender and patient as he explained. “Aesriphos are not allowed to create children. It is why female Aesriphos are not paired with males. We pair in same-sex bonds called Ezhav which has no direct translation to your tongue. It is like a marriage, perhaps holier. The Ezhav can only be broken by death of one or both Aesriphos.”

      Kerac smoothed his fingers through Valis’ hair. Each pass made the knots of Valis’ tense muscles loosen until he lay boneless beside him. “Do you have to?”

      “Enter an Ezhav?” When Valis nodded, Kerac chuckled softly. “No. Some Priests remain chaste. Some in the monastery wish families with children and leave to make it so, or remain to raise them in service. Some of us choose to have families… only to find someone we mesh with, and the Ezhav chooses us.”

      “Was that how it was with you?” The gentle touches had Valis’ skin on fire, but he tried to tamp it down.

      “Yes. I was drawn to Darolen’s quiet strength. I wanted, more than anything, to become Aesriphos. But I feared the bond,” Kerac explained. “Aesriphos must travel in pairs for a number of reasons. The bonding itself is spiritual though the sex strengthens our bond as both Brothers of the Order and Ezhav mates. As a pair, we work together seamlessly. One keys into Phaerith’s power while the other directs the magic for use. This keeps our magical focus thin so that we can keep our eyes and focus on the battlefield for physical combat. We are able to protect each other. Being so very close, it makes us desperate, in a way, to keep the other safe at all costs. We are each other’s conscience and best friends.”

      He grinned as his eyes took on a faraway glint. “Darolen fascinated me when I first met him. I was just about to head for the nearest High Priest to confess my need to remain solitary when I saw him training in the courtyard. Most other warriors make noise when fighting, whether shouts and exclamations, or jeers while having fun in training. Darolen made not a sound. His sword sang as it sliced the air. He caught me staring and, without a word, tossed me a practice blade and beckoned me over.”

      “Did you know then?” Valis asked. “That the Ezhav chose you?”

      Kerac chuckled and shook his head. “No. Darolen knew, but I was still too afraid of the bond to recognize it. It took months of becoming friends, and even then I was scared.”

      “How did you know?”

      His grin dimpled his cheeks as he said, “Darolen grew tired of my fear. Exasperated by it, he pressed me against a wall and kissed me. It was so gentle, even the way he held me captive by the wall, that it sundered all of my defenses. That fear dissolved completely soon after when I grew desperate for those kisses in the following weeks.”

      The heat drained from his cheeks some time ago, and now Valis heard the tenderness in Kerac’s voice like a song. He matched his grin. “I hope to find something like that.”

      Kerac brightened. It made him look far younger, which made Valis’ grin grow. It only dimmed when Kerac bent down and kissed Valis’ temple, drawing a sleepy sigh from him. “I hope you do, as well. Darolen is my heart. It is a great and precious thing to be so in love and loved in return.” The skin around his eyes crinkled with amusement as he pointed a finger toward Valis’ now flaccid penis. “Just don’t go looking for an Ezhav with this.” He pressed his palm over Valis’ heart. “When you find it, this will feel as if bursting. If in doubt, Phaerith will guide you.”

      “What if I find a woman I feel that way about?”

      That kind smile returned and Kerac helped Valis pull his pants up. He tucked him into his bedroll and smoothed his cloak over him to keep out the night’s chill. “You will not be able to join the Order as Aesriphos, but you may still be a Priest as not all are solitary, or remain with the monastery in servitude to raise a family in another role. Or you may leave to build a life outside the monastery. Your options do not close.”

      Valis yawned and nodded. “Sounds good.”

      Kerac rustled around, making quick work of cleaning up Valis’ mess. Then he leaned close and pressed another warm kiss to his temple, smoothed a hand along his arm and down the length of his body to his knee. “Sleep now, Valis. We still have a long journey before we reach Arlvor.”
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      By the end of the second month of travel, Valis grew accustomed to the saddle. It almost became a source of comfort. The change in scenery from the rolling plains of Haiana to the dense forests of Airal, and now into a mountainous area of Sadai made time go by fast. The worry that his uncle may be following still nagged at his mind, but the sights, sounds, scents, and constant conversation helped to ease those fears. Perhaps his uncle had given up on him. Perhaps he was too weak to follow, or they had lost him along the way. It was a heady feeling to think that he had escaped all of his family as easily as he had become accustomed to traveling from sunrise to dusk. Now, slogging through the heat of summer’s last legs was only made bearable by the comfort from his companions and the ease in which he had come to trust them completely. He looked over to Kerac and smiled. The warrior stared at Darolen’s back with such love that it made Valis ache inside. And as every day passed, he felt more like that love encompassed him, too.

      With Darolen in the point position, Kerac sometimes fell back behind the pack animals—the one with their gear, the one carrying his bound father and their food, and the two pulling the wagon with all Valis’ valuables. This usually happened when they came near towns or other travelers. He noticed both Aesriphos became tense every time they heard hooves approaching, so maybe they were worried about his uncle, too. Though, now that they were once again in wilderness, Kerac rode beside him in comfortable silence.

      Hating to break that calm silence, Valis turned his attention to the jerky in his hand and gnawed another bite off the strip. When he glanced up again, Kerac sat watching him with a steady, serious frown.

      “What?”

      That expression broke, and he huffed a laugh. “My apologies. I did not realize I was thinking so intently.” He shifted in his saddle and sighed as he turned his gaze forward. “I want Darolen to start teaching you self-defense. Soon we will be in hostile lands. Darolen and I can and will protect you with all that we are, but I want to make sure you aren’t helpless in case one… or both of us fall.”

      The lump of jerky got stuck in his throat, and Valis choked it down. He pressed his lips together and took a deep breath through his nose like he would when he knew he was about to face his father’s wrath over something. Kerac squeezed his bicep.

      “We are capable, Valis,” he said. “Trust in us as you have throughout this journey. Just… do this for me… for my peace of mind. Please.”

      “Why is it hostile?” Valis coughed to get the rest of the jerky out of his windpipe and swallowed. “What’s going on?”

      Kerac sighed and stared ahead. “Bandits frequent the trails, woods and roads between here and Isrivo more readily than anywhere else I have seen in our travels. Isrivo itself is in civil war as the monarch has lost favor with a certain faction. Travelers are harassed and exiled at best, killed if the guards are cruel. Sadai, Mivali and Sithera are on edge due to Isrivo’s constant attacks and the influx of bandits, so they are also hostile toward outsiders, no matter how good their intentions.”

      He pressed his lips together hard and frowned. “And then there is still the threat of your uncle. We can’t be too careful, and I want you armed in case anything goes sideways. You must be prepared, even if nothing happens.”

      Valis shuddered. He huddled in his saddle and gripped the reins tighter. “I’ll do what you want. I don’t want to be any more of a burden than I already have been. I don’t want to hold you and Darolen back.”

      From the front, Darolen laughed. “You have neither held us back, nor been a burden, Valis.”

      “Truly,” Kerac said gently. “We would not have asked you to join us if we weren’t prepared to teach you what you need to know, and care for you when you are unable to care for yourself. You have been a joy, Valis.”

      “For both of us,” Darolen added in a serious tone.

      Kerac caught his hand and drew it toward him as he edged his horse closer to Valis’ steady black gelding. He kissed his palm since he couldn’t reach his temple and smiled. “Think of it as preparation for swordsmanship and unarmed combat lessons when we reach Cadoras.”

      After a moment of thought, Valis nodded. He squeezed Kerac’s hand and laced their fingers together. The months he’d spent with the two warriors had turned his feelings of hero worship into a deep affection that they both returned in their own ways. Kerac was more open with his hugs and chaste kisses. Darolen often gave his affection with a squeeze of his shoulder or merely a look that held his entire heart’s warmth.

      They were more his family than his parents had ever been. That thought both terrified, confused, and warmed him in an often dizzying cyclone of emotions. Especially now that he was more able to interpret most of Darolen’s gruff tones and the differences in his silent looks. He wasn’t as stern and angry all the time as Valis had expected, just quiet and with a deep, rumbling voice that now served as a comfort instead of a constant source of anxiety.

      Kerac didn’t pull away. Instead, he squeezed his hand back and let their joined hands hang between them until their arms grew tired and it was time to make camp. As was now habit, Valis dismounted and set up his own tent while Kerac set up the larger one for himself and Darolen. Darolen went to erect the holy shield over the camp site to keep out predators and bandits.

      Once the tent stood tall, Valis began care for the horses. Each had their own personality. His own was even-tempered and gentle. That was what he loved about his gelding. That and the fact he remained absolutely still when Valis mounted or dismounted as Valis was often clumsy just after breakfast or when they finally stopped for the evening. When he reached for Kerac’s silver stallion, the horse pranced away with a playful neigh. He was a bright spot in the gloom, always a proud and beautiful sight, with a good personality and graceful gait. It took offering a bit of dried apple for him to obey so Valis could remove the bridle and saddle. He always remained still for the subsequent brushing as that seemed his favorite thing in the world.

      Darolen’s bay mare was as solid, quiet and confident a presence as her rider. She regarded him as he approached and snorted at him until he offered the bit of apple. He soon learned that if he gave to one, he had to give to all seven, or they got complexes. As she munched her apple, she butted her head into his chest and then went back to grazing on the stunted grass. Much like Darolen, she always let her affection show in subtle ways, but every now and again, she needed to show it in more solid butts of her head, or a gentle lipping of his fingers. Something to show she appreciated him and liked having his presence near. He fondled her ears to return the affection, and chuckled when she rubbed her face on his thigh, asking for more petting.

      “You’re ruining our horses,” Kerac teased.

      “What do you mean?” Valis asked as he went to start brushing Darolen’s mare down.

      “You spoil them with fruit and thorough grooming,” he laughed. “I never realized how negligent Darolen and I were with the horses until watching you make them shine brighter than those ridden in royal parades and give them so much affection that they practically bow to your every whim.”

      “They carry us and our gear.” Valis shrugged and patted Darolen’s mare’s shoulder. “Just as we deserve the comfort of bedrolls and warm tents, they deserve the comfort of being cared for correctly when they are unburdened.”

      “They respect you,” Darolen rumbled. He grinned over at Valis and his dutiful mare. “I think she likes you more than me.”

      Valis frowned as he brushed through the mare’s long mane. “Showing mom love made father beat us. Father hated me.” He shrugged again and rubbed the mare’s ear. “I had to give my love to someone. Our horses were the best at giving it back.”

      A warm body pressed against his back and arms flowed around him. Instinctively, Valis turned to bury his face in Kerac’s throat, only to find the scent wrong. Darolen hugged him tight and briefly nuzzled into his hair with a rumbled purr of contentment. It left Valis dizzy, and all his worries fled as if they had never been.

      Struck dumb, Valis sagged against him and followed through to tuck his face into the curve of the older warrior’s throat. His embrace was just as tender as Kerac’s, but more special because Valis knew it would be a rare and precious thing. He was also stronger and bulkier than Kerac, which made his hugs feel more secure, made Valis feel safer.

      “You make us proud,” his gruff voice murmured into Valis’ ear. “Spoil them all you like.” He squeezed him almost painfully, but it felt so good. “Just save some love for us.”

      His wits returned, and he wrapped his arms about Darolen’s chest. As he hugged back he let out a contented little rumble of appreciation. He found that Darolen had removed his plate armor and wore only leather pants and a soft cotton shirt. It let him feel every line of muscle in the Paladin’s body. Bolstered by his strength, Valis tucked closer. “I will. I promise.”

      To Valis’ surprise, Darolen pressed a kiss to the crown of his head. He squeezed again and let go to shoo him back to his mare’s care. He then left Valis with warm tingles skating along his nerves and went back to his quiet reserve to help Kerac with supper preparations.

      Valis returned to his work with a grin. Once he had the mare shining, worked on the pack horses, and had feed bags hung on them all, he joined Kerac and Darolen at the fire. Supper passed in silence. Some daylight still lingered, and they lazed about the fire for a while to let their food settle. Then Darolen stood and gathered his and Kerac’s swords.

      “Up you get,” he said to Valis. He handed him Kerac’s sword and motioned with his own toward a bare spot of ground within the shimmering golden shield. “Time for your first lesson.”

      With a grunt, Valis got up, took the sword and followed Darolen toward the appointed area. He thought they would be sparring, but instead, Darolen took up a spot next to him a few arm-length’s away. Facing out, he squared his shoulders, planted his feet shoulder-width apart, and motioned for Valis to mimic his stance and movements.

      Valis spent the rest of the evening learning sword forms. Darolen came up to him only when he needed physical assistance to get the form perfect. By the time the stars came out, and the moon hung pregnant above them in bone-white splendor, Valis felt like he got trampled by a herd of horses… and maybe a stampede of cattle after. Every muscle ached. His back twinged. His legs felt like jelly beneath him. Sleep had never sounded so good. But he still had to clean Kerac’s sword, wash up a little from how much he sweat, and drink enough water to drown a horse to quench his thirst.

      Darolen smirked at him and clapped him on the shoulder. Just that little tap nearly sent Valis sprawling into the grass. “You did well. In the morning, we will all start physical training. Kerac and I have been lax these last few months. You need to build up more strength to wield a sword correctly.”

      Valis could only groan and try not to crawl on his hands and knees toward the barely mediocre comfort of his smelly tent.
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      Three months of physical training and sword forms twice a day not only built up Valis’ strength and stamina, but it also grew his appetite exponentially. Ravenous, he mowed through their rations like he hadn’t eaten in months. And, he did this three times a day. Their journey slowed to a crawl in the brisk autumn weather, as they had to stop for the midday meal, rather than eating in the saddle.

      Neither Aesriphos seemed to mind. Valis grew exceedingly glad of that, even though it embarrassed him. He even resorted to carrying more snacks than just jerky. At the moment, he tore through an apple. A short while ago, he demolished three biscuits. The hour before that, he went through two muffins that they bought in the previous town.

      No matter how much he ate, he never felt truly sated. Water went quicker than the air he breathed. Traveling with the two Aesriphos, Valis continued to pick up their language—partly because they taught him, and mostly just by listening and practicing with them in conversation. Now he was good enough to understand most things. Ahead, Darolen murmured to Kerac over his shoulder that he detoured them toward another town to pick up more supplies.

      Valis frowned. He cleared his throat of the bit of apple skin and spoke in only slightly broken Arlvorian. “We’ll use the money from selling my farmstead. No more odd jobs for food. I’m making this trip longer than necessary already.”

      “You are still growing!” Kerac laughed. “You have another five years or so, yet.”

      Valis cocked his head to the side. “I’m eighteen…”

      “You are also mageborn,” Darolen said. “You will age slower, live longer, and grow more. Your father is a good head or more taller than you. Have you never noticed how short you are compared to us? How you have to tilt your head up and stand on your toes to tuck your face into our throats?”

      “I just thought that was because of regional differences,” Valis said, “like those from most countries in Loron have dark skin while some of our southern countries have bronze and most in the north are fair.”

      Kerac nodded as he regarded him. “That could play a part, but I do not think that is wholly the case. And, if what we are thinking is true, it may mean you do possess the inherent abilities of a mage. I think testing is in order when possible.”

      “What does the test entail?” Valis found he was more curious than afraid. He knew that Kerac and Darolen would never hurt him unless necessary, and necessary usually only came in their twice-daily training, and never in a way that was permanent or too much to bear. It never interfered with the next morning’s strength training, or the evening’s sparring or forms practice.

      “Mostly teaching you simple spells to see if you are able to cast them, I think,” Kerac said. “I do not possess the capacity to test you as the Patron Priest would. We might be able to teach you how to draw upon power, direct your focus, and cast a spell. If it works and you can cast, you have the ability.”

      “And if I fail?”

      “It may either be latent and waiting,” Darolen said, “or you are a layman with the lucky bonus of a mage’s lifespan, or we have failed in teaching you. We are not experts in any sense of the word when it comes to teaching others.”

      Valis tried not to think too hard on that. He laughed and rubbed the back of his neck. “How do you know I’m not just short?”

      “Because you eat more than you weigh!” Kerac cackled and pointed at him, his finger indicating the half-eaten apple clutched in one fist, then the satchel of snacks hanging from his shoulder. “Your appetite is a force of nature.”

      “I’m not that bad,” Valis groused. “Am I?”

      Darolen turned around in his saddle, confident that his mare wouldn’t trot off a cliff and gave him a wicked grin. “When we first started out, you ate two meals a day, plus a small meal in the saddle.”

      Valis wrinkled his nose. Darolen went on. “Now, you have six meals a day, three of them in the saddle.”

      Hanging his head, Valis drooped in said saddle. “Sorry.”

      “Don’t be sorry!” Kerac cried. “You’re still growing, and you are training hard every day. Before the training, your body was used to a set meal portion and schedule. Now that you are putting your body under the stresses of rigorous training, it requires more fuel. We expected this to some extent when we began your training, Valis.”

      He sighed and glanced up at Kerac only to find an amused grin. Somehow that made everything better, and he straightened up again… and finished his browning apple. “How far is the nearest town, do you think? We could eat at a tavern tonight.”

      “Oh, no,” Kerac said, suddenly serious. “The threat of your uncle notwithstanding, we are in Sithera now. We get supplies and get out of town as fast as we can before the imperial guards catch wind that we’re foreigners. We must be more alert now than ever, as the closer to Isrivo we get, the more danger we are in.”

      “How will they find out? You speak their language perfectly from what I’ve heard.”

      Kerac pointed to the horse-drawn wagon that carried his chests full of money. “Your gold is stamped with your country’s emblem. We may need to hide your golden hair, but that may prove useless. It will be a matter of time before the merchants spread word just from the gold. Shortly after, the town will practically crawl with guards wanting to question us and exile us to their nearest border, if we’re lucky.”

      “Oh.” That was an understatement. Valis’ stomach turned to ice, and he nodded. “I’ll keep quiet since I only speak Evaki and Arlvorian.”

      “Good lad,” Darolen said from the front. “You stay with Kerac, and I will get what we need. We arrive shortly.”

      As they crested the next hill, Valis saw the sprawling town in the valley below. He drew his hood over his head to obscure his hair. They still had a while of daylight left yet, so sounds reached their ears as shouts echoed from hawkers selling their wares and children playing. The ring of rolling, densely forested hills made even the far-away sounds echo as if they came from just ahead.

      When they reached the town, Kerac dropped back into position behind the last pack horse that he situated behind the wagon, and Darolen led them through the streets to the town’s center.

      As Valis looked around, his stomach knotted. Surrounding them in the streets milled people with hair varying colors of black, brown, and a few with dark hair that shone like burnished copper. Eyes the color of dark clay mud stared at them from under bushy brows, some with unmasked contempt.

      The wind gusted and blew his hood back before Valis could catch it. Kerac muttered a curse behind him though the townsfolk only stared at him with his blond hair and pale blue eyes. Where their skin was fair, his held a natural golden tan, darker in some areas from working the fields. Where they seemed frail with waifish bodies, he sat broad and strong.

      That sick feeling washed over him more and more the deeper into the town they went. His clothes were different. His hair flowed long where they kept theirs cut short. The coats of the horses with Valis and the Aesriphos shone brightly from proper grooming where those littering the city were shaggy and drab. Even without opening his mouth, Valis could be spotted as a foreigner from yards away, his sun-bleached blond hair—if nothing else—acted as a banner proclaiming that he hailed from Evakis.

      His hands tightened on his reins until the leather of his gloves creaked. Ahead of him, Darolen sat taller. His shining armor seemed more accepted than Valis’ difference. Darolen kept his wavy brown hair short, and while Kerac’s raven black hair came to his waist, it fluttered behind him in the breeze from the tether at his nape. Both had fairer skin. Darolen had the more classic brown eyes while Kerac’s held more of a golden hue and neither would seem far removed from the people staring at them from a distance.

      Just look at Darolen’s back. It’ll be harder for them to see your eyes, he told himself. He sighed and tried to do that, but the townsfolk seemed almost as curious of him as he was of them. Only a few frowned at them. Fewer still feigned indifference. The ones who showed contempt and whispered with others near them made Valis’ blood run cold, but he still couldn’t stop gawking.

      He took deep, calming breaths. The sword on Valis’ hip suddenly felt like an anvil hung there instead. Will I have to use it? We haven’t gotten to do much sparring yet. He steeled himself and forced his hands to stop their trembling. All will be well. Kerac and Darolen will make it so.

      They stopped at the street market. When Darolen dismounted, he held a hand up for Valis and Kerac to remain ahorse. He wandered the wheeled carts that held vendors’ displays as he picked out dried meat and produce, bread and travel biscuits, cheese and a treat for Valis that they made sure to buy at every stop: fresh milk. The merchants seemed eager to help him pack the groceries to the pack horse that carried Valis’ father and the remainder into the already overburdened wagon. In return, Darolen counted out coins from his own purse, having removed enough from Valis’ hoard before they reached the town to secure provisions for another stretch of their journey.

      Everything seemed to go well. But having lived with his father, Valis wondered when everything he feared would happen, would happen ten times worse. He knew it was coming, but that didn’t make him feel any better. Sweat trickled down the middle of his back and slicked his palms. His gut felt like the bottom kept dropping out of it. That always meant trouble would soon find him. It never failed before. Why would it now?

      Darolen finished counting out coins. The Sitheran man recounted aloud so that neither could cheat the other. Hurry up, old man. Please, Gods, hurry!

      Just as the old man finished counting the coins and dropped them into his purse with a small bow, Valis’ gut pitted again. He looked around, but nothing seemed out of place. He glanced behind him. Kerac smiled gently when their eyes met, then frowned and mouthed, “Are you all right?”

      Valis shook his head and glanced around again. That frown deepened and Kerac urged Darolen to his horse. Soon they moved through the town, but that feeling never eased. It only worsened. The buildings pressed in on him. The people loomed too close. Darolen kept having to call to them to move out of his way.

      Shouts arose from behind them. Kerac let out a cry of surprise and growled an expletive Valis didn’t understand. His stomach pitted again, and he turned and gasped as four armed men pulled Kerac from his horse. Heart in his throat, he turned back around and shouted, “Darolen! They have Kerac!”

      Darolen spun his horse around. He came up beside Valis. His hand darted out, grabbed the collar of his shirt and jerked him close. Eyes hard with fury and worry, he growled, “Run. Don’t look back. We’ll find you. GO!”

      He smacked Valis’ horse hard on the rump and the gelding surged forward at a gallop so fast that it nearly unseated him. The pack horses tethered to his saddle screamed and struggled to keep up. The wagon bounced along the cobbled road, and Valis had only a second’s spare thought to thank all that was holy they had secured everything well, and apart from the wagon shattering, his belongings would remain safe. Or, so he hoped.

      People shouted and dove out of his way as Valis maneuvered through the streets. Once he broke to the other side of town, his gelding’s stride lengthened. The pack horses, given more room to spread out, now kept up easily. He had to keep glancing back to check on the two pulling the wagon, but they seemed just as frantic to leave the town as Valis, and kept up even though they heaved for every breath and foam coated their mouths.

      With no time to truly think, Valis gave his horse the lead to take him on the path of least resistance, and focused only on getting as far away from the town as possible while still going in the general direction they headed for the last few weeks.

      With a glance behind him, he cursed. The horses left behind huge divots in their passing, giant trails from the wagon wheels. The recent rain made the ground so soft that finding him would be child’s play. Please let it only be Kerac and Darolen who find me. Sovras, please help them. I can’t find my way alone.

      A copse of trees forced him to slow down. The pack horses could get their tethers tangled with the trees and jerk the saddle out of position if he wasn’t careful. The wagon could easily get caught on low-lying scrub, or break a wheel on an exposed root. As he picked his way between the trunks, he listened intently for the sounds of pursuit. Hunger, anxiety, adrenaline, and worry made him queasy. His gelding sensed his unease now that they weren’t on a mad dash and started to act up, prancing and fighting against the reins.

      “Easy, boy,” Valis murmured. “I need you to be calm.”

      The soft words and the fond touch Valis used when rubbing the beast’s neck eased his horse just as they reached the other side of the copse, and he urged his mount on up the hill. Soft ground gave way to hard packed dirt and rocky terrain. While it would make it harder for Kerac and Darolen to find him, that was fine because it meant he was harder to track for everyone else, too.

      As he crested the hill, he turned to look back down into the valley and froze in the saddle. A pack of five horses pounded after him with guards astride them in black armor where Darolen and Kerac wore silver with gold and blue gilding. Something shimmered alongside them, invisible, but Valis doubted his mind was playing tricks on him. It made his stomach pit, but he couldn’t do anything about it now. Swallowing hard, he turned back around and urged his small herd of horses into a ground-eating gallop. A forest loomed not far ahead, and he aimed straight for it. It would slow him down, but it would give him cover and hopefully make him harder to track.

      Just as he broke the tree line, an arrow with glowing black magic swirling about the shaft whistled by his head and struck the nearest tree in front of him. Several thocks sounded behind him, and when he looked, three arrows stuck out from the wagon’s sides at skewed angles. The first came so close to his head that he felt the air disturbance near his left cheek. Too close. Sovras, please help me! How did they catch up that fast? They were so far behind!

      Not daring to look back to see if the arrow came from long range or close behind, Valis forced himself to put his focus forward. He maneuvered through the forest as best he could with two horses tethered to his saddle, and two more trying to haul what had to be thousands of pounds of gold through an uneven forest floor. Somehow they all seemed to know not to go around random trees and remained close. Up one hill, down another, through a ravine and over a stream, Valis did his best to try to lose his pursuers. White foam coated the lips of all his horses now from the frantic run. When he stopped to listen, all he heard were the chirps of birds and the chatter of squirrels and other forest animals.

      No hoof beats echoed through the trees. No shouts arose. No arrows whispered past his face. He lost them.

      And now, Valis was lost, too.
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      “Do I set up the tents, or do I just unpack my bedroll?” he asked his gelding. The poor horse didn’t even have a name. Every time he named something, his father would get rid of it or kill it out of spite. He found early on that if he loved something, it became nameless. He busied himself with the animal, anything to settle his anxiety. What was that shimmer that kept pace with the guards? Why had the arrow been surrounded by black magic? Were the guards Qos adherents? Was that arrow from his uncle’s bow? He shuddered at the thought, and suddenly wished, more than anything, that Kerac and Darolen were with him. That he had a shield around the spot where he had decided to make camp.

      Now, though, since he couldn’t do anything about his predicament, he searched for a name. “Chath,” he said, and pressed a trembling kiss between the gelding’s eyes, more for his own comfort than for his horse’s. “Your name is Chath. Gods know after that run, you deserve a name.”

      The horse nickered and lowered his head to graze on the few sprigs of grass that grew on the forest floor among the blanket of fallen leaves and pine needles. It was almost like the beast was staying calm in order to calm his rider, but Valis huffed a laugh and pushed that thought to the side. His horse was great at many things, but could he actually be trying to calm him? Was that possible? He couldn’t afford to keep his thoughts on that track. In the broken gloom, light swiftly faded as evening set in. He should light a fire and cook some of the food. Maybe Kerac and Darolen would find him before he bedded down. Maybe they would be hungry when they found him. But a fire would be disastrous with the dying trees so dense, or it would under Valis’ care. It would also be a beacon to anyone looking for him. In the Aesriphos’ case, that was a good thing. For the others, it would be very, very bad.

      His stomach churned. Where were Darolen and Kerac? Had they survived? Would they ever find him? Tears threatened to sting his eyes, the skin around them tightening, pressure building. To distract himself, he debated on whether to unburden his horses. If he took off their packs and tack, and his pursuers found him, he would have to leave four horses, the wagon, and everything but what he could quickly grab behind. He swallowed hard enough that it hurt. He may not even be able to grab anything. May not be able to do much more than run on foot. The shudder left him breathless, and he set to work. If he didn’t unburden them, his horses wouldn’t be fresh come morning.

      With a sigh that threatened to become a sob, Valis shook his head and started dismantling the pack harnesses and yokes. “Some of us should be comfortable.”

      If he didn’t get to work, he’d spend the entire night fretting and making himself sick. He couldn’t afford either. Yes, he had a frantic, terrifying run from guards. Yes, Kerac and Darolen had been delayed, perhaps even captured. Yes, he had nearly become a human spit roast on an arrow. That didn’t give him the right to lose his entire mind. Not when there was still a chance Darolen and Kerac would find him. They could be on their way right now, bloody and weary from battle, but they would be whole. They had to be whole. Please, Sovras, let them be whole.

      Taking care of the horses would help to both soothe Valis and show he could still adhere to duty, even when his mind was blasted with worry. He needed it, and so did the horses. And once he set to work, his stomach calmed, at least a little. After he finished grooming the beasts, he went into his normal routine. Food first, small things he didn’t have to cook. He let himself enjoy a brief rest to let his meal settle, then set to work on his physical training. Exercising gave him a purpose and let his mind go blank. It took the fear and uncertainty away for at least a short while.

      When he finished his sword forms, he looked up to see a blanket of stars peeking out between the mostly bare branches that canopied the forest. Boulders, it seemed, sat in his stomach and rolled around when he moved. Whether it was just worry, or his food being uncooperative, he didn’t care. But, he sipped some of the milk Darolen bought to try to settle it.

      Without enough light to see by, Valis shrugged off the idea of setting up a tent. Instead, he put the rest of his milk away, fetched his bedroll and unrolled it near the horses, close enough to feel their presence, but far enough away not to get accidentally stepped on. He crawled into it, clothes, boots and all, and draped his cloak over top to keep out the deep chill.

      Please, Sovras—Phaerith, let Kerac and Darolen be all right. Help them find me. I was such a coward for blindly running. Such a fool. He huffed a frosty breath and turned to his side to face the horses. I’m so lost I may never make it out of the forest without help, let alone all the way to Arlvor.

      He tossed to his other side and something picked at his mind. It nagged until he looked around and caught the glint of his sword a few feet away where it rested against his saddle. He shuddered. Without his two Aesriphos there, he wasn’t in the protective bubble of their holy shield. Without a fire, no animal would hesitate to come upon him. Without a tent, he felt exposed and vulnerable.

      Valis groaned and got on his hands and knees, then crawled out of his bedroll and picked up his sword. It was a gift from Darolen when they reached the last town before they ventured into Mivali from Sadai. Now he thanked every god for that gift as he clenched his eyes tight and held firm to the hilt and scabbard as he blindly crawled back to his bedroll.

      Once he tucked himself back in, Valis took the sword from its sheath and set the scabbard under the pillow sewn to his bedroll, then tucked the cold sword against his side under the cover, the hilt within easy grasp. This is as safe as I’m going to get tonight. Please, Phaerith, help them find me.

      With that last prayer tumbling through Valis’ mind in an unending echo, he drifted off to sleep.

      Moans drifted to him in his dreams. Valis squirmed. He got out of his bedroll and wandered out of his tent. Something wasn’t quite right. He couldn’t put a name to it, but it nagged at the back of his mind.

      Another pleased moan made his penis jerk in his pants, and he forgot all about it. He made his way to the tent where Kerac and Darolen made love and peered between the flaps to watch as he often did.

      Kerac rested on his hands and knees. His hair fell loose to the side of his face to shade his profile beautifully. Darolen thrust his hips against his lover’s ass in a languid rhythm that made Kerac’s back arch and roll in a gorgeous wave that made Valis’ breath catch and hold. Kerac lifted his head as he moaned, his lips parted and plump. He opened his eyes and grinned as he saw Valis peeking.

      “Come in,” he moaned. “Join us, Valis.”

      When Valis blushed and looked down, he noticed that he stood there already nude. Hadn’t he just been wearing pants? It didn’t matter. He fumbled with the tent flap’s ties. As he entered, the thick, heady scent of their sex enveloped him in warmth and burst his arousal to new heights. His penis hardened almost instantly as all his blood shot to his groin.

      Kerac reached for him with one hand. Valis took it. Drawn closer, Valis followed Kerac’s wordless demands. Valis sat when Kerac tugged on his hand. He pushed against Valis’ chest in an order for him to lie on his back.

      Valis shivered with anticipation. As he laid back, Kerac grasped his hips and pulled him closer. In the next moment, his hot, wet mouth enveloped his penis and laved its head with his tongue. Valis squirmed and moaned. His hand stole up to fist in Kerac’s long silken hair.

      The lantern that hung from the center support dimmed and went out. Leaves rustled, and the horses neighed in distress. Valis moaned again and reached for his groin to try to recapture his excitement, even though now it felt wrong, as if he’d just been lusting after family. Something hard covered his nose and mouth until his lungs burned for air. Valis tried to shout. He opened his eyes. No tent blocked out the canopy of leafless trees or the stars that peeked through the branches. Kerac and Darolen were gone. In their place knelt a strange man with hard black eyes. His gloved hand that smelled of grass, body odor, and old blood pressed harder against Valis’ nose and mouth to cut off his breathing completely as another man searched his things.

      Feeling the sword at his side, Valis shifted and grasped the hilt. In the next moment, warm liquid flowed over his hand, wrist, and down his forearm as he thrust it up and twisted. The man’s eyes widened. He drew his hand away from Valis’ face to clutch at the sword’s blade, close to where it entered his belly. Valis snatched the sword out of his gut, nearly slicing off the man’s fingers in the process, and leveled a hard punch to his cheek, backed with the strength of his sword hilt in his hand.

      He fought against his bedroll’s blanket and bolted to his feet. He staggered to the side, stomach clenching until the one nearest him collapsed. Whether he fell from blood loss or the punch, Valis couldn’t tell. The other man rose from his perch over Valis’ packs and drew his dagger. His clothes hung on his wiry frame in torn rags. His dark, greasy hair framed his face in short, limp strands. The gaunt face that stared at him practically glowed in the dark with how sallow he was.

      The man rushed forward as he reached behind him. He pulled a small wooden shield around as protection against Valis’ sword. It looked hastily handmade and useless, worn and beaten, and barely held together with rusted rivets and patched with cracked resin and frayed vines. What did he intend to do with that? Give Valis splinters? The man hunched behind the rotten wood, and with a wordless shout, he slammed forward. The knife struck out. Valis deflected it with his forearm. The shield hit his chest and knocked the wind out of him.

      His forearm burned with the cut. His chest ached. Valis swung without thinking. The bandit brought his shield around to block the blow. With a loud ring of steel and spray of splinters, the shield split in two. The bandit let out a bone-chilling scream. He tucked his broken arm to his chest and swung blindly with his knife.

      Valis leapt away easily. His mind grew blank as it normally did during forms. He swung in a high, wide arc. His blade rang as it hit the dagger the bandit brought up to parry. It didn’t give any resistance with the force of Valis’ blow. His blade never stuttered as it sliced through flesh and bone like a hot knife through warm tallow candles. Gore sprayed. It pumped out of the stump of the man’s neck as his head rolled a few feet away. In the next instant, the body’s knees gave out, and it crumpled to the forest floor with a dull thump.

      Valis stared at the severed head blankly. His gaze swung in slow motion toward the still body that rested on its back by his bedroll in a bleeding heap. When he shifted, his boots squished in the puddle of blood he stood in, the body’s neck still spurting the last dregs of its life onto his boots.

      Dawn’s early rays illuminated the forest just enough. Spits of crystalline snow swirled about him in a parody of purity among the gore. He looked down at himself in the morning light and frowned. His arm and clothes glistened with sticky red stains. The river from the neck finally subsided to a trickle on Valis’ boots instead of frantic gushes. The white flakes that tumbled down from the sky lasted less than a breath before being consumed by the thick pool that coalesced around his feet.

      Something tickled his cheek. He reached up to rub it and his hand came back wet with smears of blood.

      With a whimper, Valis stumbled back. His hands went numb and began to shake. Unable to feel his fingers, he dropped the sword and staggered to a tree to lean against it. A shudder ripped through him. It started from the crown of his head and ended in his feet. Tingles followed in unpleasant waves. It churned his stomach.

      It made him gag until he leaned forward and retched. He coughed up bile until all that came out was clear liquid, then sank to the ground. The tree’s bark scraped his cheek and temple on his way down and brought bright pain to his numbness.

      Steady tremors made his hands shake and twitch. Valis stared down at them, palms up, the right covered in red, the left smeared with stains and rivulets from the cut on his forearm. He gasped and his breath came back out in a low wail as he collapsed against the tree. Another breath, and the wail grew louder until his throat felt raw.

      Something crashed through the trees and underbrush. Valis barely heard it above his own cries. His heart hammered in his chest and threatened to break the cage that held it captive. His head pounded until the rush of his own blood roared in his ears, blocking out all other sound.

      A hand grabbed his shoulder and jerked him up from where he’d curled into a fetal position. Darolen stared down at him, his face bloody. He threw off his armored gloves and his large, rough hands molested every inch of Valis’ skin. When he finished, the larger man turned his head and called back to Kerac. “He is whole. Only a few scrapes and a cut.”

      Recognizing Darolen, hearing his voice, made something inside Valis break. His wails turned into body-wrenching, wet sobs. He clutched at Darolen’s armor until the Aesriphos scooped him up and stood. As he carried Valis toward the horses, Kerac came up to them and frowned with worry. With a word, he pressed his hand to Valis’ brow and everything went away.

      When he woke, Kerac held him on his lap and rocked. Valis looked down with blurry eyes to find himself dressed in clean, warm clothes. A bandage compressed his left forearm. His skin felt raw. His hands held a rosy tint, and he smelled the herbal scent of soap.

      Kerac smoothed a hand over his damp hair when he realized Valis woke. “How do you feel?”

      Everything flooded back, and Valis’ lower lip wobbled as tears welled in his eyes. “I killed them,” he whimpered. “I killed them…”

      “Oh, love.” Kerac clutched Valis to his chest and bowed his head over him. “I am glad you did. I could not bear it if they had killed you.” His words shivered and when he looked up again, tears glittered in his gaze. They turned his eyes to liquid gold. “You survived, Valis. Please, don’t leave me now.”

      Darolen leaned over until he looked down at Valis, too. “I’m proud of you,” he said. “You did exactly what I taught you to do.” He reached up and brushed Valis’ tears away with callused fingertips, ran his thumb just below the fringe of Valis’ lower lashes. “Don’t ever be sorry for taking a life while defending another, even when that other is your own. You cannot save the lives of the good if you are dead by the hands of the corrupt and insane. Regret leads your heart down the wrong path, Valis. It will poison you if you let it in.”

      Valis sniffled and nodded. His heart ached. His whole body ached. His heart just ached more than the rest. “How do you do it?” He buried his face against Kerac’s chest and sobbed a breath. “How?”

      Kerac pressed a long, fierce kiss to his temple, and murmured against his skin. “There is never joy in killing for us. You carry each life with you every day. Every single one is a scar on our souls, whittling away at our innocence.” He held Valis tighter and rocked again. “Their weight will strengthen you. The scars on the surface shield and protect that which remains cocooned and unscathed inside.”

      “Cry it out, Son,” Darolen said near his ear. “It’s the only way to move forward right now. It’s the only way to let go.”

      As if he needed that permission, Valis clutched at Kerac’s soft shirt and cried. It seemed like hours went by in a torrent of tears, snot and choked sobs. Somewhere in the middle, Valis got shuffled from Kerac’s lap to Darolen’s. Sometime after, he cried himself to sleep with Darolen’s deep, rumbling bass singing in his ear, muffled and garbled by Valis’ broken mind.

      He woke again tucked in a bedroll with a stuffed nose, sore throat, headache, and ravenous hunger. Vague scents of something cooking chased away the cobwebs that clung to his mind, and Valis sat up.

      “Look who’s awake,” Darolen murmured as he pointed at Valis.

      Kerac’s head whipped around and he rose from beside the fire. Long strides carried him to Valis’ side, and he smoothed down his flyaway hair. “How do you feel?”

      “Awful, thanks for asking.” Valis rubbed at his eyes and stretched. When he relaxed back into a natural position again, he turned his head and sneezed, spraying snot onto the tree next to him in clumps.

      With a chuckle, Kerac handed him a square of scrap cloth for his nose and rubbed his back. “You had us worried. You slept through midday. We’re preparing supper.”

      Valis took the cloth and noisily blew his nose until he could breathe easily through it again. “I’m starved. It smells good.”

      “Valis.” Kerac hooked a finger under Valis’ chin and tilted his head up to look at him. The serious frown on his face made Valis’ hands sweat. “We need to talk over dinner.”

      “About what?” Worry flooded him, and Valis shrank back. “What have I done?”

      “Oh, no. Love, no.” The man pulled him into a hug and sighed. “Nothing like that. I am sorry. You have done nothing wrong. Worry not.”

      “Then why does it have to wait for supper?” he asked. The warmth of Kerac’s body and his scent drew Valis closer until he picked his favorite position and tucked his face into the curve of the Aesriphos’ throat. “What’s wrong?”

      Kerac purred and shifted to sit down so he could hold Valis properly. “What was that look you gave me before I was unhorsed?”

      He shrugged. “I felt like I always feel before I get into trouble. My stomach pits and I feel an overwhelming sense of dread as if something evil is looming over me. I felt it when we rode through the town’s streets. Just before you got dragged off your horse, it got so bad that I felt sick.”

      “That sounds like a form of precognition,” Darolen said from the fire. “If he can be trained to hone that ability…”

      Kerac snorted and shifted. “I don’t think there is training for precognition. Either Phaerith strengthens it, or he does not.” He combed his fingers through Valis’ hair and sighed as he looked down. “The next time you have that feeling, Valis, tell us. It may save us all from future unwanted molestation.”

      Valis shuddered and scrubbed his hands over his face. “I will.”

      “Good.” He gave Valis a playful shove off his lap and swatted his backside. “To the fire. Supper is nearly ready.”

      Food sounded wonderful, but Valis hesitated. “There’s something else.”

      Both Kerac and Darolen looked at him, gave him their full attention. Darolen nodded. “What is it?”

      “When I was running, I glanced back. There were five guards chasing me, but something shimmered beside them.” He shivered and hugged his knees as he sat next to Kerac at the fire. The younger of the two Aesriphos wrapped a warm arm about his shoulders, just enough comfort that Valis went on. “An arrow narrowly missed my head, hit the tree next to me. It—it was… the shaft was surrounded by black magic.”

      Kerac hissed, but did little more than kiss Valis’ temple. “Let us worry about that. Darolen and I will shield us and keep an eye out. Let’s eat before your stomach starts scaring away the wildlife.”

      If he hadn’t believed them before, hadn’t trusted them, they now had all of Valis’ trust and more.
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      The next week crawled by. The threat of his uncle chasing them seemed to be put to the side as Valis kept getting more morose every day. Valis shifted in his saddle and stared down at his hands. He snugged his winter cloak about his shoulders. Every time he looked at his hands, he saw the phantom smears of blood. Every time he smelled cooked meat now, he smelled the gore. He tried to turn his attention away from it. Even with gloves, he saw the blood, and it sickened him, and made him want to regress back into a catatonic state. But, he couldn’t do that to Darolen and Kerac. They had enough to worry about without him making things worse. He already made things worse, but he couldn’t seem to help it.

      The early days of winter raged around them, spitting snow some days, blowing gusts of freezing wind on others. The only sounds that reached his ears seemed to be the endless crunch of crusted snow under hooves, the creak and squeal of wagon wheels in desperate need of oil and repair, and the beasts’ snorts. The only reprieve from that monotony was that Kerac kept trying to talk to him, and that became a monotony all its own. Every time, he asked the same questions. Are you all right? Do you want to talk about it? What can I do?

      Every time, Valis answered with silence. What could Kerac or Darolen do? Nothing.

      “Talk to me, Valis,” Kerac murmured from his side. “I worry.”

      At least he started with something new. When he looked over, Kerac held out a pouch of jerky. Valis shook his head and returned his gaze to his hands, trying desperately not to see the bandits blood glistening at him. Trying not to hear the squish of his boots in the congealed mess after beheading the bastard. “I’m not hungry.”

      In truth, even the smell of food made Valis’ stomach roil with nausea. It took every ounce of his control and force of will to eat the three main meals, and even then he had trouble eating more than a few mouthfuls. Meat upset his stomach worse than anything else. Even though he knew it tasted wonderful, all he could really taste was tacky gore.

      Kerac pressed the pouch of jerky to his shoulder. “You need to eat, Valis.”

      Anger welled in his gut and he took a deep breath to try to tame it. “I told you. I’m not hungry.”

      Darolen glanced over his shoulder from the front and frowned. “You tried, Kerac. Leave him be.”

      When Darolen turned back around, Kerac sighed and tucked the jerky back into his saddlebag. Valis shivered and pulled the cloak about himself tighter. He ducked his head and pulled up the hood, more to block out Kerac’s worried frown in his periphery than to keep out the chill.

      “Valis…” Sorrow tinged Kerac’s voice, but he said nothing else. When Valis looked over again, Kerac had dropped back to the end of the line. He stayed there until they stopped to camp for the night.

      Once Valis dismounted, he set to work as he did every evening. First the tent, then the horses. Though, as he removed his father from the rump of the pack horse, he stared at him.

      Roba’s face, aglow with the golden stasis spell, stared up at him. His expression remained the same from when the paladins cast the spell. His brows knitted together with intent and rage. His mouth remained ever open in an unending silent scream. The tension and hate in those features opened an icy pit in Valis’ stomach.

      He dropped his father onto the ground and relished the meaty thud that met his ears. It took all in his power not to kick the prone man. Valis knew that if Roba had landed face up, he wouldn’t have been able to resist that urge. Even with the way he landed face down, his body contorted into a shapeless heap, he wanted nothing more than to kick and kick until his toes broke, until Roba’s entire body was a single mass of shattered bone, mottled bruise, and shredded flesh. Wasn’t that what he’d done to Valis all his life? He’d broken bones. Left so many bruises that Valis couldn’t remember them all. Left deep gouges in his skin and let them fester for days before he’d magically heal them so there would be no evidence if someone happened by for a visit. Now Valis’ soul cried out for revenge, and the only thing stopping him was a thin thread of thought that Sovras would be upset. He hadn’t dreamed of his God since before he’d left the farmstead, but even if the kind, gentle soul was only a dream, the thought of him stayed Valis’ reactions. …For now.

      As he tended the horses, though, Valis imagined what it would be like to finally be free of the man. He still couldn’t imagine the supposed blissful freedom, warmth and friendship his Aesriphos companions kept promising, but freedom from the monster who had made his entire life a living nightmare sounded like enough bliss to carry him well into his gray years. He shivered with the thought. No father, no uncle, no crazy aunt. Just Darolen and Kerac, maybe others he could learn to trust. A few people close to him to keep the nightmares of his youth at bay. It seemed impossible, and the more he dwelt on it, the more seething rage welled up in Valis’ gut and made the world tinge red. Chath shied away from him with a neigh as he went to remove his bridle. The horse refused to let him near. With a frustrated sigh, he stalked toward the beast.

      “Stop it, Chath,” he said through clenched teeth. He lunged for the reins and jerked them toward him. Irritation clogged Valis’ chest until breathing became a chore. When Chath sidestepped again, he lowered his voice another octave. “If you don’t get over here, you get no feed bag.”

      Chath neighed his distress and pranced to the side. With each jerk of the gelding’s head, Valis advanced and pulled the reins tighter. With each sidestep, Valis met him.

      “Valis!” Kerac shouted. “Be gentle with the horses. You made Chath step on your father!” He rushed over from the fire and knelt next to the Mage Lord to check his leg. “Be more careful. You could have injured him,” he stressed.

      Something in Valis’ mind snapped. He threw the reins at Chath’s face. With Darolen’s shield in place, Chath ran into the golden barrier and screamed. Valis ignored the beast’s frantic attempts at escape as he stormed toward Kerac and the heap on the ground.

      “So what if he’s injured?” Valis yelled. His hands shook as his lips writhed back from his teeth in disgust. “That monster killed my mother! He tried to kill me! He made my entire life into a sea of pain and misery, and you’re worried that I injured him?”

      Kerac reared back from the onslaught, eyes wide. “Valis, he—”

      “He should be dead!” Valis screamed. “Not in stasis! Not in comfort on a horse’s back! NOT ALIVE!”

      With each sentence, he kicked Roba’s side until his toes hurt. A hand gripped his shoulder and snatched him back. Valis twisted until he freed himself and landed another kick to the Mage Lord’s side with a scream that left his throat raw. “He should be dead! He has no right to live! No right!”

      That hand grabbed Valis’ shoulder again and jerked. Valis whirled around and swung his fist for Darolen’s face. The Aesriphos easily dodged. His fist caved in Valis’ gut and knocked the wind out of him so fast he gagged and spat rancid bile into the grass.

      “Enough!” Darolen roared. Roba’s voice overlaid it, just like it had back at the farmstead. Just like it had every time Darolen tried to assert his authority. For a single breath, Darolen and Roba were the same man, the same voice, inspiring the same terror. It was the same pitch, the same tone Roba used every time he came after Valis with either murder or savage delight in his eyes, bent on causing pain and injury for fun or grim necessity to his god.

      Valis struggled to breathe. His lungs heaved as he staggered back. Panic bloomed in his chest. The fury in Darolen’s craggy face turned Valis’ stomach to ice. He turned and ran. His feet flew over the grass, scattering the screaming horses to either side.

      Just as his breath came back to him, Valis bounced off Darolen’s shield. He shrieked. Trapped! I’m trapped! No… “NO!” His hands clawed at the shield as he tried to dig through it. It had never kept him confined before. He had always been able to pass through the shield, but now his nose bled, proof he had bounced off a golden, glimmering wall that suddenly seemed sinister. Darolen caught him by the waist and spun him around, sending another spike of panic into Valis’ blood.

      “Valis, stop!”

      Again Roba’s voice overlaid it. Again Valis bolted, this time for the opposite side of the camp. He ran between the tents. He yelped as he bounced off the other side of the shield and landed on his ass. Kerac’s cries came from Roba’s side. Why couldn’t he pass through the shield? Why was it solid now when it had only kept out those who were to do them harm? Why—

      “Get him, Darolen!” Kerac shouted. “Stop him from hurting himself!”

      —were they treating him like a prisoner? Valis’ blood froze and everything went still for just the briefest of seconds. He was trapped. The men he’d allowed himself to trust were finally showing their lies. The kindness really had been just to keep him docile and agreeable. How could he have been this foolish? How didn’t he see?

      Time flooded back in with a rush that left Valis breathless. Darolen’s footsteps thundered toward him. Terror gripped Valis’ gut as he rolled onto his hands and knees. Just as he got his feet under him, Darolen caught the side of his head with the flat of his hand and knocked him down again. Pain bloomed through his head and shredded his heart. He’d let himself love these monsters. Why had he been so weak?

      “Enough,” he said, his voice quieter, more dangerous. “Valis, that is enough.”

      His muscles no longer obeyed him. He couldn’t run. The shield kept him in, contained, corralled like an animal, useless and meaningless and tame as a work horse. There was nowhere to go, nowhere to hide. He toppled over as his arms and legs gave out and curled into a tight ball. His entire body shook until he choked on a sob and covered his head with his arms. Trapped. His whole world threatened to shatter into shards of memories of joy and love that cut deeper, bruised darker than anything his father had ever done to him.

      “You hit him,” Kerac growled as he knelt by Valis’ side. “Darolen, how could you? Has he not seen enough abuse? Has he not suffered enough?”

      “There is a difference between abuse and correction,” Darolen rumbled. “He needs to learn this. So do you, it seems.”

      “Don’t you use that tone with me,” Kerac snarled. “He is scared. Hitting him was uncalled for.”

      Kerac laid a hand on Valis’ side. Even the gentle touch hurt. It scalded Valis’ skin, and he shrank away. In the next instant, Valis heard the crack of skin against skin. He jerked, but never felt the blow. Eyes wide, he looked up to find Kerac faced off against Darolen as they argued. Darolen’s cheek steadily grew redder and swelled with each passing moment, heightened with the high color from his anger. He held Kerac’s wrist to the side, his grip white-knuckled and shaky. The red mark on his face swiftly took on the distinct shape of four fingers, right across his cheekbone.

      “Hitting Valis is uncalled for, yet you hit me?” Darolen growled.

      “You deserved it!” Kerac bellowed. “You scarred that child so thoroughly that he shrank back from me! Can you blame him for his fury against Roba’s treatment? Can you blame him for a momentary lapse of the mind?”

      Darolen dropped Kerac’s hand and glared at his mate. “Need I remind you he is Roba’s son? He is a flight risk, and until we get to the monastery, no matter how we feel about him, he is a prisoner.” He poked his forefinger in the center of Kerac’s chest and leaned closer. “I love that boy just as much as you do, but I might also remind you that we need to keep Roba whole and alive for questioning until he reaches the prison.”

      Valis’ stomach knotted. Prison? Will they send me to prison, too? Trapped. Prisoner. Flight risk… He looked about the camp again, and suddenly the shield that once comforted Valis now shined like a gilded prison. I’m a prisoner… I’m already in prison. Sovras, no…

      His hands started to sweat as he stared at his two captors. As their fight continued, Valis shrank further toward the edge of the shield.

      “That is no excuse for terrifying and abusing a child!” Kerac wailed. Tears streamed down his flushed face. His hands shook as they clenched at his sides. “How are we to stop him from following his sire’s path if this is how he is treated? How, Darolen? How is he supposed to know love when all he receives from those he trusts is all he knew from his sire?”

      “I—”

      Valis shot to his feet and charged. Darolen swung around to meet him, but Valis dodged his grip and barreled into Kerac’s chest. His arms wrapped about him and he clung to Kerac with all the strength he could muster. Nothing made sense anymore. Even their words seemed garbled, even though he seemed to understand them. All he knew was that Kerac—gentle, loving, kind, tender Kerac—was crying, and the sight of his tears ripped part of Valis’ soul to ragged tatters.

      “Stop!” he cried. “Stop fighting over me!”

      Kerac gasped and pulled Valis tighter against his chest. Something passed between the two warriors, and Darolen sighed. He reached over and squeezed Valis’ shoulder more gently than he had before.

      “We will stop fighting if you talk to us,” he rumbled. “Why did you run?”

      With a shudder, Valis shook his head and tucked his face into the curve of Kerac’s throat. Those hot tears Kerac cried now dripped into Valis’ hair and slicked the side of his face. He hugged Valis tighter and shifted him until he settled, then kissed his temple.

      “Answer him, Valis,” Kerac murmured. “Everything is a blur. What exactly frightened you so that you ran like a rabbit from a wolf?”

      The sudden instinct to protect Kerac fled. The terror of being a prisoner returned. He broke away from Kerac and stalked off. Darolen caught his arm. While it didn’t hurt, it made his anger and anxiety flare. Valis grunted with the force he used to jerk his arm away, but Darolen’s grip never faltered.

      “Where are you going?” he demanded.

      Valis shivered as all he heard was Roba’s voice issuing from Darolen’s throat. He tried and failed to jerk away again. “I’m a prisoner,” he snapped. “I’m going to my cell. Fight all you please.”

      Something darkened Darolen’s features. Valis almost thought it to be worry or sorrow, but that didn’t fit with how he acted.

      “Let me go, Darolen,” Valis growled. He tried to keep his fear inside, tried to shield it from his eyes as he narrowed them on his captors. “I can’t run, anyway.”

      “Release him,” Kerac said, his voice hard and gravelly. “You have done enough harm for tonight.”

      “I will not let this go, Valis,” Darolen murmured. “I will get to the bottom of this.”

      Valis snorted. This time when he jerked his arm, Darolen released his grip. He glared at both Aesriphos as he backed up. “Going to interrogate me like my father, Darolen?”

      Every muscle in Darolen’s face seemed to harden as he advanced. He gripped Valis by the shirt front and jerked him close until they stood nose to nose. “Kerac and I have agonized over you. We have protected you, taught you, cared for you. Until today, you have known nothing but kindness from either of us.” His eyes narrowed, and he jerked on Valis’ shirt when Valis lowered his gaze. “We have given our all to you in as many ways as we could think of and create. Yet, in return, all you have shown this last week has been nothing but disdain, unwarranted anger, and snide comments. That is uncalled for.”

      That hard stare made Valis wither. His stomach pitted so hard that he started to pant and tremble. He rubbed his sweaty hands on his pants and looked everywhere but Darolen’s steely face. Darolen shook the grip on his shirt again until Valis looked up.

      “You are a prisoner, Valis, not because we think you are a danger, not because we think you are a flight risk,” he stressed, “but because you are the son of our enemy. It is protocol.”

      “You lied to me.” A shudder skated over Valis’ body and he shoved Darolen away so hard that the tight grip on his shirt tore the fabric. Everything went numb, from his hands to his heart. “You made me sell my farmstead. You made me think I could have a life in the monastery. You made me believe that I could be or do anything!” He swatted Darolen’s hand away as the man reached for him again. “It was all a lie. I’m a prisoner. You wouldn’t have let me stay at all if I’d refused to sell my farmstead, would you?”

      Kerac came up behind him and sighed. “Not because of protocol, Valis. We worried. How would you have run a farm that size on your own? How would you have survived? You are a child, love. I couldn’t have left you there. Not in good conscience.”

      “We didn’t lie, Valis,” Darolen said. “We kept things from you so you wouldn’t be frightened, yes. We have never lied to you.”

      “Right,” Valis spat. “I’m supposed to believe that?”

      “Darolen, why don’t you go make dinner,” Kerac murmured. “I wish to speak to Valis alone.”

      With a sigh, Darolen stared hard at Valis for a long, silent moment, then nodded. “I will call when it’s ready.”

      As he wandered back toward the fire, Kerac ran his hands up and down Valis’ biceps, then down to his hands. “Valis… Look at me?”

      The tone he used made Valis relax, even if only slightly. He turned his head and frowned. “I’m going to my tent.”

      “May I come, too?”

      Valis frowned harder, but sighed. “I don’t care.” He turned and headed for his tent. When he made it to his bedroll and sat, Kerac peeked between the flaps and fidgeted with them a moment. After a deep breath, he pushed one aside and ducked in.

      “Valis, I’m sorry.” He sat cross-legged before him and rested his hands on Valis’ knees. “We should have explained everything at the start. It wasn’t fair for you to have learned like this.”

      When Valis only frowned and clenched his jaw, Kerac took a deep breath and sighed it out through his nose. “If you were a true prisoner, do you think we would have taught you how to fight? Do you think we would have given you your own sword to protect yourself with? If you were a prisoner, why would we choose to feed and care for you, rather than simply putting you in stasis as we had your sire?”

      He reached for Valis’ hands and squeezed. “We care about you, Valis. When I promised I would ask to be your mentor that was not a lie. When I told you of all the choices before you, they were and still are truth.”

      Unable to look up, Valis focused on his hands and drew them away from Kerac’s grasp. “But, I’m a prisoner…”

      Kerac made a distressed noise in the back of his throat. “I want to throttle him for ever saying such a thing. You are not a prisoner. It isn’t a lie so much as the wrong term. We have you in our custody for your protection. You are not a criminal we have detained, nor are you destined for the same fate as your sire.”

      The tight spring that wound in Valis’ gut began to loosen, and he sagged where he sat. He slowly lifted his eyes until he met Kerac’s and frowned. “His voice sounded the same as father’s,” he whispered. “Exactly the same.”

      Kerac frowned. His eyes wavered as he studied Valis’, tears from the previous fight with Darolen still clinging to his lashes like diamonds to give the gold of his irises a richer cast, like liquid metal in a beautiful mask. “How so?”

      It took a moment for Valis to find his voice again. He shuddered and snugged his cloak about himself as he cleared his throat. “Father’s voice, every time before he hit mother or I, would always sound the same—terse, loud and gravelly. It always held a snarl, like one of the hounds about to maul a rabbit. It was like hearing his voice come out of Darolen’s mouth.”

      Understanding dawned on Kerac’s face and he moved to sit next to Valis, rather than in front of him. He wrapped his arm about Valis’ shoulder and kissed his temple. “We all need a few moments to calm down, love. You and Darolen, especially.”

      With a heavy sigh, Valis nodded and leaned his head against Kerac’s shoulder. All the fight left him so fast that his muscles trembled and twitched. With a squeeze of his shoulder, Kerac kissed his temple again. The next moment, Valis squeaked as the Aesriphos scooped him up and transferred him to his lap. Once the surprise wore off, Kerac’s warmth and gentle touches forced Valis to tuck up against his chest and find his favorite spot in the curve of Kerac’s throat.

      They remained like that, Kerac rocking them side to side, until Darolen came to the tent flaps to announce dinner. He poked his head in and turned a gentle smile on them. “Come eat.”

      “We will be there in a moment,” Kerac said.

      Darolen nodded and left them. When the flaps settled, he pulled Valis from his chest and kissed his forehead. “No more anger. If either of us lose our temper, remind us to be civil. We need to talk before we go further.”

      “I’m not hungry,” Valis groaned.

      “We must speak on that, too.”

      Valis shrank down and fidgeted with the edges of his cloak. “I just want to sleep.”

      “Come on, Valis,” Darolen said from behind the flaps. “Dinner, combat training, and then sleep.”

      “Perhaps a night off,” Kerac said. “We have all had a long day.”

      “No.” Darolen twitched the flap aside and stared in. “Combat training will help us all relax. Up you both get.”

      After a moment when neither of them moved, Darolen sighed and stepped in. He stalked the cramped tent and knelt in front of them. Valis glanced up, and the look in Darolen’s eyes made him feel small. “What?”

      “I’m sorry, Valis,” Darolen murmured. He stroked a hand over Valis’ tousled hair. “I didn’t mean to upset you more than you were over your sire.” He slouched where he knelt and pressed his lips into a thin line as he studied Valis’ face. “I panicked.” He huffed a sad, self-deprecating laugh. “I panicked more because you panicked. Things just escalated from there, and I apologize.”

      Valis shuddered. “I can’t imagine you panicking.”

      The craggy warrior chuckled and leaned in to press a warm kiss to Valis’ brow. “Seeing those I love suddenly lose themselves to hysteria has power over me when little else may seem to.” He smiled as he rocked back on his heels and stood. “Come to dinner. At least try to eat a little… please.”

      Too mentally and emotionally exhausted to argue, Valis got up and followed him out to the fire. Once they finished dinner and rested, combat training began. As the weight of his sword settled in Valis’ hand, his mind quieted and his heart eased. He followed along with Darolen and Kerac until it was time to spar. Rather than one-on-one, Darolen brought Kerac in, as well.

      “No sides. Each man for himself,” Darolen rumbled. “No weapons. Nothing below the belt.”

      When Valis and Kerac nodded, the fight began. It went on for some time. The snow clouds broke to show the moon above and let its light silver the snow. Everything went well until Kerac’s fist came at his face from seemingly nowhere. Valis dodged, but as he went to follow through, his knees buckled.

      Kerac let out a startled gasp and pulled back his fist. “Valis!” He rushed to Valis’ side and dropped to his knees. “Valis, what is it? What happened?”

      The sudden wave of dizziness forced Valis to close his eyes. “I don’t know.”

      “He’s weak.” Darolen sighed and ran his fingers through his own shaggy hair. It needed cut as it was down to his shoulders. “He didn’t eat enough at dinner and hasn’t been eating enough to keep his strength up the last week.”

      “I’m not hungry,” Valis groaned. “If I eat more, I’ll get sick.”

      “Darolen, we need to find him a healer. He cannot go on like this!”

      Darolen ghosted his hand over Valis’ brow. “No healer can fix this. Only he can.”

      Valis groaned and rolled to his side. With Kerac’s help, he got his feet under him and stood. He wobbled once before he got his balance and leaned against Kerac’s chest. Both Aesriphos helped him to his tent though Darolen detoured to their packs before meeting them inside.

      As Darolen knelt next to Valis, he held out a bundle. “I want you to eat, Valis.” He unwrapped the bundle to show leftovers of their venison steak, cooked and still warm. “I want this gone before you sleep.”

      Juices rolled off the meat and into the waxed parchment pouch. In the dim light from the moon and fire that filtered through the tent’s shroud, it looked like fresh blood. His stomach roiled, and he shrank away.

      When he gagged, Kerac whimpered, “Valis, what is it?” He rested a hand on Valis’ stomach and gasped. “Darolen, his stomach is knotted and gurgling.”

      “No meat,” Valis groaned. “Please. No meat.”

      Sighing, Darolen wrapped the steak up and set it aside. “What about meat roils your belly so?”

      He shook his head. When the smell hit him, Valis gagged and rolled onto his side. His mouth flooded with saliva so fast that he struggled to swallow fast enough not to choke or drool.

      “Easy, son,” Darolen murmured. “Calm yourself.”

      With a shudder, Valis got himself under control. He glanced at the wrapped meat again and curled up. “Every time I see or smell meat, cooked or raw, I can taste the bandits’ blood. I can see it, smell it. It’s everywhere, and I can’t get it off!”

      Darolen sighed and leaned down to kiss his forehead. “Sleep, Valis.” He helped Kerac tuck him into his bedroll and smoothed Valis’ cloak over the top. “We will figure this out in the morning.”
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      Darolen deemed it too dangerous to stop in another town for supplies, even as winter raged around them, until they made it safely through Sithera and out of Isrivo. With another week or more yet to go before they reached the border to the latter, Darolen went off hunting and left Valis with Kerac at camp. Rygas was still at large, still following them for all they knew, so Valis wasn’t to be left alone, and definitely wasn’t to go foraging or hunting alone as he had at the beginning. Now that task always fell to Darolen while Kerac kept watch over the camp.

      Valis shifted and looked around with a bored, frustrated sigh as he sipped the nutritious tea the Aesriphos concocted as a supplement to his decreased diet of mostly vegetables and fowl meat. At least they found a meat he could stomach. Venison or anything else made him nauseous, but the pinkish-white meat of most birds didn’t send him straight to gagging. After a moment of pacing, he finished his tea and huffed an explosive breath. He needed to do something, get away from the camp, stretch his legs after days in the saddle with nothing more to do than talk and stare at the bleak winter scenery. “I’m going foraging.”

      Kerac’s head shot up and he frowned. “Valis…”

      “I need something to do, and it will give us vegetables.” Mostly vegetables for him since that was the bulk of what he could eat. At least he could start helping out with finding his own meals. He adjusted his sword belt on his hip and moved to one of his packs to get a pouch to gather his findings in. Before he made it to the pile, Kerac grabbed his arm and spun him around.

      Rage built in Valis’ gut and chest like a surge of fire, and he pinned Kerac with a glare that made the Aesriphos flinch. Never before had Valis fought so hard against the urge to punch someone as he did right then. He loved Kerac, and he had to firmly remind himself of that fact. “Let me go.”

      His hand went lax and dropped to his side. “I worry, Valis. Please, don’t go.”

      “You’ve said that the past month daily,” Valis spat. “More so in the last three weeks! I’m tired of hearing of your worry.” He threw his hands up in exasperation. “What is the harm of gathering roots, flowers and leaves?”

      Kerac’s jaw tensed and relaxed as he clenched his teeth. He drew a breath that Valis came to know as the Aesriphos gathering his patience. “It isn’t the roots, flowers, and leaves. It’s the wolves, guards, and thieves.” He crossed his arms over his chest and frowned. “And other things. And what do you hope to find in the middle of winter? It is barren!”

      Rolling his eyes, Valis went to get that pouch out of his packs. “You just have to dig deeper. And what other things?”

      He counted down the list. “Your continued lack of appetite for one. You have lost considerable weight. You aren’t sleeping well. You have black circles under your eyes. Your skin is too pale. You’re overworking yourself in training. You’ve become paranoid, Valis, and you were never this angry and hateful before.” He leveled a sad, worried look on Valis that made his insides quiver. “What if you fainted in the forest? We would have trouble finding you if the snow picks up and covers your tracks. Please… please stay.”

      Valis snorted and tied the pouch to his belt. He fought not to growl as he repacked his things and tied the flap of the satchel shut. He fought harder as he stood to dust the snow off the knee of his weathered pants. “I have a lot of things to be angry over. And I’m not hateful. I’m just frustrated and feel like I’m always about to erupt.”

      The Aesriphos’ face softened a little, and he nodded. “I can somewhat understand that.”

      “Can you?” Valis snapped.

      “You have been through a lot in a short time,” he said gently.

      That gentle tone stoked the fire of Valis’ rage and he stalked off toward the edge of the clearing. Again Kerac caught his arm and stopped him.

      “Let me go, Kerac,” he growled through clenched teeth. “I’m not going far.”

      “No, you are not,” Kerac said in that even, paternal tone of his. It made the fury boil over. “You are going back to the fire, and we will wait for Darolen to return.”

      Valis yanked his arm from Kerac’s grip. Two more strides and Kerac caught him again. He heaved a sigh that Valis had never heard explode from him before. “I won’t tell you again, Son.”

      That grip on his arm tightened, and the world tinged red. Valis spun around. His hand balled up into a fist, and before he realized what was happening, his knuckles cracked across Kerac’s cheekbone.

      “You are not my father!” he screamed.

      Kerac staggered back, his hand to his cheek and eyes wide with shock. His mouth worked to form words but none came. A wave of deep hurt flowed across his face. His lower lip quivered before he firmed it in a frown.

      “No,” he said, barely a whisper. “No, I am not that piece of filth who killed your mother and tried to kill you. I’m not the man you feared all your life. I’m not the man you hated and avoided.” Tears rolled down his cheeks as he fingered his swelling cheek. “I’m the man who loved you.”

      With that, he lifted a hand in defeat and turned to stride back toward the camp fire.

      Valis reached out. “Kerac—”

      “Go.”

      The word came so hard, without any of the inflection or kindness Valis took for granted. He didn’t look back as he made his way to the fire. Valis watched as he knelt, back to him, and started preparations for dinner.

      Gritting his jaw, Valis spun around and stormed off toward the tree line. The first hundred yards in, he didn’t bother rooting for edible plants. Fuming, he just walked, his pace swift and clipped. The third hundred yards in, he snarled. He balled up his fist, reared back and punched a tree. Punching Kerac brought no satisfaction, but that tree and the pain brought some.

      He punched it again. And again, and again until his knuckles were swollen and bloody. He screamed his rage in a gut-wrenching bellow that left his lungs burning for air.

      Thudding his forehead against the trunk of the unforgiving tree, he growled at himself. Weak. A twig snapped to his left, and Valis whirled around, drawing his sword at the same time in a well-practiced move. Nothing stirred the underbrush. No animals darted from view. Whatever ghost it was, now was gone. Most likely just the burden of the snow snapping a brittle branch. Nothing to worry about. Right?

      Something washed over him and he shuddered. The hurt and grief that twisted Kerac’s expression loomed into his mind’s view. It twisted his gut until he trembled. I did that. Gods, I’m a monster.

      Monster. That word rolled around in his mind like a snowball, gathering heft and girth with each passing round until it filled him up. Frustration filled him to bursting. His blood boiled and expanded until his penis grew hard and aching. The sudden wave of lust sickened him. The arousal confused him. He savagely ground the heel of his palm against it as he growled at himself.

      He punched the tree again with a curse, both at the pain and at his arousal. While he rested his weight on his knuckles, he fumbled with the laces of his pants and jerked them down to mid-thigh. He stroked himself furiously. The better it felt, the more he hated himself. The hotter that hate grew, the more aroused he became. The bitter cold of the air mixed with the intense heat of his abused hand nearly had him undone in seconds. Growling curses and utterances of self-loathing, he switched hands. He squeezed until he felt pain. He tugged so hard it felt like he might accidentally rip it off. The more abuse he caused, the better it felt.

      Valis stroked himself so hard and so fast that his arm burned all the way up to his shoulder. Tipping over into orgasm, Valis’ knees buckled as he shot his seed in burst after powerful burst that left him drained and his mind blissfully blank, even for only a few seconds. He fell over to lie on his side in the thin blanket of snow and panted as he waited for the white haze and vibrant stars flashing in his vision to subside. He didn’t have the energy or the care to do anything more than lay there, spent and panting, with only his winter cloak between his bare ass and the freezing snow beneath him.

      He stayed there, shivering but curiously warm, staring up at the leafless skeletons that clawed at the sky for a long time. His mind remained blissfully blank. For the first time, he felt somewhat sated.

      Then that little voice crept back in with the whispered word: Monster. Only a monster would get hard in anger. Did father masturbate after beating mother and I? Did he get off on hurting us?

      He scrubbed his hands over his face, trying to get the image of his father masturbating out of his head. His stomach pitted so hard he nearly gagged, but he ignored it. Too much had happened these last few weeks. Too much that he didn’t care what happened to him.

      When he lowered it again and thumped his head back onto the ground, footsteps crunched into the snow. Something compressed his chest. He struggled for breath. Squirmed as he tried, unsuccessfully, to sit up.

      A shadow fell across his face, and he darted a glance to his left and what little breath he could draw into his lungs caught in his throat.

      “Hello, nephew.” Rygas grinned at him, his clothing perfect as if he’d just exited his house in Kachren, east of his farmstead in Vau Taun. The deceptively kind smile turned into a lecherous leer as he roved his eyes down Valis’ body to where his penis, soft from his abuse and release, still hung out from his open pants. “Ready for me, I see. Unfortunate that we haven’t the time to play.”

      Valis tried to fill his lungs with enough air to call for help, but a wicked gleam entered his uncle’s eye, and he twitched his head. “Oh, no. You won’t be calling for them this time. Just enough air not to die. Perhaps enough to keep you from fainting. Nothing more.”

      All the air rushed from Valis’ lungs, and he struggled to get even a sip. Then it felt like something, some being had hold of his lungs and worked them for him. He had no control, and when he tried to speak, not even a grunt left him.

      Rygas smirked as he watched Valis try to wrench control away, try to get any air he could to scream. He glanced down and frowned. “While I do love looking at your beautiful assets, we really must get you back in order, hm? I would hate for it to freeze and fall off. It is rather cold out here, and I quite like you just the way you are.” He frowned as he took a longer look along Valis’ body. “Though, you have lost considerable weight. We will have to remedy that once we are in safety.”

      The conversational tone he used sent shivers down Valis’ spine that had nothing to do with the cold. It made Valis see endless days of misery the likes of which his father hadn’t even dreamed of. Or had he? Had he just been waiting until Valis could give him a solid fight so the victory would be sweeter? Or had he needed a virgin sacrifice for Qos? Or hadn’t it mattered since Valis was supposed to be dead by now.

      He struggled to sit up, to draw his sword and cut the head off the man who seemed to enjoy watching Valis writhe on the ground, helpless and subdued. Rygas did nothing for what felt like forever. Just stood watching him, a carrion bird surveying its prey. But then he knelt, and with almost tender care, tucked Valis back into his trousers with only a mild caress to his spent sex, and pulled up and laced his pants.

      “You know, your father was so abhorrent that he couldn’t even enjoy you. All he wanted was power. Anything to make himself more powerful, more important, more necessary to our cause. His ego always needed stroked, but you… you were necessary to all his plans in all the wrong ways.”

      He lifted Valis up as if he weighed less than a sack of flour and tossed him carelessly over his shoulder. “But you, my lovely boy, are far more important alive. The power you can give to us doesn’t have to be all at once with your death. And why give it to just one when you can be drained over the course of your entire life for the good of many?”

      Rygas stalked into the forest. Not far stood his angry roan, shabby and rank from travel. Three pack horses were tethered to each other with the lead tethered to the roan, all burdened with things Rygas would need for hard, long travel. Valis tried not to choke on the horse stink when his uncle flopped him unceremoniously over the roan’s rump. “I will have to procure another horse for you once we reach the next town. It won’t do for you to be damaged. Not until I have had my fun. And I’m not so cruel to overburden my poor pack horses.”

      Terror clawed at Valis’ throat. If he didn’t do something, he’d end up his uncle’s toy. Nothing more than a living energy cell for him and whoever he approved of to drain and use for their own ends. He shuddered and was surprised that his entire body convulsed with it. He tried his fingers and toes, found they obeyed his will. His chest still felt tight, but he could draw in a breath.

      Had his uncle lost his grip on the magic? Valis didn’t dare hope. He just had to act.

      The horse under him sidestepped. The stirrup jangled. Valis took a slightly deeper breath than he was previously able. Shifted. Everything went fine so far. Just another moment. The saddle shifted, and Valis moved. He swung his left leg up and over. His shin cracked painfully against something hard and fleshy. Rygas let out a startled yelp. Something thudded to the ground with a sickening wet snap. Valis didn’t wait around to see if that was a particularly wet twig, or his uncle. He didn’t have time and couldn’t afford to let the opportunity pass him by. Thankfully the roan hadn’t moved much more than to awkwardly prance in place and did it again with a jingle of tack as Valis slid off his rump.

      He glanced to the side. Rygas, face white with pain, curled around his arm. His entire body glowed a virulent black with a nauseating black-veined blue haze. The miasma made Valis’ wish he’d never seen it, as if the very air had exposed its nerves and tender, diseased flesh to full, gory view. The magic brought on more than a wave of pure animal revulsion, but a tingle in the base of Valis’ skull that he didn’t want to explore. Rygas was healing himself, and this might be his only chance to escape.

      …If he could only get his feet to follow his screeching mind. Part of that spell had to still be working, because even though he stood there, panting for every breath, filling his lungs to full capacity after only being allowed controlled sips of air, his feet wouldn’t move. He tried to lift one, only to find it so heavy he couldn’t move it more than an inch. He tried the other, sweat erupting from his brow, upper lip, in the pits of his arms, soaking the back of his shirt with the exertion. Nothing worked. But now he shivered as the sweat started to freeze his skin.

      “Please, Sovras,” he whispered under his breath. Rygas’ color was starting to return. How much longer would it take to heal his arm?

      His sword… Valis tried his hands again. They moved with little effort. He rolled his shoulders. Rygas sat only a few feet away. Easily within arm’s reach if he bent at the waist, bent his knees. He tested that theory. Both were possible.

      Valis took a steadying breath, counted his heartbeats to try to calm himself. His mind went blank. The only things that existed were his sword and the delicious flex and release of muscle. The moves were so well practiced as to be infantile—like breathing or sleeping. He drew his sword, swung low. Put his entire body into the arc and form.

      The blade cracked hard in the air. The black haze flared into a solid shield that made his sword rebound painfully, setting his bones on edge. He cursed himself inwardly. Hadn’t his father used similar shields? Hadn’t he seen this over and over again as his father trained out in the paddock? Hadn’t he seen just how effective they were against all weapons during the village attack five years ago? He shuddered and flexed his arm, trying to get the jarring sensation to abate.

      More color flooded into his uncle’s face, suffusing his skin with the appearance of perfect health. Something broke in Valis. His legs no longer felt like heavy stone slabs. His body felt light, youthful, strong. For a moment, a single second of clarity, Valis thought he saw a golden glow on the edge of his periphery. Thought he felt Sovras’ arms wrapping about him, his breath ghosting across his ear, his words tinged with warning, “Move now!” That single glimpse and those words, real or imagined, gave him a feeling of safety and urgency.

      Rygas still hadn’t uncurled from his fetal position. Now or never. He spun around and ran. He wasted precious seconds aiming for camp. Kerac would protect him. Wouldn’t he?

      Kerac’s face, harder and more unrelenting than Valis had ever seen it before, jaw set and eyes hard hove into Valis’ mind. Betrayal. Valis had betrayed him. There was no hope of Kerac rescuing Valis now. He didn’t deserve it. Hadn’t earned it. And by heading toward the camp, he was leading danger straight to one of the only two people Valis had ever honestly trusted in his entire life.

      He changed course, heading deeper into the forest. His calves and thighs burned from his effort and speed. He dodged trees, keeping his sword in hand in case he needed to defend himself or clear away underbrush.

      Then he realized he hadn’t tried to scream. Not since Rygas was forced to release control of Valis’ lungs. He took a deep breath. Rygas would easily be able to pinpoint his location. Would be upon him soon no matter how far or how fast he ran. He choked on the first lungful, his breathing ragged from running. The second, his voice rang through the woods, “Kerac! Darolen! Rygas is here! He’s here!”

      He didn’t dare scream for them to help. Not after the way Darolen had returned from that one battle. If the two of them had only barely escaped that one night, they would have no chance of succeeding with as divided as they were today. Was his uncle really that powerful? Or had the two Aesriphos been so unprepared they couldn’t handle a single Qos adherent?

      He shivered. His frantic run combined with the sweat and the winter’s chill sent his skin to freezing even worse, making his joints stiffen even as he worked them. An ache started to build in his right side, making his run flag. A fallen log blocked his way. He vaulted to the other side, staggered a step when his legs threatened to give out.

      Something hot and hard slammed into his back. Invisible bugs crawled along his skin. Inside his eyelids. Down his throat. He gagged, but couldn’t stop running. He didn’t dare.

      Another hard hit, and Valis fell forward. Stars exploded across his vision. The contrast of white snow against the dark, forbidding forest swapped places for a moment. His head spun, his mind blank. He struggled to sit up, to crawl forward.

      The invisible bugs became insistent. They crawled over his eyes, blotting out the strange contrast the forest had taken. Blotted out the sounds as they stopped up his ears.

      The ringing turned into an angry buzz that set his teeth on edge.

      And then everything went silent and cold.
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      Sounds started trickling in first. Then the intense cold. Something huffed and puffed not far away from him. Then everything came rushing back. His uncle, the chase, his fall. Valis kept himself as still as possible, ignoring the sharp pain in his head, the ache in his limbs from the cold, and the buzzing in his ears. If his uncle thought he was still unconscious, it may give Valis some time to plan.

      How long had he been out? He chanced discovery by opening his eyelids by a sliver, just enough to see through his thick, pale lashes.

      The surrounding snow hadn’t melted much. The light seemed to still be the same brightness as when he dashed through the woods, still from the same direction he remembered. Had it only been a few moments? He did a mental check of his body. His head ached, but that was from hitting it on a root. His skin still felt like bugs crawled just beneath the surface, but that didn’t feel urgent. Not yet. Everything seemed to be whole.

      A hand pressed to his temple. Valis fought the urge to flinch, to fight. He still had no plan. Nothing solid, anyway. He could save his energy, try to overpower his uncle, but Rygas had magic, and proved able to exhaust two Aesriphos. What chance did Valis have?

      The crawling sensation grew so intense that Valis gasped. All the invisible bugs rushed toward that hand. It left Valis feeling drained and somewhat nauseous. His uncle chuckled and patted his shoulder. “It is time to wake, my nephew. You cannot sleep in the snow. It isn’t healthy.”

      Valis shivered from something other than the cold and curled into a tight ball. The last thing he wanted was to be at this man’s mercy, but if Darolen or Kerac hadn’t arrived to save him yet, they probably never would. The helplessness that welled up in his breast threatened to drown him. It was his father all over again, only with a new evil. At least the feeling of danger and being trapped was familiar, but he had thought to never feel that again after he’d learned to love Kerac and Darolen. They had shown him so much, and only now, when he was faced with his uncle again, did he really appreciate what they had given him. Freedom and love and kindness and hope. He didn’t dare feel that hope now. It would crush him.

      That hand moved from Valis’ temple once the invisible bugs receded. It stroked down his face, along his shoulder. The way it caressed his flank, down to his hip and squeezed his ass made him more nauseous than the crawling sensation from those invisible bugs, if they were bugs at all. It made more sense for them to have been a spell that his uncle had slammed him with than anything the forest could do to him. Not with the kind of intensity that he had felt. He shivered. Not from the cold, but from the revulsion his uncle’s touch inspired in him. It made him feel greasy, unclean.

      “Such a shrinking flower,” his uncle cooed. “I will teach you to writhe under my touch, not shrink away from it.” He squeezed Valis’ thigh and shifted. When Valis glanced over, Rygas had a speculative look in his eyes, his hand never leaving Valis. It continued to rove as if Valis were a prized possession. “I would show you such delights now, but I fear the cold would do little for our pleasure.” He smirked and smacked Valis hard on his rump. “And someone spoiled the fun. You may not be able to enjoy it for some time yet. Though… at least I was able to see my prize before we must run.”

      Run? He didn’t seem in the mood for running, or prepared for it. Rygas appeared as relaxed as he had been in Valis’ father’s study with a glass of warm brandy in his long-fingered hand. And that thought brought on memories Valis would be glad to eradicate from his mind. His uncle staring at him from hooded eyes, a slight smile on his full mouth. One of those long fingers tapping the cut crystal that encased his brandy, aglow from the firelight from the roaring hearth. The way his breath skated down Valis’ throat before his father ripped Rygas away from him and hissed, “You will not!”

      It was one of very few times that Valis appreciated his father’s possessiveness. It had at least protected him from Rygas. Not now, though. Roba was in stasis back in camp. Kerac more than likely still stood watch, preparing dinner. Darolen… where was Darolen? Could he shout and bring him closer? Would he hear?

      Before, it had seemed like magic. The way Darolen found him, the way he always made Valis see he couldn’t run from duty any more than he could have run from his father. Darolen hadn’t made him feel lesser, but had made him want to be a better person, a better friend. Now, he wondered if it wasn’t magic, but Valis’ own predictability. Otherwise, wouldn’t Darolen have found him by now?

      Rygas finished his musing and grabbed Valis in a deceptively gentle hold and started to haul him up off the forest floor. He wasn’t about to help him. Anything to hinder the man’s progress. Instead, Valis remained limp, always looking for a way to escape. If his assumptions were correct, Rygas had stopped him with magic, a spell of some sort. That would explain the invisible bugs, the way he’d passed out for only moments. With that kind of magic, he’d have to disorient his uncle in some way, make it so he couldn’t think.

      His sword. He couldn’t leave his sword. He let his head loll to the side, saw it lying next to the melted area his body had just occupied. If he could just get it…

      Valis didn’t have time to think. As Rygas lifted him up, Valis spun. His hand cracked painfully against his uncle’s skull. It sent shocks up through his forearm, but he didn’t stop. He rolled again, thrashed until Rygas dropped him. Once he hit the ground, he reached for his sword, gripped the hilt as tight as his aching fingers would allow.

      The frustrated roar of rage from his uncle made Valis move. He rolled to the side, just barely in time to see a black streak blacken the ground mere inches from his head. He brought his sword up just as his uncle launched at him. Somehow the man managed to knock it aside. Valis barely managed to keep it in hand. With strength he didn’t know he possessed, he brought the hilt down on the side of Rygas’ head just as he reached for Valis’ throat.

      Something snapped in those ice cold blue eyes. All the warmth drained from them, the playful glint gone. Murder showed in their icy depths, chilling Valis more than the snow, more than the initial terror of seeing his uncle again after believing they had escaped him.

      Valis brought the hilt of his sword down again, but Rygas knocked it away. He grasped Valis’ throat and went to haul him up. Gold light flared all around them. A bellow of rage escaped Rygas. He dropped Valis like the sack of flour he seemed to weigh in the man’s hands and spun around.

      Darolen said not a word. He seemed like a mute statue, craggy face full of pain and rage. His brown eyes were harder than chips of tiger’s eye stones, jaw working as if he were crunching those stones himself. If that gaze had been leveled at Valis, he would have quailed in fear. But now, that look gave him hope. He took the moment that Rygas had forgotten about him to catch his breath, to make his sore throat open to let in more air.

      Another blast of gold brightened the day, made Valis’ chest ache with the beauty of it. It slammed against a shield of blue haze with crawling black veins that both looked like streaks of foul lightning, and pulsing, diseased flesh. The miasma made it hard to breathe. It surrounded Valis as if his uncle were protecting him from the man who sought to save him.

      And then he realized that’s exactly what he was doing. He knew Darolen would do anything to get Valis back. Anything to get him to Avristin where he might have a normal life with friends and family like he’d never experienced before. Those thoughts rose up in him in a sudden storm of confused feelings and bitter regret. He watched with new anxiety as Darolen faced off against Rygas, how he shielded himself with a bare thought before dropping it and attacking with a fury that Valis had only seen in his own father when Valis had done something he’d vehemently disapproved of. It both made Valis shiver with dread, and his heart soar because that look was directed at Rygas, and not him.

      His wits came back to him slowly. Getting the crushed feeling to abate from his throat took more time than he would have liked. He worked it with his hand, careful to keep his actions slow and deliberate, trying to stay as quiet as possible so his uncle would stay facing Darolen. With his back turned to Valis, Rygas might actually forget he existed. Or, that was his hope. He moved into a crouch, curled around his knees to try to work at his throat, swallowing hard to see how badly it had been damaged. But that hope… it filled him with each successful swallow.

      Hope. He found that his soul clutched to it as it never had before. Darolen and Kerac had done that, made hope seem like a thing that wasn’t worthless or for fools who had no grasp of reality. Hope was something he could work toward, something that, if he fought hard enough, was brave enough, could carry him toward the life he wanted.

      Darolen staggered back. Black lightning skated over his dimming shield in an unrelenting stream of foul magic. He grunted with the strain, sweat slicking his brow, plastering his shaggy hair to his forehead and neck.

      Another blast, and the world slowed to a crawl as Darolen stumbled over a tree root and fell, in slow motion like a falling leaf, to the forest floor. A wild cry escaped Valis. He gripped his sword in hand. Tightened his grip until his knuckles ached and blanched white. Rygas started to turn. The world rushed back, seemingly at a greater speed than normal. Valis lunged from his crouch. His legs burned from the power he pushed into every muscle. He kept his sword close to his body. Pulled it back as he shoved himself forward.

      His shoulder impacted his uncle’s chest as he completed his turn. He expelled all his air in a loud squawk of surprise as if he hadn’t expected Valis to defend himself. The moment seemed suspended in amber for a long stretch. And then the world rushed in again. Valis shoved up, the tip of his sword finding and piercing something soft and yielding. The pungent scent of fresh, hot blood rose around him in a vile haze.

      Valis plunged the blade up, twisting when the hilt met ribs. His uncle’s stately face scrunched up in confusion. He glanced down, saw the hilt sticking out of his chest at an odd angle. He looked up into Valis’ eyes.

      And laughed.

      “The son… is just… like the father,” he rasped. “Just… as ruthless.”

      Pink froth dribbled down the sides of his mouth. Valis hissed and jerked his blade free. Fell to his knees. Darolen was dead. How would he tell Kerac? That man loved Darolen more than life itself, and Valis didn’t know if he would survive such news.

      Rygas tottered on his feet for a moment, then collapsed to the grass. His eyes stared at Valis, full of hate and bewilderment. Then his chest stopped struggling for air. His hand slid away from where he clutched at his wound. The pupils of his eyes expanded in death, nearly completely eradicating the ice blue irises, showing fathomless black pits that stared sightlessly into nothingness.

      Valis shuddered. He didn’t dare look at Darolen. Had that foul magic pierced his shield? Turned his body into a mass of black veins on ashen skin? He shuddered and let out a shrill whimper as he washed the blood off his hands with fresh snow. He couldn’t seem to get it off, but the more he tried, the better he felt, even if—

      He choked on a sob.

      —if Darolen was gone. He wasn’t coming back. Something tore Valis’ soul from his body and left it somewhere near Darolen’s.

      His weary muscles protested when he staggered to a nearby tree for support. Everything ached. He tottered and leaned against the tree until his legs stopped wobbling, then set out to gather food. Returning with nothing wasn’t an option he was about to consider. It would at least give him time to figure out how to tell Kerac that Darolen had fallen. Let him remember where Darolen’s body lay so they could reclaim it and let Kerac send his soul into Peace.

      Using his sword and hands, Valis dug out what roots he could find from the ground that could serve as food. He gathered withered edible mushrooms and vegetation for nutritious salads. With a frosted sigh, he found a tiny gathering of trampled and wilted mint and stuck a few leaves into his mouth to chew to ease his upset stomach. It only half worked, as most of the upset wasn’t due to an overabundance of acid, and the leaves were far from fresh.

      I’m such a fool, he growled internally. A child. He barked a bitter laugh and wiped away tears with the cuff of his sleeve. I don’t deserve Kerac. Monsters don’t deserve friends that gentle. They don’t deserve kindness. They don’t deserve friends like Darolen, don’t deserve to live when they… they fall.

      Again, his gut twisted. His pouch full to bursting, he tucked the last tuber inside and tied it closed. With care, he hung it on his belt and gazed back in the direction of camp. Or, he hoped that was the direction of camp. It seemed right, even after all the fighting. Darolen…

      Loss—so powerful it staggered him—hit Valis in the chest until he sagged against the nearest tree and covered his face with both hands. A shudder ripped through him. I should just keep walking. Kerac wouldn’t miss me overlong. He’d think I died with Darolen. It might… might be kinder that way.

      That thought sent rills of terror through his stomach and along his spine. He shoved off the tree with a ragged breath and headed in the direction opposite camp. He could get Rygas’ horses and use his tent and supplies. He might have to work for food, but that was something familiar. Gods, make up your mind! Angry, sad, determined, or afraid. Pick one.

      His brain wouldn’t cooperate though. It cycled through the emotions like a wind-up carousel. They tumbled through him. Skin cold and clammy from anxiety, Valis found a small clearing and glanced around. He needed something to clear his mind.

      Few options entered his thoughts, but one stuck long enough that he cleaned his sword and began his forms. His movements were jerky and stiff at first. His mind still raged. His body resisted. After a while, though, things began to even out. His mind settled the clutter into neat little stacks that he could pick apart as his body did what he trained it to do over the last three months.

      Dusk began closing in. Even in his sword forms, anger kept welling up within him. Each time Kerac’s pained face flashed in his mind, he faltered.

      His expression didn’t show grief.

      It showed betrayal.

      I betrayed him. Gods, I betrayed him. And now I’ve taken his mate from him.

      He shuddered to a halt mid-swing. The reality of what he had done hit him like a runaway boulder shot down a steep hill. Something welled up inside him. He couldn’t name it. He didn’t recognize it. It bubbled up until he erupted with a roar as he hurled his sword at the nearest tree.

      It struck the side and wedged there. His legs buckled, but suddenly arms like iron bands circled his chest. Shouting, Valis struggled. He fought and writhed to get free. Had Rygas lived? Was the death just a lie, a spell to make Valis vulnerable again? Was—

      A hand cuffed him on the side of the head so hard he saw stars and the world spun.

      “Enough,” Darolen growled. “Enough.”

      Recognizing the voice, Valis went limp and nodded. Darolen lived? How… Valis’ heart ached with something else. He had left Darolen alone, possibly hurt, when the man was still alive. Had abandoned him for dead, and nearly ran off to find his own way, leaving Darolen and Kerac to worry about him. How much of a monster was he? Monster…

      Darolen held on a moment longer, then released him.

      “Go get your blade.”

      Was this a dream? Was Darolen really alive, or was this Valis’ imagination? …He didn’t have a very good imagination. Valis’ legs moved without his mind telling them to. He wrenched the blade out of the soft wood of the tree with ease and sheathed it. When he turned back toward Darolen, he saw the warrior flanked by a dead buck. Six rabbits hung from his belt in the back by vines. His skin was pasty and slick with sweat, but he seemed hale and whole, like he’d just fallen from a misstep instead of a magical blast. …Had it only been that stumble? Had his shield held enough to keep him from Rygas’ magical blast?

      Where Valis expected rage, he only saw Darolen’s face drawn and shadowed with worry and pain. That only made him feel worse.

      “I’m proud of you,” he rumbled. “You not only saved yourself, but you saved me.”

      He saved Darolen? He supposed that was true, but the praise made him shrink back. He wasn’t worthy of praise. It didn’t belong anywhere near him, not after leaving Darolen to rot on the snowy forest floor.

      “What’s wrong?” the Aesriphos asked.

      Valis ducked his head in shame. “I left you.” He sucked in a staggered breath and whimpered. “I betrayed Kerac. …I punched him. And… and I thought you were dead.”

      “Do you feel better?” Darolen asked evenly.

      Valis shook his head and scrubbed his hands over his face. “No. I feel worse.”

      “Are you willing to finally talk about things now?”

      Stunned, Valis’ head shot up and he stared. “What do you mean?”

      The warrior laughed, tired and strained, but it was a laugh and Valis cherished it because Darolen was alive. “You have been pent up and full of angst since you killed those bandits. It has gotten progressively worse each day, especially so after that explosive episode concerning your sire.”

      Mouth opening and closing, Valis fought for something to say. The entirety of the day seemed to vanish except what he’d done to Kerac, and how he’d treated his friends. “Why didn’t you say anything about it?”

      With a shrug, Darolen used the deer’s back as a stool and sat. “We tried. Every day.”

      “Oh.”

      With quiet assurance, Darolen motioned him closer. Valis obeyed on habit and knelt between the Aesriphos legs. Darolen sighed and plucked up Valis’ right hand. His armored fingers ghosted over the bloody skin of his knuckles. Caressed the blood stains left by his foul uncle that Valis had missed in his hasty washing.

      “What did I tell you about regret?” he demanded. “What did I tell you about poison?”

      Valis stared up at him and frowned. “It’ll lead me down the wrong path.”

      He nodded. “Pent up emotions with no release are more poisonous than regret.” He pulled off his right glove and carded his bare fingers through Valis’ loose hair. The touch was so gentle that tears stung his eyes. If Darolen had really died, he would have never again known that gentleness, and even the thought broke his already battered heart. “Keeping them in will kill you. Keeping them in hurts everyone around you because we can see you are in pain, but we are powerless because you won’t let us in.”

      That steady hand wiped away the track of a tear and cupped Valis’ cheek in warmth. “Let us in, Valis. Let us love you again.”

      The agony that had built up over the last few hours crashed over him all at once, and Valis choked on a sob. “I’m sorry!”

      One moment Valis crumpled to a nest of snow and moldering dead leaves, and the next he was crushed against a plate-clad chest. His face found Darolen’s throat, and he sobbed. “I’m sorry!”

      “It’s okay, Son,” Darolen murmured into his hair. “It’s okay now. I’ve got you.” His naked hand rubbed comforting circles into Valis’ back. It stroked over his hair and massaged his neck. When all Valis could do was cry and babble, Darolen lifted his voice to song. Now, Valis understood the words.

      
        
        
        The journey is tough, my son.

        The road is long.

        In all your years of living,

        you still are so young.

        Pack your bags light, dear child.

        Say your goodbyes.

        Ahead are endless fields,

        and countless blue skies.

        I know not how long you will be.

        I know not how far.

        But take with you, sweet child,

        this sword and my heart.

      

        

      
        The journey is tough, my son,

        with adventure and pain.

        May all of your droughts

        be followed by rain.

        Keep me in your mind, dear child.

        Do not go astray.

        Remember my love for you.

        Let it bolster your way.

        I know not where or why you go.

        I know not the way.

        But take with you, sweet child,

        the Gods' will and pray.

      

        

      
        Into the darkness, my son,

        you will lose your light.

        Phaerith will guide you

        if you but fight.

        Scarred and battered,

        your soul will be sore.

        I cannot imagine

        the grief of war.

        I know not where to shine my light.

        You must make your own.

        But remember, sweet child,

        it will guide you home.

      

        

      
        Home may not be where I am.

        It may be quite far.

        Just know that I love you

        just as you are.

        So pack your bags light, dear child.

        Say your goodbyes.

        Ahead are endless fields,

        and cloudless blue skies.

        I know not how long you will be.

        I know not how far.

        But take with you, my son,

        this sword and my heart.

      

        

      

      Valis’ body shook with the force of his sobs. He clung to Darolen’s armor as if the man would disappear. His arms slid up his chest as he cried. He wrapped them about Darolen’s neck and held on for all he was worth as the older man rocked him back and forth. The bitter cold of the falling evening was dashed away by Darolen’s intense warmth. Darolen was alive. Strong. He was sweaty from the battle, his armor didn’t quite hide the tremors that went through him, but he was alive, and Valis couldn’t get close enough.

      Then the weight of just what he had done bore down on him. Even when he cried himself out, it pulled him down until it felt like he would drown in his own tears. Darolen urged him up. “Come on, Son. Let’s get this buck and the rabbits back to camp so we have time to butcher them before it’s too dark.” When Valis looked up, the roan stood at the edge of the clearing, Rygas’ corpse draped over the saddle. The three pack horses that Valis had forgotten about followed close by, led by tethers attached to the roan’s saddle. Darolen went to gather the reins of Rygas’ horse and led him back, flopped the deer carcass over his rump. “Come on.”

      Nodding, Valis struggled to his feet with Darolen’s help. That warm, strong hand remained on his lower back as the Aesriphos guided him through the woods, leading Rygas’ horse with the other. When they made it back to camp, Kerac glanced up. A dark bruise started to purple the swollen skin of his left cheek. The sad frown he wore tugged at Valis’ heart.

      I did that. I put that look there. Monster…

      The frown melted away to concern. With a gasp and breath that clouded the air, Kerac got to his feet and reached for him. “Valis…”

      Valis sucked in a sob and pressed his lips together against a hoarse cry as he ran to him. He expected to be shoved away. He expected to be hit and scolded. Instead, Kerac hugged him so tight that Valis’ ribs creaked under the strain.

      “Gods, I was so worried!”

      “I’m sorry,” he wailed. “I’m so sorry! I almost got Darolen killed!”

      He didn’t say a word. Face buried in Valis’ hair, he rocked them for a long moment, his arms a vise around Valis’ chest. When they finally relaxed, Valis felt the tremors in Kerac’s muscles. He brought his hands up to gently touch Valis’ bruised neck, then cupped Valis’ face and rested their foreheads together. “You were right, though. I am not your father.”

      For the first time in over a month, Valis found a small smile even as he wept. “I don’t deserve fathers as patient and kind as you and Darolen.”

      Free of his upper armor, Darolen pressed against Valis’ back and pulled Kerac closer to his front until Valis was sandwiched between the two larger men. He sounded amused as he murmured, “You may not be the son of our loins, Valis. But you are the son of our hearts.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      It took over a month of sleeping in the tent with Kerac and Darolen for the nightmares to go away. With winter raging around them, neither Aesriphos complained due to the extra body heat. As they traveled through Isrivo, they both admitted they also felt better with him close at hand for safety. Even with Valis’ uncle dead, they didn’t want to risk anything else going amiss. Not after Valis was abducted. Not after Darolen almost died.

      Even after constant coddling and weeks of gentleness, if Valis wasn’t dreaming of seas of severed heads with ragged, dripping necks, he relived the moment where he punched Kerac in the face, or of where Darolen had fallen like a leaf on a gentle breeze, lifeless for that brief second. But in his dreams, Darolen was bloody, and it was his eyes that had widened with death, not Rygas’. All of those dreams woke him up screaming and crying. All left him emotionally frayed.

      This morning though, a rough, chilly hand shook his shoulder. His bedroll was warm and comfortable in the frosty morning. The tent still smelled of Kerac and Darolen, and with that scent came the feeling of utter safety. The hand shook him again, and Kerac laughed.

      “Wake up, Valis,” he said with a breathy chuckle. “Wake up! It’s time to break camp!”

      Valis groaned and pulled the cover over his head to block out the light and winter chill. Sleep still clung to him and tried to drag him back down into its embrace. That cold hand stole under his cover and tickled his ribs. It didn’t relent until breathless giggles and wordless cries dashed the sleepy haze away and he batted at the wriggling digits.

      With a long stretch and loud yawn, Valis rolled onto his back and sighed. “I wish I could sleep in the saddle. So tired.” He opened his eyes and reached up, ghosting his fingers over the clean skin where the bruise used to be on Kerac’s cheek.

      I could heal it, Valis, Kerac had said when Valis mourned at how black and swollen it was. I choose not to. Let it be a visual reminder to burn in your mind of what happens when you keep your feelings locked away and lose control of yourself.

      Of course, he had healed the angry bruises around Valis’ throat and the cuts and scrapes on his knuckles, but he had left his own bruise alone. Seeing Kerac’s fade day by day impacted Valis. He stared at the unmarred patch, caressed it as he let his body wake up. “It looks healed, but I feel as if I can still see it.”

      Kerac smiled and kissed his forehead, ignoring his words. “You look better today. The dark circles under your eyes are beginning to fade. Your skin is looking healthier as well.”

      Scrubbing a hand over his face, Valis groaned. “I could use a few more hours’ sleep. Otherwise, I feel well.”

      He nodded and sat back. “You didn’t even whimper last night.”

      “I don’t remember dreaming at all,” Valis admitted. “Waking up to your laughter feels amazing.”

      “Well,” he paused with a secretive grin and glanced out the tent, “there are more surprises yet in store for today. So, up you get. We need to head out. Everything is packed except your bedroll and the tent.”

      Valis blinked to rid his eyes of the sticky film from sleep that blurred his vision and got up to peer outside the tent. True to his word, the saddled horses stood at the ready, packs in order, with Darolen securing the last bits. The horses for the wagon stood tall, ready to haul their burden for another day. They’d managed to sell Rygas’ roan and pack horses at a small village not far from where Rygas had attacked, but kept his supplies.

      His stomach rumbled, breaking him out of the morose thoughts thinking about his uncle always brought. He rubbed the grumbling beast and looked forlornly at the tent’s flaps. “I slept through breakfast...”

      Laughing merrily, Kerac swatted his backside and gave a playful shove to get him out the tent. “We saved you some. I figured that if your deep sleep meant anything, you would be ravenous this morning. Go and eat while I break down the tent and help finish packing.”

      From the time the scent of food hit his nose, to the time he licked his plate clean, it seemed like only seconds. Kerac must have taken his time as he just now tethered the tent and bedroll to the pack horse as Valis washed his plate and utensils with clean snow. When everything was ready to go, he straightened his shirt, boots, and cloak, donned his sword belt, and vaulted into the saddle.

      He grinned as he asked, “So, what is this surprise?”

      Both Aesriphos laughed and mounted up. Darolen turned an evil grin on him. “Something you will like. Leave it at that, or we’ll find ways of making you wait.”

      “You wouldn’t!” Valis cried. He laughed, though. It had been such a long time since he felt good and happy that the laughter bubbled up in him regardless of his want. “Darolen!”

      The craggy man let out an almost evil chuckle and urged his horse on. “We will see.”

      Huffing a good-natured sigh, Valis settled in for the ride, though his insides squirmed pleasantly with the thought of being surprised. What could it be? Another town? Could they eat at a tavern tonight, or have clean beds instead of sleeping in the tent all the time? Were they going to get him more milk? The thought of that had his stomach screaming, and his mouth filled with saliva that he had to choke down. They hadn’t been able to get him fresh milk in what seemed like forever.

      Before Valis could start thinking of more ways to torture himself along the journey, Kerac trotted his horse up next to him and grinned, intent on distraction by the amused look on his handsome face.

      “I don’t like that look,” Valis said, matching his grin.

      “Oh, you will in a moment,” he teased.

      “What?”

      Kerac’s grin grew brighter than the sun as they crested the hill and he pointed forward. “Welcome to Arlvor, Valis.”

      Valis stared at the expanse of snow. The only thing marring the white landscape were a few bare trees and a small walled-in border garrison in the distance. The white stone gleamed in the dim light that filtered through thick winter clouds. Though, with the white stones, it blended into the snow. Gold and blue banners waved in the wind, giving a clearer marking to the buildings.

      The grin that stretched across Valis’ face made his cheeks and jaw ache more than the cold. “How far to Cadoras?”

      “Two weeks or so,” Darolen said. “We will stay at the garrison for the day and tonight. After real baths, Kerac and I will get our armor mended, all of our clothes washed properly, and we must check your father in as a prisoner in our care.”

      Turning in his saddle again, Darolen stressed: “Hot food, hot bath, chairs and a real bed.”

      Kerac and Valis moaned in unison, “A real bed!”

      Darolen let out a hearty laugh as he urged his mount forward. “Let’s get moving, then!”

      Soon, they were all at a gallop, Kerac behind the wagon to make sure the tethers held and nothing bounced out. The garrison grew larger as they neared until the impressive structure loomed over them. Valis marveled at it. It seemed so much smaller from a distance. A walled perimeter protected six interior buildings cut from the same polished white stone. At even intervals on the walls, both outside, and inside, spells of protection glowed where the golden sigils were etched into the stone. From them, a shimmering golden shield domed the place, extending a few feet outside of the perimeter.

      As they neared the shield, Kerac grasped Valis’ forearm. “Stay with me until we reach the inner courtyard. If I break contact with you before your essence is added to the shield, you will be expelled, and it is not a pleasant experience.”

      His eyes went wide as he nodded, and he urged his horse closer to Kerac’s until their knees squished together. Once they reached the inner courtyard, a guard in similar armor—though with sparse blue enameling as the only decoration—stalked up to them.

      “Ho there, Brothers,” he said with a polite nod of his head. “State your business, please.”

      “We bring a follower of Qos for registry on our way to Avristin,” Darolen said. “The mage’s son with us needs his essence added to the shields throughout Arlvor.”

      The guard nodded and came around to Valis’ left. He reached up and grabbed his waist in a surprisingly gentle hold. “Dismount please, and we will get you sorted.”

      Valis hesitated only a moment, but nodded and dismounted. The guard’s hold shifted to his shoulder. “I am Brother Hakas, lad. What is your name?”

      “Valis Bakor, Sir. I am from Vau Taun in Evakis. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      Hakas chuckled. “Such manners, lad. I like you.” He led the way toward the rear building, keeping his hand firmly on Valis’ shoulder. “What are your plans in Arlvor?”

      Anxiety crept into Valis’ gut as he looked over his shoulder and noticed Kerac and Darolen weren’t following. Kerac turned toward him, gave him a fond smile, shooed him away with his hand, and called, “Go on. It’s okay.”

      With a nod, Valis turned back around to watch where he was going and thought of his answer. “Kerac and Darolen want me to stay at the monastery.”

      “And what do you want,” he asked.

      That needed no thought. “I want to make them proud.”

      The guard laughed again and shook his head. “They are blessed to have such devotion.” They entered the building, and Hakas led him through a series of hallways, talking throughout. “How did you meet?”

      He told him the short version of the story, and ended with, “They’ve been more family to me than I’ve ever known.”

      Hakas listened with rapt attention, a bright grin on his face. It made his close-cut black goatee bristle and his green eyes shine. “Aw, bless.” He squeezed Valis’ shoulder and stopped him outside of a carved wooden door. “You’ll make them proud, lad. I have faith in you.”

      Valis beamed and nodded. “I’ll do my best.”

      “I’m sure you will.” He pointed to the door and became a little more serious. “The Patron Priest is Brother Cazho. He’s a little hard of hearing, crazier than a bag of angry cats, and has an odd sense of humor. Smile, nod, and pray he doesn’t try to prank you.”

      Valis didn’t know whether to laugh at the explanation, or be extremely worried by the look on Hakas’ face. Picking the middle ground, he adopted an uneasy smile and nodded. “Right.”

      He squeezed Valis shoulder again. “Remember, be honest... and laugh at his obvious jokes. They’re terrible.”

      With that, he rapped on the door and opened it without waiting for an answer. A stately man stood staring out the window with his hands clasped behind his back. White hair that reached his shoulder blades rested in a neat ponytail gathered at the base of his neck in a blue ribbon. Rather than decorated armor, he wore loose white pants and matching tunic with gold and blue hemming.

      As if he sensed them enter, the Patron Priest turned around and regarded Valis seriously for a moment, then turned his gaze on Hakas. “Who is this strapping ragamuffin? I told you. We are not a brothel.”

      Chuckling, Hakas shook his head. “Valis Bakor needs his essence added to the shields, Brother. He travels to Avristin with two Aesriphos, Brothers Darolen and Kerac.”

      “Ah, I know these men.” Cazho rubbed his chin and headed to an altar. “Bring the ragamuffin to me. If I am going to open an artery, I would rather not have blood on my carpets.”

      Valis stiffened and drew closer to Hakas’ side. He knew his eyes were too large and his breath too fast. Hakas, though, smirked and shook his head. “Don’t scare the lad.”

      Cazho perked a brow and glanced at Valis. Then he stared hard. His expression broke into amusement and he laughed. “It was a joke, Child. Come, come. I cannot add you to the shields from all the way over there.” Even as he said that, he picked up an ornate dagger and twirled it in his hand as if it were a sword he wielded.

      “It’s okay, Valis,” Hakas murmured. “Just a small amount of blood. He isn’t going to gut you... I hope.”

      “You hope?” Valis squeaked.

      “Crazy. As a bag of cats,” Hakas stressed quietly as he guided Valis toward the Patron Priest.

      Once they reached the altar, Cazho’s right hand darted out and grasped Valis’ left. The Patron Priest’s strong grip surprised him, and he instinctively tried to snatch his hand back. Cazho held him firm. With a deep breath, he shoved the dagger into the air, point up and screamed, “BY THE POWER OF PHAERITH,” he quieted down and quickly pricked Valis’ finger with the tip of the blade, “I add you to the shields.”

      Too shocked to move, Valis only stared as Cazho smeared his bloody forefinger on a piece of parchment and let go of his trembling hand. Cazho winked at him with an amused grin and turned from him, placed the scrap of parchment in a small blue dish on the altar and murmured a few words over it that Valis couldn’t catch. His blood glowed virulent red, then flared with golden light.

      The Patron Priest righted himself as the paper ignited on its own. It burned to ash in almost the same moment. The power that blasted out was so intense that it had the short hairs on Valis’ arms and the back of his neck standing on end. It erupted from the altar and seemed to travel up and out until Valis couldn’t follow it anymore. Had it really gone into all the shields in Arlvor? The residual sensation made Valis shudder and his ears pop, and then it was gone. “There. Done. You may go about your business unhindered now, young man.”

      Valis opened and shut his mouth several times, unsure what to say or do. Snorting, Cazho waved him away. “Run along, little fish, before you drown. Get the poor smelly thing into a bath, Brother Hakas.”

      Hakas chuckled as he ushered Valis out of the room, closed the door and patted his back. “That went better than expected. He must be having a good day.”

      Still in shock, Valis only huffed a half-whimper, half-laugh and nodded. “For a moment there, I thought he was about to hack off my hand.”

      “For a moment there, so did I.”

      The half serious note in his amused tone made Valis shiver. The guard led him back through the building, down another hallway, through an inner courtyard, and into another corridor. In the dining hall, he saw where Kerac and Darolen waited for him, both leaning against a wall close to the door.

      “He’s still whole,” Kerac mused. “That went better than I expected.”

      Hakas snickered. “I think he’s missing a little of his sanity. Poor kid about crawled into my armor at one point.”

      Valis had a good grasp of Arlvorian by then, but that word stumped him. “What is ‘sanity’?”

      Without hesitation, Hakas answered. “Something you will lose completely before the monastery is done with you.”

      The two Aesriphos laughed. Kerac shook his head and retained his grin as he repeated the words ‘sane’ and ‘sanity’ in both Arlvorian and Evaki so that Valis could learn them. He talked as he went to the serving line and poured something into a wooden cup and brought it back. “I think Hakas has spent too much time with Brother Cazho. The monastery is actually a peaceful place... though not without fun.” He handed the cup to Valis, and the moment he saw it was milk, Valis downed half the cup, gasped for breath, then downed the other half. It barely had time to settle before Valis went to the serving line himself and refilled his cup. The milk was blessedly chilled, and felt good going down, even though it was freezing outside.

      “I’ll take my leave of you, Brothers,” Hakas said. “You know the routine.”

      Darolen and Kerac both nodded and when Hakas left, Valis tilted his head. “Routine?”

      Kerac shrugged and led the way out of the dining room, pausing only a moment to poke at the wetness on Valis’ upper lip. He spoke as he searched for a handkerchief, found none, and used the soft inner layer of his own cloak to wipe away the milk mustache on Valis’ face. “We must find an empty room, unpack, check on the horses, bathe, tender dirty clothes, tents and bedrolls to the laundry, and relax. By the time we are done, it should be time for the midday meal.”

      Valis groaned. “I really don’t feel like carrying water, but I want a bath so bad.”

      Both men chuckled and Darolen bumped shoulders with him, nearly making Valis slosh his milk out of his cup. “We have running water. No need to carry it.”

      Running... water... Valis tried to wrap his mind around that concept. It churned, and Kerac tapped his cheek. “Don’t let it break your mind.”

      “How does it work?” Valis asked. I don’t have to carry water? Does this mean never again if I stay in Arlvor? Is it a magic stream? He blinked at that and grinned. “Is it magic?”

      “Partly,” Kerac said, then expanded on it. “We have filtered rain cisterns under the slightly concave roofs of each building, as well as those in the basements for water that rises from underground aquifers. A spell engraved in the bedrock creates steady pressure in the aquifer below to make the water rise and fill the cisterns. The rainwater funnels into the cisterns from above. Another spell engraved into the cisterns creates enough pressure to push the water through pipes to bathing rooms, sinks and fountains. Almost the entirety of Arlvor rests atop a vast series of aquifers with the purest water in Peralea.”

      Darolen let out a low chuckle at the look on Valis’ face and whispered in his ear, “Some of the cisterns are heated. No need to wait for boiled water.”

      Valis squirmed and whimpered at all the possibilities that brought about. He sipped his milk as his mind spun. Hot baths every day whenever he wanted them? No more having to boil water to make it safe for drinking? Things flitted through his mind so fast that he couldn’t latch onto a single one anymore.

      Shaking his head to clear it, Valis tried to push those wonderful thoughts aside and changed the subject. “You abandoned me to a crazy man...”

      Kerac clapped a hand over his mouth and snorted. He shook his head and waved it off to Darolen to explain. Darolen’s eyes twinkled with amusement, but he sighed. “You got hazed, Valis. He isn’t crazy. They do that routine to all foreigners who come to this garrison. Cazho has been here for fifty years, and it has become a necessary tradition.”

      “It... was all a joke?” Part of him was amused by that to no end, part of him was annoyed, and the third part was confused. He let all three emotions cross his features in succession and sighed with only mild annoyance. “I take it they get bored out here.”

      Now that he’d calmed down, Kerac nodded, though he still had trouble keeping the grin from his face. “That, and it helps to break tension once the hazing is made known, since most foreigners who travel to this garrison have just come from Isrivo, and that country has been in disrepair and antisocial to strangers for almost three generations of rulers.”

      Darolen rolled his eyes, then reached behind Valis and gave Kerac a rare playful shove. “It is mostly to test your mettle. If you become violent during the hazing, you are generally expelled, jailed, or kept under heavy guard.”

      That made more sense, and Valis nodded. “I was surprised and intimidated. Brother Cazho mentioned something about opening an artery, then rather acted like he was going to dismember me with a dagger. I just didn’t know what to make of it.”

      Darolen nodded. “Those were the tests. As Hakas left you to us without any instructions, it means you passed like we knew you would.”

      “Oh.” He frowned and looked up at Darolen. “So you didn’t abandon me, but weren’t allowed to go with me so you couldn’t influence the test?”

      “Correct.” A warm arm about his shoulder and a fond squeeze came as Darolen’s silent praise. “It means you shouldn’t be harassed if you are seen without us. You can now come and go as you please.”

      When he looked back over at Kerac, the Aesriphos seemed normal again and only smiled at him. “Then why was Kerac so amused?”

      “Mostly the look on your sweet face,” Kerac said gently. “You resembled a frightened and confused fawn—all eyes and trembling limbs with a slight pale cast to your complexion.”

      “He was terrified,” Darolen corrected. “It was either mother hen you into a room, or try to get you to laugh. I wouldn’t let him do the former, and the latter didn’t work.”

      Laughing, Valis hugged Kerac’s arm as the man dropped his chin to his breastplate. “Aw, Kerac! I’m okay!”

      The younger of the Aesriphos pressed a kiss to his temple and lingered there a moment. “After what you have been through, I feared such a thing might have been too soon. I apologize for my lack of faith and dishonesty.”

      Valis nuzzled into the kiss and sighed. “You’re forgiven. Good thing you have Darolen to be your conscience.”

      “Indeed,” Kerac said with such love that Valis’ heart clenched. “That is one of the many duties required by the Ezhav. Darolen has never failed me.”

      “Nor have you failed me,” Darolen murmured.

      The sob from the immense surge of emotions almost choked Valis, and he cleared his throat so his voice wouldn’t waver. He nudged Kerac once he had better control of himself. “Room. Bath. We all stink. It’s been two days since we last saw an icy river.”
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      Outside the smaller communal building that housed offices, officer’s quarters, the dining hall, a library, a large common room, laundry, storage rooms, and Gods knew what else, Darolen eyed the other five larger buildings, ignoring the stables. After what seemed like careful consideration, he headed for the easternmost building. Valis glanced at the buildings, too, finished his milk, and startled, thanked the guard who took his empty cup away as he headed for the communal building. All the buildings looked the same, with the communal building being the only deviation of size and shape. How Darolen picked this direction baffled him, so he followed without a word.

      More hallways and closed doors went by without a glance by the older of the Aesriphos. They went up the stairs, around the halls, back down and into another building before Valis got the idea. Apparently, closed doors meant the rooms were occupied. When they exited the second building, Darolen huffed a breath and said, “Wait here. I’ll go search.”

      As he went off, Valis turned to Kerac. “Since he’s gone off to look for rooms, why don’t we check on the horses so we can go straight to baths after we unpack?”

      Kerac’s brow shot toward his hairline and he barked a laugh as if Valis had startled him. “Good idea. Let’s go.”

      Falling into step, Valis bumped shoulders with him. “I’m going to check on your work. No slacking on the brushing. They deserve good care.”

      “Slave driver.” He sighed and turned a rueful grin on Valis. “I’ll do my level best.”

      “I have five to do,” Valis pointed out with a teasing smile. “Don’t make me drag you into one of the pack horses’ stalls to show you how to groom a horse properly.” He thought a moment then, tilting his head as he checked on the tarp-covered wagon to make sure everything was still there. Darolen and Kerac both promised nothing would happen to anything within the cart, but he still had his doubts. Trusting his friends didn’t mean he had to trust everyone else. They’d earned it, everyone else had to, too. Right? He cleared his throat and turned his head back to Kerac as he dropped the edge of the tarp, satisfied that everything was safe for now. “How bad do the winters get here? Are we due for worse?”

      “Light snow, freezing temperatures for most years, though we have been known to get heavier on occasion, why?”

      “Heavier snow means I’m not shearing them,” Valis explained. “Their coats are getting a little shaggy, but they’ll need it if the winter gets much worse.”

      Kerac nodded. “Yes. Unfortunately, we have missed the splendor that is Arlvor in autumn. The snow came as a complete surprise this year.”

      That got a laugh. “You have no sense of seasons, have you?”

      Looking honestly perplexed, Kerac stopped before the stable doors and stared at Valis as if he’d just started clucking, his left brow inching toward his hairline. “What do you mean?”

      “Do you even count full moons?” he asked, ignoring the question for now.

      “…No, I do not.”

      “The full moon happens every twenty-eight to twenty-nine days,” Valis explained. “There are six days left before the next full moon.”

      Kerac’s brow lifted further. “All right…”

      Valis grinned and shook his head. “Sorry, Kerac. I grew up sowing and reaping. It’s habit for me to keep track of the moons so that I know when to begin harvest, or prepare the soil for planting. The full moon before last was the High Moon. That means the sun was in the lowest position in the sky, and the moon in the highest. It usually marks the longest night of the year which usually happens in the month of Peace. The next full moon is the full snow moon, which generally coincides with the heaviest snowfall in Compassion. So, my original question was silly.”

      Light dawned in those golden eyes and Kerac nodded. “Ah, I see, now.” He paused as he turned toward the stables and beckoned Valis inside. “I suppose I rely too much on Darolen for such things. Judging by what you say, we are indeed due for heavier snow. This month usually brings the most bitter of our winters.”

      “More than likely, though I don’t know the region.” He talked as he searched the stalls for their horses, and when he found them, went on as he checked the feed and water troughs. “In my region, the snow comes heavy fast and blizzards snow us in often due to the large nearby lakes. In this region, it isn’t as bitter yet, so I’m just glad we haven’t frozen to death. I was just hoping your winters were far milder.”

      Kerac’s almost forlorn voice became muffled as he spoke from a few stalls over. “I’m glad, as well. When we are abroad, the snow makes me miss the warm rooms, gentle hearth fires and warm scents of Avristin.”

      Valis’ heart plummeted through the floor and he frowned as he searched for his grooming brush in the saddle bags. “I’m sorry, Kerac.”

      The Aesriphos’ smiling face peeked around the stall wall. “It’s all right. This year, I have you and Avristin to look forward to. Though I wish we could have arrived in autumn.” He strode over and pulled Valis into a tight hug that Valis reveled in. “I so wanted the rich colors to be the first thing I shared of Arlvor with you.”

      Instead of tucking his face into the curve of Kerac’s neck as he usually did, Valis pulled back just enough to smile up at him. “Too late.”

      That brow lifted again. “Oh?”

      Valis nodded. “You already shared the best things.”

      “And what are those?”

      “You and Darolen shared your hearts.”

      Kerac’s breath hitched, and a shudder rippled through his large frame. For a moment, Valis thought he might cry, but instead he smiled and pressed a fierce kiss to Valis’ forehead. “Ah, but I truly am guilty.” His eyes shimmered, and he blinked rapidly as he looked to the horse to change the subject. “What was this about teaching me proper horse care?”

      The abrupt change of subject made Valis chuckle. He kissed the man’s cheek and shoved the grooming brush into his hand. Rather than working separately, Valis first showed Kerac the ‘proper’ ways to groom a horse, then fetched another brush. Each taking a side, they worked through all seven.

      When they finished, put everything away, grabbed their gear and headed out, they found Darolen leaned against the door frame just outside. “You two were adorable,” he said, deadpan. “I found us rooms.”

      He shared a look with Kerac over Valis’ shoulder, and Kerac frowned. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing,” Darolen said with a small shrug. “I just had to kick someone out of their room. It is settled now.”

      Valis blinked and stared. “You… kicked someone out their room so we could have a room?”

      “Correction. I kicked someone out their room and into one down the hall so you would have a room next to the one I will share with Kerac.” He paused when Valis made a face and chuckled. “Don’t give me that look. I made her think it was her own idea. She and her partner were all too glad to vacate the room and then clean it for us while I came to fetch you.”

      The look didn’t mean what Darolen thought. The idea of having his own bedroom had Valis’ stomach in knots. All morning, he knew they would share a room, just as they had shared a tent the last month. He knew he wouldn’t have to sleep alone. Now, he knew Darolen meant for him to sleep alone, in an unfamiliar room, in a strange bed.

      But Darolen and Kerac deserve time alone. He sighed to himself. They’ve catered to me for so long.

      Darolen gave him a suspicious look, and Valis did his best to smooth out his expression. If nothing else, he determined it necessary to ignore his feelings on the matter for now. Dealing with them later sounded like a good idea.

      Let it be a visual reminder to burn in your mind of what happens when you keep your feelings locked away and lose control of yourself, he heard Kerac reiterate in his mind for the second time that day. Sighing, he scrubbed a hand over his face. I won’t lock it away. I’ll just deal with it later.

      “Are you all right, Son?” Darolen asked quietly.

      Squaring his shoulders, Valis put on a worry-free smile and nodded. “I just really want that bath… and possibly a nap. I’m still tired from this morning.”

      Understanding sparked in Darolen’s eyes and he nodded. “Then let’s go get unpacked and we’ll go bathe.”

      “Why unpack when we’re only staying the night?” Valis asked as they walked toward the westernmost building.

      Darolen snorted and rubbed the end of his nose with a naked finger. He’d apparently ditched his gauntlets in their room. “Do you want clean clothes, or would you rather stink when we arrive at the monastery?”

      “Oh.” A blush flared Valis entire face and neck with heat and he grinned. “Good point. We are rather disgusting.” He looked down at his stained clothes and wrinkled his nose. “Thankfully I have some things that haven’t gotten quite as bad.”

      “You are the only one,” Kerac said with a pained smirk. “Darolen and I must lounge around in towels until our clothes are brought to us.”

      “As if either of you are complaining!” Valis snickered. “With me in your tent, you haven’t had any time to yourselves.”

      That thought tempered the anxiety of having his own room. His stomach still knotted and roiled, but Darolen and Kerac needed time alone. They deserved time to themselves. With that thought firmly planted in his mind, he followed Darolen and Kerac to their rooms.

      Valis entered his own once they got there and set about unpacking his clean clothes and doing the sniff test. He groaned as each smelled either of stale body odor from being mixed in with dirty clothes or mildew from being packed in humid weather, or worse yet, both. With a sigh, he picked the ones that smelled the least musty and tossed the rest in a neat pile on the floor.

      Then he re-thought that decision and tossed what he was going to wear in with the dirty clothes. If Kerac and Darolen could go around in a towel until their clothes came back clean, so could Valis.

      With that decision made, he went to check on the bags that held his various belongings. He pawed through the bundles of his father’s things that he hadn’t grown into yet, found they smelled much better than what he had just tossed onto the floor. They held Roba’s scent, though, and that made him stuff the things haphazardly back into the bags and want to scald his skin to get the scent off. But what he was actually looking for, he couldn’t seem to find. Where were his mother’s comb and handkerchief? He shuddered and searched through his own bags, the tents, the bedrolls, everything he had used in the past several months. He looked around. Every possession of his rested somewhere in the room except the gold chests, saddle bags, and the crates. He knew he hadn’t packed his mother’s things in those. But, whether at the foot of his bed, on the floor, or in his grasp, the rest of his stuff was at hand, and his heart dropped to somewhere near his feet.

      “No… Gods, no.”

      He searched three more times, each time his heart sank further. Just in case, he checked under the bed, in the small wardrobe, and in the desk drawers he never got the chance to touch.

      Racing from the room, Valis tore through the halls, down the stairs and out the main door to the courtyard. He brushed by surprised guards as he darted for the stables and nearly knocked over the stable hand in his haste to get to Chath’s stall.

      He skidded to a halt, sliding a few feet along the straw-strewn floor and scrambled into the stall. Heavy boots thudded after him, and two guards and the stable hand peered into the stall, all with wide eyes.

      “What is the matter?” one of the guards asked.

      “My mother’s things,” Valis whimpered as he ransacked his saddlebags, “I can’t find them! I haven’t seen them since I packed them in Evakis!”

      All three sighed, and one of the guards left. The stable hand, though, came in and started rooting through the hay bedding. “I will look in here. Check your other horses’ bags. Yeag, start checking hay in the young man’s other stalls. There is a dappled mare, bay mare, silver stallion, two chestnut geldings, and a paint gelding.”

      Heading out of the stall, the guard called back as he entered the next down the line. “What exactly are we looking for?”

      Valis set the saddle bag aside once he was done and moaned his misery. “An embroidered white cotton handkerchief with lavender lace on the edges, and my profile sewn into it in blue thread facing right, her profile facing left in pink. The comb is silver with raised gold and silver filigree and three oval sapphires. Between the sapphires are two oddly shaped freshwater pearls in a pinkish hue. My grandmother gave it to her on her wedding day.”

      The stable hand reached up and squeezed his knee. “If it is here, lad, we shall find it. Go on and look in the other saddle bags. Yeag, be thorough.”

      “Certainly,” Yeag said. Though, he exited the stables and shouted out the door for others. Soon, the stable crawled with the previously departed guard and four others, and after quick orders, they all searched through the hay with militaristic efficiency as Valis checked saddle bags.

      “Clear,” Yeag said from his stall’s door.

      The stable hand came out as well and nodded. “Clear.”

      Valis’ heart fell through the floor as he went through each saddle bag again in a desperate hope that he just overlooked them.

      “Clear,” another said from the third stall.

      It has to be here! He tore through the saddle bag and emptied its contents onto the floor, then sifted through them as if the items were too minuscule to see at a glance.

      “Clear,” came from the fourth stall.

      Panic gripped his chest and tears burned his eyes. Wiping them and his nose on his shirt sleeve, Valis tucked everything back into the last saddle bag and covered his face with both hands as he fought against the urge to cry.

      “Clear,” echoed two other guards. They cast Valis pained looks, but turned to the last stall with hopeful expressions as if they really cared if Valis’ things were returned to him.

      “Clear,” the last guard, a woman, murmured despondently. “I am sorry, lad.”

      Lowering his hands, Valis thudded his head against the stall wall. “Thank you for looking, everyone. I am sorry to have taken you from your duty.”

      Darolen came pounding through the stables and jerked to a stop when he saw the group. It took him a moment, but he found Valis sat on a hay bale in front of the line of stalls. “What is going on here?”

      “The lad lost his mother’s things,” the stable hand said with a sad frown. “We helped look for them. All is well, lad. We were glad to help.”

      “Good man, Kas.” Darolen sighed and reached for Valis. “Thank you, everyone. I will handle things from here.”

      As they all filed out of the stables, murmuring their apologies and condolences to Valis in their wake, Darolen knelt in front of Valis and squeezed his hands. “Are you certain they aren’t in your things still in your room?”

      Suddenly it seemed as if all Valis did of late was cry. His lips trembled, and he looked down. He couldn’t stop the tears, or the watery waver in his voice. “I searched five times before I came here.”

      Now that he started to settle down, Valis shivered. Without realizing it in his haste, he forgot to don his winter cloak, and the chill settled into his bones. Darolen squeezed Valis’ hands, then unhooked his own cloak and wrapped Valis up in it.

      “Come back inside,” he said as he helped Valis to his feet. “We will check again, and again after we bathe if we have to. I will have the launderers keep an eye out, as well, in case they are stuck to clothing, and we missed them.”

      Valis blindly let Darolen lead him back to his room. While he warmed up on a stool with Darolen’s cloak about him, he watched as the Aesriphos went methodically through each article of mildewed clothing, dirty or semi-clean. He went through the bedroll, then the crates, taking out each spell book and shaking them in turn. The last was the gold purses that they all three carried. Instead of rooting through them, he carefully upended one and put the gold back in a few coins at a time.

      Halfway through putting the gold back, Kerac poked his head into the room and frowned. “What is all this?”

      “I can’t find mother’s handkerchief and comb,” Valis said between tear-filled sobs. “I know I packed them. I know I did! I remember doing it. I put it in one of the packs with my clothes!”

      “Calm yourself, Valis,” Kerac said gently. “We can check the saddle bags next.”

      “I already did that!” Valis hated the whine in his voice and modulated it as much as he could. “Six guards and the stable hand helped me search the packs and hay bedding.”

      “I see.” Kerac sighed. Something passed across his face after a moment, and he frowned and went to help Darolen replace the gold. “Darolen, will you help our Love figure out the faucets so he can bathe? I’ll clean up in here and join you soon.”

      Without a word, Darolen rose, kissed Kerac and drew Valis to his feet. He murmured softly to Kerac, and as his lover went to work with the small pile of coins, Darolen tucked Valis against his side and drew him toward a central room on the lower level.

      Once the door shut, Darolen helped Valis undress as if he couldn’t do it himself. He didn’t stop until they both stood there nude, then he showed Valis how to work the faucets, which knob brought hot and which cold water. Throughout it all, Valis only half-listened. His mind floated elsewhere as he tried to retrace the last seven or so months to see what might have become of his mementos of his mother.

      The sound of water rippling drew him out of his thoughts just as Darolen sat down. He held his hand out and beckoned Valis over. “Come on.”

      Blinking, Valis looked around. All the other tubs were dry. “Uhm…”

      That fatherly look came to his face, and he smiled. “Not like that, Son.”

      Before he met the two Aesriphos, Valis would have run from the bathing room. Nude if he’d had to. He would have never considered such a thing. But that paternal look, the knowledge that Darolen and Kerac would never hurt him, the fact they had both risked their lives to save him more than once… it made every muscle in his body relax. He took Darolen’s hand and stepped down into the sunken bath, still with a bit of anxiety bubbling in his gut. But the moment he sank down into the steaming water, he let out a sigh and Darolen pulled him back against his chest so the water came up to his chin.

      With the steady thump of Darolen’s heart in his ear, the water seeping warmth into his bones, and being held like a treasured child, Valis soon dozed off. He woke to murmured voices.

      “What is this?” Kerac asked, his semi-scandalized tone a cross between amusement and worry.

      Darolen’s voice rumbled deeply against Valis’ ear, but what he heard from the other came as, “What does it look like?”

      “I refuse to say what it might look like…”

      The older Aesriphos chuckled and smoothed a wet hand down Valis’ hair. “Good. That means you know me better.”

      “Then what is this?” Kerac asked again. “You rarely let me bathe with you.”

      A heartfelt sigh escaped Darolen, and he wrapped his arms about Valis’ shoulders. “I told you that I was the oldest middle child of six. Well, when the younger three were between birth and three years, and they became uncontrollably distraught, Mother would often stuff them under her shirt and seemingly breastfeed.”

      Kerac made a strange sound that almost seemed disgusted. “You cannot produce milk, Darolen.”

      The elder mate chuckled again. “No need. I later learned that her milk dried up before they turned two. She just held them against her skin until they calmed enough to resume play. I never knew any better until I had a dream a few years back. I remembered her doing the same to me. She lifted me up by the scruff of my neck, squashed me down on her lap, and stuffed me inside her shirt. I didn’t suckle. But the dark, her scent, and the feeling of her skin had me calm in moments.”

      Silence drew on for a moment before Kerac laughed softly. “I see it worked.”

      “He passed out before the water stilled,” Darolen rumbled. “We should wake him before he gets so wrinkled it becomes painful.”

      Valis purred lazily. “I’m awake. Don’t want to move…”

      Darolen snorted and hugged him tighter. “You are pruning. And we still need to get clean.”

      His mind clear for once, Valis wiped at his eyes and sat up, careful not to hurt Darolen. “Yeah. No sense in getting back out of the bath still stinking.”

      Kerac snickered as he strode to another tub and worked the faucets. “Drain that dirty water, and I’ll get clean tubs ready for us.”
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      Fresh out the bath, Valis draped across his bed. Regardless of how comfortable or warm it was, he hated it. Darolen and Kerac relaxed in their own next door. By now, he was fairly certain they were already entangled and enjoying themselves. He couldn’t blame them though. He wished them happy. As he reminded himself over and over again, they deserved their time alone while they were able.

      Valis groaned and let out a long sigh, then he rolled onto his side and stuffed his arm under the downy pillow to better support his head. As he promised himself earlier, Valis went through his feelings. Terror clawed at his mind. Last night marked the first time he slept without a nightmare in ages. He had gotten so used to waking up and falling asleep to either Darolen’s face or Kerac’s that he wondered if sleep would claim him now at all.

      He tossed to his other side, half expecting to see Darolen looking back at him and frowned when he only found a bare stone wall and the other half of the bed. This is ridiculous! How can I know full and well that I’m alone and still expect to see them? And still get hurt when I don’t?

      He groaned again and Valis flopped onto his stomach, pressed his cheek into his pillow and bashed his face into it a few times. And I’m stuck here alone until Kerac and Darolen are done, or our clothes are clean, whichever comes first.

      His lungs burned for air and he shifted his face to the side so he could breathe again. When he laid on his stomach, he always had to shift the pillow all the way to the side until his face rested on the edge so that he didn’t smother. This pillow made it more necessary with its fluffiness. He shoved it to his right and gasped for breath.

      At least I’m not ready to break anything. That became a blessing. After that talk with Darolen, and the subsequent crying jags, each day became easier to deal with. Knowing his uncle was dead, having watched his body burn to ash the night he’d killed him, lent Valis a huge well of relief. He hadn’t realized how much tension he had carried with him until it all released with each ember that floated to the sky, and with each flake of ash that coated the ground and blackened the surrounding snow. With his death, joy crept back in, in a slow, steady trickle until Valis felt somewhat normal again. Waking up without a nightmare chasing him into alertness that morning, he thought, heralded the beginning of his full recovery.

      But will that recovery flee without Darolen and Kerac beside me each night? I’m not an infant! A few more months, and I’ll be nineteen. I need to grow up. What will happen when we’re at Avristin and I’m in training, and they’re called away for days, months, or a year or more? Will I just wallow in my own self-pity until they return to find me emaciated, weepy and whining? Or worse yet, incarcerated because I couldn’t hold my temper?

      That thought scared him. It scared him so completely that he got up, tossed his towel onto the floor and climbed under the covers. He burrowed under that comforting weight and nuzzled into the pillow. Then Valis shifted until he found a comfortable position and closed his eyes. I begged to be left alone to sleep this morning. Mentioned I desperately wanted a nap. Only slept a short time in the tub with Darolen. By the Gods, I will nap now—alone—if it kills me.

      Something picked at the back of his mind. Instinctively, Valis looked around for his sword and remembered that Darolen had him send it along with their armor and weapons to be mended and sharpened. A pang of annoyance flared in his gut, but he shoved it back down.

      I’m safe here, he reminded himself. I’m safer here than I was in the tent with only Darolen, Kerac and their shield keeping us sheltered. Safer than I ever had been living on the farm under Roba’s iron fist. He huffed a bout of vile laughter. Just as well. If someone startles me awake, I’m much better off with an accidental fist to someone’s face than an accidental beheading.

      As if he needed the reminder, his mind offered up the very vivid image of the bandit’s head flying off his neck to leave the still standing body pumping blood in a vertical pulsing fountain before him. He shuddered and pulled the blankets closer about him. The room was comfortably warm, but that image left a chill deep in his bones that made his insides quake.

      No. Not that thought, he growled at himself. If my memory has enough clarity to give me that, it can give me Darolen and Kerac having sex.

      And then he sighed and palmed his face. That isn’t a good idea, either. I need a distraction that isn’t going to make me explode.

      With another agonized groan, Valis gave what he thought was a valiant effort to redirect his thoughts, and searched through his memories for something comforting that wouldn’t end up erotic. After scrolling through memories, something tugged at his heart. Darolen’s deep voice rose in his mind in song.

      Memories of every time he sang it sprung forth and replayed until tears soaked the pillow under his face. Instead of sorrow, however, his heart trilled with such love that it almost smothered him.

      Darolen’s voice played in his mind until Valis fell asleep. When he woke, something warm pressed to his back and feather-light touches tickled his cheeks. He shifted back into the warmth, but couldn’t get comfortable. He murmured something incomprehensible, even to himself, as he rolled over and tucked against the hard chest.

      “Did you have fun with Darolen?” he mumbled, his voice still thick with sleep.

      A deep bass chuckle rumbled instead of Kerac’s low tenor, and Valis pried his eyelids open. “Oh, I thought you were Kerac!”

      The craggy warrior stretched and draped an arm about Valis’ waist. Both lay there nude, except Darolen’s towel about the older man’s hips. Darolen, though, only had a soft, amused smile and a kind touch as he petted Valis’ back.

      “Kerac fell asleep, and I wanted to check on you,” he said. “When I came in, you were whimpering in your sleep. You calmed the moment I stroked your hair, so I stayed.”

      Valis ducked his head as a blush crept across his face and down his neck. “I missed you and Kerac, but I didn’t want to bother either of you. I… fell asleep to the sound of your voice.”

      “Oh?” Darolen asked. His eyes widened at that, and a worried frown marred his forehead and tugged his lips down. “How so?”

      Valis nodded and snuggled down. “Just memories of when you sang to me. I was upset, and it calmed me so I could sleep.”

      The worried frown disappeared in an instant. Darolen’s arm tightened about him and he leaned in, pressing a kiss to Valis’ forehead. “I’m glad it brings you comfort. It did to me when I was around your age, many years ago.”

      That kiss warmed Valis to his toes, and he pressed his face in the curve of Darolen’s throat. Valis murmured against his skin, “How old are you, Father?”

      “I—” Darolen sucked in a sharp breath through his nose and tightened his grip on Valis until he nearly crushed him against his chest. “What did you just call me?”

      Fear, like acid, shot through Valis’ gut and veins and he tried to shrink back. “I’m sorry, Darolen! I—”

      “Don’t.” Darolen whispered the word, cutting him off. “Don’t you ever shrink away from me like that. I won’t ever hurt you in anger. Not unless it’s for your own safety. Do you understand me?”

      Valis nodded as he tried to swallow the lump in his throat. All the words he wanted to say died when he saw the shimmer of barely restrained tears in Darolen’s eyes.

      “What did you call me?” he asked again, softer this time.

      “…Father,” Valis whimpered.

      A shudder ripped through Darolen’s large frame, and he pressed a hard kiss to Valis’ forehead. The arm around his back almost bruised him as it tightened further.

      Darolen closed his eyes. His throat worked as if to swallow something too large to go down. It took long moments before he breathed without each inhale sounding like a gasp.

      Valis worried his lower lip. He was about to apologize again when Darolen pressed another, gentler kiss to his forehead. “I’ll strive to live up to that title, Son. Gods know I love you like my own.”

      Sniffling, Valis tucked his head under Darolen’s chin again and fought against the surge of tears. Then he laughed. “It seems all I do of late is cry…”

      Darolen huffed a laugh of his own and nuzzled into Valis’ hair with a soft, deep purr. “If we are correct about your lifespan, it is only hormones, stress, and sudden and constant changes.”

      His arm loosened to cradle Valis instead of crush him. As Darolen relaxed, he breathed in the clean scent of Valis’ freshly washed hair while Valis breathed in the scent of soap and clean skin mixed with Darolen’s natural scent that always calmed him. “You asked how old I am. I think that is valid. What do you know of normal lifespans? How old do you expect people to live to if they are able to reach old age and die without violence?”

      Having only known his own family, and the hired workers, Valis shook his head. “I don’t know, to be honest. I expect seventy to eighty, perhaps.”

      The nod moved Valis’ head with it, and Darolen nuzzled back down. “That is the general expectation for laymen. Mages, though, live to be between three-fifty to four hundred years old under normal circumstances. If you are magically inclined, you’re probably just hitting puberty. When did you start getting hair under your arms and on your groin?”

      Valis shifted uncomfortably and pressed his face tighter to Darolen’s throat. “About a month or so before we met. Perhaps two. Roba made fun of me for years, saying I was supposed to be a woman and bleed because I never grew hair there. Mother said I may never be able to grow a beard, like the men in her side of the family.”

      Another shiver shook Darolen when Valis called his birth father by name, rather than title, and he hugged Valis again with a pleased purr. “Then I do think you are a mage. Since we haven’t tested you yet, we will wait until we reach the monastery and have one of the Patron Priests test you properly.”

      “Why can’t Brother Cazho do it?”

      Darolen grunted in disgust and nuzzled deeper into the pillow. “You would suffer him again?”

      “He did enjoy it a bit much for my tastes,” Valis said, laughter in his voice, “but he wasn’t awful.”

      “Mm.” Darolen took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I would rather have someone more attuned to performing such tests be the one to do so. I would also like someone calmer and with less a love of dramatics.”

      “If it worries you, Father, I’ll wait,” Valis said loyally. He heaved a contented sigh and purred as he tucked up against Darolen’s chest. “Speaking of that… what do I call Kerac? Calling you both ‘Father’ would get confusing.”

      Darolen’s amused chuckle shook the whole bed. When he calmed, he pressed a kiss to Valis’ ear and whispered into it. “Call him ‘Papa’ and see what he does.”

      Not more than a moment later, the door opened, shut and soft footsteps drew near the bed. “And what is all this?” Kerac asked, a smile in his voice. “I wake in a cold bed and find you two snug and warm here without me.” He swatted Valis’ backside through the covers. “Make room!”

      Both laughed. Valis and his new father scooted until poor Darolen nearly fell off the other side of the bed. It took some maneuvering and strategy, but soon they all somehow fit on the mattress, packed into a tight tangle of arms, legs and towels.

      Kerac pressed a kiss to the back of Valis’ head and murmured there. “Did you get your nap?”

      Valis snickered. “I did. Though, apparently not as good as yours.”

      “I was attacked by a wild Darolen,” Kerac said with a dramatic sigh. “I had no choice but to faint from exhaustion.”

      Darolen snorted and reached over Valis to smack Kerac’s rump. “I remember that differently.”

      Frowning, Valis gave Darolen a playful shove that nearly sent him tumbling to the floor. “Don’t hit Papa so hard. That sounded like it hurt!”

      A whimper, high and soft, huffed next to Valis’ ear. Behind him, Kerac stiffened until his entire body felt like steel. In the very crammed, limited space of the bed meant only for two bodies, Valis twisted, wrenched, and rolled while trying not to knee or elbow anyone’s sensitive bits. He settled once he faced Kerac and frowned.

      “Aw, Papa,” he murmured.

      Kerac’s eyes were overlarge. Fat tears beaded in the corners and he held his breath. Valis tapped his lower lids to make the tears fall and wiped them away.

      That gentle touch made Kerac suck in a sobbed breath. He closed his mouth and swallowed with another high, breathy, wet whimper. His lower lip quivered so hard that his entire chin shivered with the force of it. Unable to stand that look, Valis kissed his chin and wriggled until he was able to reach up and wrap his arms about his neck and hugged Kerac tight. That seemed to break whatever kept him rigid, as with the next breath, Kerac stuffed his face in Valis’ hair, wrapped him in his arms, and let out a loud, choked sob.

      Valis saw him shed tears before, both of joy and sorrow. They always remained silent and controlled. This seemed as if something was ripped out of him. As Valis held onto him, Kerac cried hard. His voice cracked with barely restrained wails. Each inhale drew on his vocal chords backward in pained, ululating gasped moans.

      It was like he couldn’t get Valis close enough. His arms became bruising. His legs wrapped about Valis’ and became a vise. Terrified, Valis frantically petted Kerac’s hair to try to soothe him, but nothing seemed to work. Crooning into his ear only made him cry harder. He surprised Valis as he shrugged off Darolen’s touches.

      I broke him, Valis whimpered to himself. Gods, I broke him…

      As if he heard Valis’ thoughts, Darolen’s steady hand rubbed his shoulder, and he kissed the back of his head. “It’s okay, Son,” he whispered. “He needs this.”

      Gritting his teeth to keep his own emotions in, Valis went back to stroking Kerac’s long hair. “What’s wrong, Papa? I can’t help you if you don’t calm down.”

      Valis didn’t expect an answer, at least not right away. He didn’t get one right away, either. Kerac seemed inconsolable for long minutes. Gradually, though, his cries came softer and calmer until he wept himself out.

      Kerac’s storm left Valis soaked from the torrent. Valis teased Kerac’s face out of his wet hair and kissed his father’s forehead as he used the soft down-filled duvet to dry their faces and necks. “What’s wrong?”

      Kerac shuddered and went to tuck his face back into Valis’ hair, but Valis tilted his head and met him with a kiss to the nose. “No hiding. What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing,” he croaked. His voice came hoarse and thick. Even with red-rimmed, bloodshot eyes and a snotty nose, his timid smile lit up the entire room. “Everything is as it should be.”

      He couldn’t match that smile if he tried, but Valis did his best. “Then why the flood?”

      Kerac devoured Valis’ face with his eyes and shook his head with a soft, huffed laugh as if he couldn’t believe what he saw. “You,” he murmured. “I have dreamed of you since I was young. And every time, you called me Papa. And every time, I was heartbroken when I woke to find a reality without you in it.” He shuddered again, and his shaking hand came up to cup Valis’ cheek. “I’ve dreamed of you off and on for over a century.”

      Valis gasped, and he stared. “How old are you? Father never said…”

      Darolen chuckled. “I turned two-hundred and thirty-one this past spring. Kerac is one-sixty-two.”

      Now Valis wanted to know everything, and he squirmed. “How old were you when you two met?”

      With that pleased, deep purr, Darolen reached across Valis and stroked a hand over Kerac’s hair. “I waited a hundred and four years for Kerac. He was only thirty-five, and a timid thing.”

      Kerac closed his eyes and nuzzled into Darolen’s hand with an almost shy smile. If they got any more adorable, Valis might gag. Though, the way they were so very in love made him feel luckier than just having two impossibly kind people adopt him. They made it feel like he belonged in that love, and he basked in it.

      “I can’t imagine Papa ever being timid,” he laughed. “I—”

      Someone rapped at the door, and a woman called, “Laundry!” Her sharp voice made everyone jerk, but Kerac recovered first. He squeezed Valis tight and kissed his temple as he untangled himself and rolled out of bed. It took him a moment to adjust the towel about his hips and answer the door to get their laundry. Six men accompanied the laundry woman with their bundles of clothes, tents and bedding, armor and weapons. Soon, Valis’ room was full to bursting and in need of sorting.

      Once the door closed, Kerac turned a fond smile on him and shook his head as he picked up their conversation. “If or when you ever enter an Ezhav, you will find that any timidity you have will diminish in some areas.” He picked up his laundry, weapons and armor, setting them in a neat pile so he could carry them. “When you have someone strong attached to you, they become your strength, and you theirs.”

      “That,” Darolen paused to grin at his lover, “and over sixty years of gently forcing him into situations to get him desensitized worked wonders.”

      Kerac blushed and threw his wadded up towel at Darolen’s face, but he laughed. “I was sheltered!”

      Darolen caught the towel with ease and folded it up. He gave a sage nod toward Valis. “Yes, you were. So is our son. Blood related or not, I see a lot of you in him. It will do neither of you any good to keep such things from him. Matter of fact, it may do more harm than good.”

      Smirking, Valis went about folding and sorting his things into his freshly cleaned bags and picked out his warmer traveling clothes while his fathers bickered in their good-natured way. He finished before they ended their discussion, but when he looked up, they both had grins, even if Kerac’s had an accompanying flush.

      “You know, it’s awfully awkward to be the only man dressed in a bedroom,” Valis teased. “Get some clothes on. I’m starving.”

      “That’s our boy!” Kerac crowed. “About time you had your proper appetite back.”

      As Kerac fled the room with his things, Darolen laughed. “We won’t be long. Pack our bundles if you would. The less we must do before bed, or in the morning, the better off we will be.” He gathered up his clothes and went to the door before turning his gaze back on Valis. “We leave before dawn.”

      His tone made Valis frown, and he stood from where he’d been rolling their bedding. “What’s wrong? Your jaw shifted. You’re worried about something.”

      Darolen snorted and shook his head. “No wonder I can’t get anything past you.” His jaw shifted again, and he turned to face him fully. “We’ll be riding harder than normal. One of the guards alerted me to an oncoming storm. I hope to outrun it.”

      “I won’t let you down, Father,” Valis vowed.

      “I know you won’t, Son.” Darolen’s jaw relaxed, and he elbowed the door the rest of the way open. “You never have.”
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      The last seventeen days after leaving the border garrison seemed like they would never end. Snow swirled around them in increasing thickness until it was hard to see where they were going, but it wasn’t quite storm-snow. They were still making good time. Tonight, when they camped, Darolen didn’t look pleased as he stared up at the sky, but their routine stayed the same. Pitch the tents, care for the horses, eat dinner, sword forms. After that one night in the border garrison, sleeping in the tent was almost like torture, but this night, Valis all but passed out the moment his head hit the pillow.

      Wind woke him up. The shields kept out people and animals. They did little about the weather, and nothing at all about wind. In the darkness of early morning, the freezing wind whipped at the tent Valis shared with his fathers. The bitterness blasted his face from between the tied tent flaps.

      Valis shifted and felt two warm bodies pressed in against his. He was never the first one awake. He shuddered as his stomach pitted and he lifted his head to stare at the hole in the flaps made by the blasting wind kicked up by the swiftly growing storm. All he could see was snow. It swirled so thick that it looked like a fluffy blanket wafting in the breeze beyond the shield. It piled up around the base, some of it melting from the warmth created by the shield’s magic.

      That chasm opened up in his gut again, and Valis rolled to shove against Darolen’s chest. “Father, wake up.”

      Darolen grunted and lifted his head, instantly alert. “What is it?”

      “My stomach is pitting,” he said. “Something’s wrong. Something is going to happen.”

      Without need for clarification, Darolen got up and peered outside the flaps. He uttered a curse and whirled back around. “Up you both get. We need to reach Avristin before midday. We should be near enough.”

      Kerac sat up and rubbed his eyes. He took one look at Darolen and was on his feet. “The storm is upon us?”

      He spoke as he worked to get his boots and armor on. “Blizzard. Seems to have hit us just a few moments ago with the way it’s putting down the snow. Much longer, and the wind will snatch our tent.”

      That got Kerac moving. By the time both men had their armor on, Valis already had the bedding rolled and tied and started work on breaking down the tent. Between the three of them, they had their gear packed and on the horses in a fraction of their normal time.

      By the time they mounted up and got underway, the skies had belched out enough snow that the valleys between the drifts came up to the horses’ knees. Valis had to shout above the wind. “How are we going to get through this snow?”

      “Slow and steady,” Darolen shouted back. “We can use a bit of magic to melt the snow for the wagon, but we have to get out of this before we all freeze.”

      “And how can you tell where we’re going?” Valis asked. “All I can see is snow. I can barely see you!”

      “Avristin is like a beacon to our souls,” Kerac said from his side. “We can feel it like you feel the sun on your face in the summer. It is especially strong with as close as we are. If we keep a steady pace, we should make it today.”

      “That, and I always remember which direction the tent faces,” Darolen said from the front. “It is important to always be aware of your surroundings for emergencies such as this.”

      They lapsed into silence as the wind crushed in around them, stealing their breath and voices. With a numb nose, Valis pulled his shirt and cloak up around his face to breathe some warmth back into it. Darolen and Kerac did the same with their cloaks. It took a thought, but after a few slips of his shirt and cloak, Valis tugged on the pack horses’ tethers from the back of his saddle and found the one holding his packs. He rooted through one and brought out three shirts.

      “Here!” He passed two to Kerac and motioned for him to give the second to Darolen. “Wrap them around your faces.”

      In case Kerac didn’t hear, he wrung the shirt in his hands into a loose rope and tied it around his face and head so that only his eyes showed. Kerac grinned and mimicked him, then handed the second to Darolen and pointed to his own face as instruction.

      Now that they could breathe easier and keep their faces warmer, the day progressed with less pain. Every so often they had to stop and change out the shirts as the condensation of their breath swiftly made the shirts into frozen masses that hurt worse than the wind. Still, they helped more than keeping their faces uncovered.

      When mid-morning came, the skies looked just as dark as it did well before dawn. Dark clouds, thick snow, and bitter wind gusting both in swirls seemed an endless vortex of indomitable obstacles. The snow that came up to the horses’ knees earlier now became walls that they had to melt with magic, as the valleys came to their chests in some places otherwise.

      Everything ached. Valis tried to rub warmth into his numb knees and calves, but that only made his hands tingle and burn from the cold. When it got to be too much, he laid down along Chath’s neck and hugged the beast, both to warm himself on his mount’s neck and to help warm his poor horse. Since he named his gelding, he now worried more about his survival, which seemed to be a vain hope now. With every stride, their horses’ eyes started to glaze over, and Chath mis-stepped often. He thanked Phaerith every time Chath righted himself, instead of going face first into the nearest snow drift.

      Every time he checked on the horses drawing the wagon, he shivered. They seemed nearer death than the rest. Sweat coated their bodies, and Valis knew firsthand how that made a person—or beast—colder than if they were dry. He hoped they would make it, hoped they wouldn’t freeze out here. Hoped he wouldn’t have to help carry them off the path and strap the pack horses to the wagon for the last stretch. Would they even make it? They already carried such a burden with their clothes and gear, but nowhere near the weight that rested in the back of the wagon.

      The deep chill sapped Valis of all his strength and energy. He didn’t realize he passed out until Kerac caught him by the shoulder and shoved him back atop his horse. “Wake up. We’re almost there,” he shouted over the wind. “Look!”

      He pointed with a shaking finger into the snowy distance. Valis rubbed the frozen crust out of his eyes and peered ahead. He saw nothing for a long few moments. Then a flash of golden light pierced the darkness and was gone. “What is that?”

      “Avristin’s beacon.” Kerac let out a joyous laugh. “We will be upon the docks soon. Rest your heart, Son. It’s almost over.”

      Valis couldn’t rest his heart. Everything was numb, from his heart to his head to his fingers and toes. What once ached, then seared with cold fire, and now there was nothing. Part of him had a desperate hope that if—when—they made it to Avristin, he would still have all his fingers, toes, and other important necessities. He only managed a dull nod that got Kerac to urge his mount closer and rub his back. He knew that the rubbing hand was there, but he couldn’t feel it. The loss of that loving comfort opened up his chest into a raw wound, and he had to swallow down the fear it belched up.

      With nothing to see but snow and that randomly flashing light, Valis dozed in the saddle again. Again, he woke tipped over with Kerac shoving him back onto his horse. “Phaerith’s balls, Son. Stay in the saddle!”

      Groaning, Valis rubbed his eyes. “Are we there, yet?”

      Just then, Valis heard the clomping of hooves on wood. He looked around to find that the snow had been shoveled away for some distance. Fine sand and salt crystals kept ice from forming and made the falling snow melt at almost the same time it fell to the path. Ahead stretched a vast, frosty lake. It surprised him that it had not completely frozen over by now. Only a few chunks of ice floated in the dark water. Beyond, in the center of the lake, as far as the eye could see, stretched a vast wall.

      “Gods, how big is it?” Valis asked aloud, his voice barely making it over the wind.

      Kerac grinned as they made their way toward the ferry that headed across the lake for them. He’d pulled his shirt-rope down sometime before Valis nearly toppled off his horse and now let it hang about his neck. “Four leagues radius in the largest areas. The wall follows the shoreline of the island, so it varies.”

      The closer they got to the water, the warmer it seemed. Whether it was true, or just his imagination was yet to be determined. One look at his fathers, though, and Valis grinned. They both radiated peace and joy. Both relaxed in their saddles.

      Darolen glanced over at him and gave him a warm smile as he pulled down the twisted shirt that covered his face. “Do you feel it?”

      Valis searched his feelings a moment, then tilted his head and perked a brow. “Feel what?”

      “The warmth that floods this place,” he said.

      “Sort of.” Valis nodded. He did feel it, in a strange way. “I’m numb all over, but I still feel… something.”

      The elder man nodded and cast his eyes toward the high walls. “It isn’t something your skin feels, but your spirit. This feeling is what guides us home. It was what Kerac spoke of back near camp. It tugs at us when we turn our faces toward Avristin.”

      “So you can never get lost?”

      He chuckled and smoothed a frigid hand over Valis’ forehead. “Oh, getting lost is always a possibility. We just don’t stay lost for long.”

      The ferry pulled up to the dock and tied down. Once the ferryman landed the wooden plank from the boat to the docks, Darolen led them onto the deck and waved Valis up toward him while Kerac took up the rear behind the pack horses and wagon.

      “Do you remember what Kerac and I said about The Cleansing and The Harrowing?” he asked. Valis nodded, and he continued. “Clear your mind, Son. Relax and close your eyes. The journey will be done all too soon.”

      Too weary to argue, and with his trust in his fathers high, Valis closed his eyes. Clearing his mind of all thought was simple. Fatigue meant coherent thought didn’t exist for the most part. Though, the last part—relaxing—became harder than the rest. As numb as he was, he couldn’t tell if he was relaxed or tense.

      Once the ferry rocked away from the docks, however, all cares fled him. The warmth from the docks and lake seeped into his bones. It washed over him in gentle waves. Between that feeling of utter peace and the almost cradling rock of the ferry, Valis nearly fell asleep. He forced himself to stay awake.

      To Valis’ horror, he didn’t succeed.

      “Wake up, Son,” Darolen crooned near his ear. “Wake up, now.”

      Groaning, Valis sat up. Somehow, he found his way down across Chath’s neck when he dozed. He blinked and glanced around. The ferry was gone. The horses walked along salted cobbled roads through what looked like a quaint village. The walls surrounding the city seemed so far away. How long have I been out?

      Smoke rose from stone chimneys and scented the air with fragrant wood and cooking food. Rubbing his stomach, Valis blinked in surprise. He wriggled his fingers and rubbed his legs. “I’m not numb anymore.” He frowned in confusion. “I feel warm…”

      Darolen laughed and reached over to squeeze his shoulder. “Welcome home, Son. Welcome home.”

      

      
        
        To be continued in Avristin...
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