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Chapter 1

Sarah

 


Shrouded in the mists of his childhood,
Thomas' earliest memories were of the cold. The cold, and a near
endless hunger; the sort that made him feel as though his innards
were devouring him from within. He could hardly remember being
warm, much less full. He was alone, a street waif, without parent
or guardian, and no recollection of ever having been anything
but...

The day he came across a kitten, wet and
mewing in an alley, was different. It would be the first day he
remembered well, for it was the first day that anything important
happened to him. Lost and hungry, the kitten seemed much like
himself, and despite the fact that he had nothing to offer, he felt
drawn to it. Moving quietly toward the small cat, he made soft
reassuring noises, until at last he was able to pick it up.

The poor thing was shivering, much as he was,
so he held it close against him, to share what little warmth his
thin cold frame had to offer. Consequently, he didn’t notice the
figure approaching him. Another person having seen him there, a
small boy clutching a wet kitten, would have been moved by the
tragedy of it. The person who did find him however, was not prone
to such frail emotions.

The young man watching him approached slowly,
to avoid alerting his target. His name was Flin, and he was a bully
of the worst sort; older, stronger; the son of a merchant, and one
look revealed that he hadn't missed any meals. Yet for some reason
he was filled with anger, and his free time was generally occupied
with finding ways to torment street urchins, or anyone weaker and
less fortunate. Maybe he did it from boredom, though not even he
knew what drove him to his actions.

Thomas had avoided him many times in the
past, nimbly escaping him whenever he came around, but those were
better days, when he wasn't so cold, so hungry, and burdened with a
kitten. A short run was all he managed before Flin got a solid grip
on his arm and spun him about. The kitten went tumbling away,
dropping from Thomas’ numbed hands. “Wait Flin, don't hurt it!” he
cried without thinking.

“You worried about this bit of rags? I
figured you'd be more worried about what I'm gonna do to you,” said
his tormentor. A wicked grin lit the youth’s face, showing a
cracked tooth. “That's ok; I'll put him out of his misery for ya.”
Raising his booted foot, he made ready to crush the small
animal.

“No!” without thinking Thomas dove down, and
shoved the kitten aside. Flin's boot came down hard upon his arm
instead, and having trapped it there, Flin began to slowly bear
down. “Stop, wait...,” Thomas' words faltered. Pain shot up his
arm, with a pop and a sickening grinding sensation, he felt the
bones in his wrist snap, almost causing him to lose consciousness.
A moment later, vision blurred by tears, he saw Flin kneeling,
leaning in toward him. A flash caught his attention, the glint from
a knife. Returning to his senses, he realized Flin was cutting off
his shirt and coat.

“I thought about beating the crap out of a
little piss pants like you, but then I figured it would just get my
clothes dirty, so maybe I'll just get rid of this shirt for you and
see how long it takes you to freeze to death out here...” He
stopped talking for a moment, staring at the odd design on Thomas'
chest. “What the hell? I knew you was a dirty little bastard, but
looks like you're deformed as well as smelly. What is that, a curse
mark?” Flin paused for a moment, obviously deep in thought. “Yep it
would definitely be a public service to go ahead and put an end to
a malformed little shit like you.”

The look in his eye as he brought the knife up again
left no doubt in Thomas' mind, this was it, the end. It all seemed
so useless, but for a moment his first thought was that at least he
wouldn't be hungry anymore. Time slowed down a bit, and a small
movement caught his eye, the kitten scurrying off. At least the
cat got away, he thought to himself, and then he heard her
voice.

“It’s not a birthmark.” Her voice was smooth,
without a quaver or any sign of fear. She was obviously young,
dressed in rags; she looked just a few years older than Thomas. Her
face was smooth, but smudged with dirt, not that anyone would
notice after seeing her hair, shining red gold, it wreathed her
face, spilling out recklessly in all directions. It was everywhere,
sticking up from her head, out to the sides, and falling well past
her shoulders.

Flin became still for a moment, and then he
straightened up and turned to the girl, unsure of himself for some
reason.

“It’s not a birthmark,” she repeated clearly,
“but a burn, and not just on his body, but upon his very soul. A
curse? Perhaps—but rather a curse of destiny, marking him for my
service. Count yourself lucky you were not chosen, although I would
not take one as weak of mind and body as you.” There was a glint of
what might be pure madness in her eyes, which now that he noticed
them, were the clearest blue Thomas had ever seen.

“You know what? I don't have time for this.”
Flin stood up and began to walk carefully away. “Little piss pants,
I'm gonna leave you to this crazy bitch.” Spitting on the ground,
he took his eyes away from her and walked briskly away, something
akin to fear showing in the set of his shoulders. Thomas couldn't
imagine what would make him act that way, although the newcomer was
certainly bold.

Thomas looked back at the girl, wondering for
a moment how her hair managed to be so many places at once; then he
tried to get up. Forgetting his arm, he tried to lift himself with
it, and the pain, forgotten for a moment, came howling back at him,
ushering him into cold darkness as he passed out.

When he awoke later, after what seemed days,
he found himself in a strange place. Lying on a pile of cotton rags
and old burlap sacks, he was warm. Looking over, Thomas realized
there was a small fire, illuminating what appeared to be an odd
collection of old wooden fruit crates. Sitting up, he felt much
better than he had in days, warm at least; that was when his
stomach began to loudly remind him he hadn't eaten for some
time.

“I figured you'd be hungry, here.” There she
was, sitting close by, holding a loaf of fresh bread. Without
thinking Thomas took it and began to devour it. His stomach hurt at
the first bite, having been empty for so long, but he couldn't
stop, at least not until he had eaten three quarters of the loaf.
Finally, he got control of himself, remembering his beggarly
manners.

“Thank you, I'm sorry I ate more than my
share. Here, you take the rest.” Shy for a reason he couldn't name,
he looked at the older girl from under his matted hair, offering
her the remainder of the loaf.

Her laughter came to his ears like small
silver bells, tinkling without cause or care. She laughed
unabashedly at him, but then her face became serious. “I'm not
hungry, that was all for you, but I won't dishonor your gift.”
Taking the loaf from him, she took one small bite. He saw a pearly
flash of teeth as she nipped the loaf delicately, then she handed
it back, “There, you eat the rest. You need it.”

Further encouragement was unnecessary, he
quickly ate the remainder; staring at her from the corner of his
eye, wondering at her generosity. It was about this time that he
realized he was resting his weight on his broken arm, and indeed,
had been using it since he awoke. “My wrist! What?”

“Oh, it was fine. I looked you over after you
passed out, didn't seem to be more than a mild bruise,” she
answered in a matter-of-fact manner.

“But it was broken! How? How long have I been
asleep? Did you do something to my arm?” his confusion spilled out,
but her look stilled his questions.

“No, it’s fine, but if you like we can break
it now. Would that be better?” her face was lit with a mischievous
smile. He would learn with time that she had a rather odd sense of
humor, for that was the beginning of the best year of his life. Her
name was Sarah, and she lived in a back alley between the docks and
the trade district.

Her collection of fruit crates came to seem
like a castle to him, a place of security. She wouldn't let him
live there, valuing her own privacy, but whenever it was too cold,
or he was in need, she would let him stay for a day or two here and
there. The rest of the time he was allowed to visit, often for
hours at a stretch, although the price seemed to be participation
in her odd games, or listening to her fanciful stories. Not that he
minded, for the first time in his short life, he got to be a child,
rather than just a street orphan.

Thomas was about ten years of age at this
time, but she appeared a bit older, probably around thirteen, not
that she ever told him. The games she liked seemed more suited to
children younger than both of them, but he played them gladly
anyway.

“Are you ready Thomas?” she said loudly one
day, using her high court voice, an essential part of their latest
game.

“Yes, milady,” he replied, trying his best to
imitate a nobleman's cultured tones.

“No, no, no, it’s not 'milady' until
after you've sworn the oath!”

“Oh, right. Yes, Your Majesty!”

“Your Grace will do, I am not a queen after
all,” her act was marred by a slight smirk as she said this.

“Yes, Your Grace,” he answered soberly.

“Do you swear to serve me all your life, with
all your strength, all your mind, body and soul? To protect
the...”

“I swear on my life,” he interrupted, having
thought she was done.

“Let me finish!” Sighing, she continued, “To
protect the weak, show mercy to the helpless, giving aid to the
downtrodden, and undertaking any task I might give to you.”

“I so swear.”

“On your soul,” she corrected.

“Why on my soul? I said on my life earlier,
what's the difference?” Sometimes her games had odd rules.

“Because I am taking your service, not just
in this life, but in the life hereafter, and any to come from
thence forward,” she answered imperiously.

“That doesn't make much sense; I mean I don't
even know what's going to happen when I die and nobody
really...”

“Are you going to swear or not?” for a moment
her eyes blazed and Thomas felt unsure, an unusual thing, since
normally he never felt more at ease than when he was playing with
Sarah.

That's right, this is Sarah. The
thought came to him with a sudden realization, even if it weren't a
game, he had never cared about anyone more. A resolve built within
him, and he answered her in his normal voice, without a hint of
mockery. “I swear, all the above, on my soul, for this life and the
next, and any to come after that, I will never forsake you, nor
forget my duty.” Looking up into her eyes, the sun flared behind
her, illuminating her hair like a fiery wreath. He saw a triumphant
look on her face as she gazed down upon him. She may not be a
queen, but she certainly looks like one to me.

“It is right that those who offer to us
unbroken fidelity should be protected by our aid. And since you, a
faithful one of ours, have seen fit to swear trust and fidelity to
us in our hand, therefore we decree and command that you shall ever
be sheltered by us and given succor in time of need.”

“Where did you learn that?” Thomas
questioned.

“Wot? Did ya think I din't know me letters?”
she answered in a playful accent.

“You're impossible!” he blustered, turning
red as the moment passed.

“Just remember, Tommy, you're still just a
small boy, therefore I only expect you to care for kittens and
small animals at this point. But I will expect much more of you in
the future!” she told him, her tone serious once more.

He could never really tell when she was
serious or when she was joking around, but he figured he could
manage kittens.


Chapter 2

 Whitmire

 


A year passed, as the happy days of youth
often do, so quickly that Thomas hardly noticed it. This was the
first good year Thomas could remember, so it caught him quite by
surprise when winter began nearing again. The day was cold, as
winter was returning with a vengeance. As so often happened, Thomas
sought Sarah in what he thought of as her castle. Her haven among
the fruit crates.

As usual, she had managed to find plenty of
food. It was fresh fruit today. He often wondered how she got so
much, but she never revealed her secrets. Looking at her now, he
studied her smudged face. There was something almost ethereal about
Sarah, her face was vaguely dirty but her skin always had a glow
about it. Her hair, wild and unkempt, still managed to shine
brilliantly, even though he couldn't imagine how she would have
managed to wash it. For that matter, she always smelled good
too.

Today she looked sad.

“I figured you'd show up today,” she said,
“but you can't stay.”

“That's ok, but it is really cold out.”
Thomas was rather disappointed, for a moment caught up wondering
where he’d find a warm enough spot for the night. It wasn’t the
first time she had turned him away, but never when the weather was
cruel as it was now. Secretly he had always suspected she turned
him away merely to keep him self-reliant.

“I have to go Thomas.” The words brought him
back to the present and something in her tone worried him.

“Where are you going?”

“I can't stay a girl forever. I have things I
have to do.”

“Well of course we're growing up, but you
don't have to act so serious about it,” even as he said it, Thomas
knew he was misunderstanding her. “If you just tell me what's going
on, maybe I can help.”

Sarah smiled, “You'll help more than you
realize, but that's for another day.”

“But...”

“Don't worry; I've planned ahead for you.”
Sometimes she seemed to really believe she was some sort of feudal
liege. It was endearing and yet still made him wonder if she was a
few cards shy of a full deck. But he put his doubts aside, since he
could tell she was serious, and for some reason it sparked an angry
feeling within him.

“What do you mean?” he asked.

“I have a friend. A man named Whitmire. He'll
be at the Crown Tavern tonight. He'll give you a place to stay,”
her voice had a sadness to it.

“Is that where you've been getting your
food!?” Thomas was angry, but uncertain. He'd often wondered how
she found food so often, now her statements made him rethink
everything.

“Of course not! Now shut up and listen to me.
This is important, Thomas. You need to remember what I tell you.
Remember it well,” her voice had taken on that tone she used when
they were playing their high court games. Yet something about it
made him stop.

“Go in, you'll find him at the bar. Tell him
that you're a friend of mine. He may not believe you at first, but
if you show him your birthmark, he will know what to do.”

“You expect me to go into a bar, and
tell a complete stranger that a crazy girl named Sarah sent me, and
then pull off my shirt and show him my birthmark? And then he's
gonna suddenly decide to take me in? Have you gone crazy?” Thomas
couldn't hide his derision now, but behind it was a deeper
desperation. He could tell he was losing the only person who had
ever cared about him.

“Yes, tell him that you know me. Show him
your mark, and he'll understand. And one other thing...” she
added.

“Yes, milady?” His voice was wooden, and he
used a formal tone normally reserved for their games, but in this
case, he knew she would feel his anger and pain. This was no
game.

“Tell him that even if he has forgotten me, I
have not forgotten him.”

“What the hell does that mean?” He was near
shouting now. Standing up, he could feel his face turning red. But
then she was there—wrapping her arms around him. The smell of cedar
and sandalwood enveloped him, carried by her wild hair. He could
feel her tears on his shoulder. For a moment, he forgot everything
until her voice continued.

“Don't forget, Thomas. Remember this
year.”

She wouldn't listen after that, wouldn't
argue, wouldn't discuss. She calmly sent him on his way. Her
attitude was firm and before he knew it, Thomas was walking down
the cold alleyway, hardly daring to look back.

He would always remember that day sadly, for
it was the last time he saw her. In the days and months that
followed, he would return on occasion, looking for her, but her
castle was gone. In its place, he found only a moldering rubbish
pile. No sign of her remained, and no one recalled the wild
strawberry blonde who held court in alleyways and sent her servant
on errands to rescue birds and kittens.

 


***

 



That night he found his way to the Crown Tavern. The cold was
biting, so he didn’t pause long before entering, despite the fact
that he’d never entered a tavern before. Inside a roaring blaze
kept the patrons warm, and the air held a collection of smells,
from spilt beer to old straw, to the smell of people themselves. It
felt good to him, yet he knew from past experiences in shops, once
the adults noticed him, he’d be back out on the street in short
order. No one wanted a ratty vagrant child around.

He’d already made a plan to find Whitmire,
one that would hopefully get him to Whitmire quickly and avoid the
problem of being tossed out before he could find him. Taking a deep
breath, he strode up to the bar, “Excuse me sir.” He addressed the
bartender. “I’ve been sent with a message for a Mister Whitmire, is
he here tonight?”

The barkeep’s eyes swept him from head to
toe, his visage displaying clearly what he thought of beggars in
his establishment. He stared for a moment, his hesitation making
Thomas wonder if his idea was as clever as he had at first thought.
“Father Whitmire is over there in the corner, but he’s nigh
well pickled this evening, so I doubt he’ll hear you. Mind you
though, if I catch you rifling pockets in here, I’ll have your ears
off!” He pointed to the far corner, where a man slumped in a wooden
chair.

Thomas thanked the man and moved toward the
corner. Behind him the barkeep spoke again, “Remember I’m watching
you boy!”

As if I could forget. Thomas thought
to himself. He was again filled with doubt, but glancing down, he
saw his sword, and it brought back his resolve. Although he thought
of it as his ‘sword’, it was merely a thin branch he used for that
purpose when playing with Sarah. He wasn’t sure why he had brought
it, stuffed clumsily through a bit of cord tied around his waist,
but it made him feel better anyway.

Stepping up to the table, he saw that the man
named Whitmire seemed asleep. His clothing was well made, though
not rich or ostentatious in its cut or material. He wore no armor,
but a scimitar hung at his waist. As he got closer Thomas could
smell the alcohol, a dangerous scent to a boy on the street, for
drunks were wont to show little restraint. “Excuse me sir.”

Whitmire’s left eye eased open slowly.
“What?” he mumbled.

“A friend of mine, a girl named Sarah asked
me to bring you a message and to ask a favor.” Thomas managed to
get all the main points into one sentence, hoping to get the man’s
attention.

Whitmire waved his arm vaguely in Thomas’
direction, “Go away, I’ve nothing to give, and I’ve nothing to do
with any girls, named Sarah or otherwise.” His voice was thick and
slurred, but his accent was clear enough that Thomas could still
understand them. He could also sense a dangerous undercurrent of
apathy and anger.

Inwardly, he was confused, Why in the hell
would she send me to find some drunk? Does she really know this
man? “She said you might not believe me at first, but that I
should show you this…” He began pulling up his shirt, certain that
he was about to be thrown out. This has to be the most
embarrassing thing she’s ever asked me to do.

Before he could get his shirt up the man
recoiled, “By the light! Are you addled boy! I may be a drunk, but
I’ve never been that sort of priest! Get the hell away from
me!” Roaring, Whitmire was standing now, staring down at Thomas,
his face flushed with alcohol and rage. For a moment, Thomas feared
he would strike him, but the moment passed, as Whitmire looked
about the room, full now of staring eyes, watching the display.
“I’m leaving, barkeep. I’ll pay my due tomorrow, you know I’m good
for it!” Pushing Thomas back, he nearly stumbled over a chair, and
made his way to the door.

Stunned, Thomas sat down, his mind blank
until a large fist gripped his shirt collar and jerked him up. “I
warned you boy, you shouldn’t think you can come in here and mess
with my customers!” With a rough toss the barkeep put Thomas
across the nearest table. A second later, Thomas felt a searing
pain as the barkeep brought a leather belt to bear on the
struggling boy. At first Thomas twisted and turned, seeking a quick
escape, but after a moment he surrendered. Past experiences with
angry shopkeepers had taught him that struggling merely prolonged a
beating.

After what seemed like an eternity, the
barman’s arm finally got tired. Still muttering curses under his
breath, he let go of Thomas, who promptly jumped and ran for the
door, blinking back tears. The strapping felt as though it had set
his back afire, from his shoulders to his knees. Without thought he
tumbled into the street, before picking himself up and running
toward the nearest alley. Humiliation had been his near constant
companion for years, the years before he met Sarah, so it felt
almost normal to him as he ran for cover, but what he found in the
alley was anything but normal.

There, in the dim light, he could see a man
stretched out on the cold stone, while another man searched hastily
through his pockets. No stranger to the streets, Thomas knew
immediately what he was seeing. A heavy truncheon was held steady
in the grip of a third man. That’s the lookout, Thomas
realized instantly. The man with the heavy wooden weapon had
already seen him and nudged his companion as he prepared to deal
with the intrusion.

Thomas knew that chances were good, if he
just turned and ran, that they wouldn’t bother following him. Most
likely they’d finish their theft and be off as quickly as possible,
but Thomas had just been strapped. His only friend was gone, and
his only hope had rejected him. He was empty, and consequently his
instinct for survival had apparently abandoned him. Within the
emptiness, he felt a sudden flame in his heart that was neither
rage, nor a suicidal impulse. This has got to stop! Fear was
replaced by the memory of Sarah that day when she stopped Flin.

“Get away from him.” The voice shocked him
with its calm, even more when he realized it was his own voice
rising from some deep recess within. Reaching down, he drew his
stick. He knew it was a hopeless gesture, but he did it just the
same. Recalling his pledge to Sarah, he raised it menacingly, an
almost comical gesture for a ten year old boy facing two grown
men.

The man with the truncheon laughed. “What do
you plan to do with that twig boy? This ain't a game. You best run
home, or you'll get worse than this drunken priest!”

The fire inside him bloomed incandescent, and
he heard a voice, his own, answering, “I have sworn, to my lady
Sarah, to defend the weak and protect the helpless.” With that he
raised his stick, as if to strike, when something astonishing
happened. Light blossomed in the dark alley, radiating from the
golden flames that now wreathed his flimsy weapon, enfolding the
wood without burning it.

The thugs’ faces were lit in stark contrast
by the blazing light, shock clearly written in their features.
Slowly, they backed away, step by step and finally turned and ran,
not speaking a word. Looking down, Thomas eventually realized that
the man on the ground was awake and staring at him. “Are you ok,
mister?”

That was when he recognized the man as
Whitmire. He looked the worse for his time on the cobblestones, but
his gaze no longer seemed as unsteady. A trickle of blood ran down
the back of his neck as he sat up. “Sarah didn't tell me you were a
priest, or I wouldn't have bothered you before...” Thomas' words
trailed off while at the same time the flames on his stick slowly
flickered out, reminding him that something well beyond his
understanding had just occurred.

“Truthfully, I'm a disgrace of a priest if I
must be honest. I've barely done more than drink these past couple
of years,” answered Whitmire.

Thomas ignored his confession, more
interested in the recent display of magic, “How did you make my
sword burst into flames like that?! That was the most amazing thing
I've ever seen, like something out of the stories!”

“Your sword?” Father Whitmire suppressed a
chuckle, along with a wave of nausea. “I didn't do that—I'd guess
your goddess did, as much a reminder to me as to those thugs, of
her power, and mercy.” He slowly stood, and then looked at Thomas.
He was uncomfortably sober now, although waves of dizziness
threatened to send his stomach contents tumbling out. “I'm sorry
about before, I didn't realize you were a follower, nor one so
honored as to receive the Lady's direct intervention. I think I may
have done a great disservice to you, young man.”

“I don't have a goddess, I serve my lady
Sarah.” The words felt childish to Thomas even as the memory
brought tears to his eyes.

“You mentioned her before, but I'm afraid I
still don't know who you're talking about. I can tell you that what
you saw tonight is one of the most famous signs shown by my
goddess, Delwyn. When one of her disciples is in danger, she
sometimes blesses their weapons with her divine fire. Although, it
is highly uncommon for her to show such favor except during the
Festival of the Sun, many months from now. You must be someone
special for her to show favor at a time like this, especially at
night.”

“Maybe it was because I was trying to help
you,” Thomas was growing more confused as the conversation went on,
not the least because he'd almost never had an adult showing any
measure of respect toward him.

“I doubt it, I've not been the best of
servants these past few years,” said the priest. Suddenly, Father
Whitmire doubled over, and began to wretch into the gutter. After
several minutes, he finally stood back up, though still unsteady.
“Well, the least I can do is get you a meal after all that, and
listen to your request and whatever message you have for me.”

Thomas' stomach began to grumble at the
thought of food, even though he'd had some fruit just half a day
gone. “Sarah told me to ask you for a place to stay, and her
message was very short.”

“Given the circumstances, I'm sure I could
shelter you for a week or two, no more. The temple cannot afford to
take in everyone that needs food and shelter.”

“She also told me to show you this,”
red-faced, Thomas once again pulled up his shirt, showing the older
man his bizarre birthmark.

In the dark alley, it was hard to tell, but
it looked as though Father Whitmire had gone very pale. “What
message did she ask you to give me?” his voice low, not quite a
whisper.

 “It wasn't much
of a message. Honestly, she's a little crazy if you ask me, but she
said to tell you that even if you had forgotten her, she had not
forgotten you.”


Chapter 3

Grom

 


It had been a year since that night in the
alley with Father Whitmire. Thomas was now living at the temple in
a small cell. The priest had changed his mind about letting him
stay, but hadn’t fully explained his reasons. Apparently, something
that night had affected him though, for Father Whitmire had stopped
going to bars and avoided strong drink completely now.

Life, as a whole, was both easier and more
complicated than it had been before. Thomas was no longer hungry,
or even cold. The temple provided simple food, but it was always
hot. His bed was barely more than a hard, wooden frame with worn
down cotton batting padding it, but combined with an old wool
blanket and a nearly flat pillow, it was the most comfortable thing
he had ever slept on.

His days were fairly busy; he was attending
the temple school with other boys. Their ages varied, and probably
all told, there were only about twenty or so of them at any given
time. The temple had two schools, one for boys and one for girls,
although there weren’t many of them. In each case the classes were
so small that all the ages were in one classroom.

Thomas was a bit of an oddity at the school,
since all the other children came from families with money; a
sizable donation was usually given to the temple in return for
their education. None of them were from higher nobility of course,
those fortunates had private tutors. Most of the boys were third
sons, being trained in preparation for someday joining the clergy,
a few were young second sons, preparing for a military career. The
only firstborns were sons of merchants, there to learn numbers and
letters so they could someday help their fathers’ businesses.

In any case, they were all better than him,
and they knew it. Most were fairly nice, especially the younger
boys. But a couple of them liked to make sure he knew exactly where
he stood, as a charity case, admitted purely upon the generosity of
the temple. Thomas didn’t let it bother him much, after years of
privation and cold, the attitudes of a few didn’t seem quite so
important to him, and he’d always been pretty level-headed.

He took to numbers and letters rather
quickly, his young mind absorbing knowledge like a dry sponge.
Although he started out far behind the others, within a year he was
doing better than many of the second and third year students at
arithmetic and reading. Thanks to his success in class he'd even
had some luck making friends with some of the younger students.

During lunches he often sat with his new
friend, Sam. Sam was an earnest boy, if not terribly bright, but he
always made the conversations at the table livelier. Today however,
he was a bit more muted, probably because Ivan was sitting on the
other side of him. Ivan was the third son of a minor baron, and as
such seemed to think he was much better than most of the other
boys, even though he was probably destined to become a member of
the clergy, much like them. Thomas was wondering how long they'd
have to put up with him when Grom came in and sat down with his
tray at the end of the table.

Grom was unusual to say the least; he was
short and broad with a thick full beard. That would've been
remarkable in and of itself, except for the fact that he was a
dwarf. Thomas supposed that most dwarves must look like that,
although he had no experience to know for sure. The dwarf had been
at the temple for a couple of years before Thomas was taken in, but
he'd rarely seen him at the table. Grom ate at a different time
most days, probably to avoid drawing so much attention as he did
now.

“They shouldn't let dogs eat at the
table—they might get the impression they're people,” Ivan said this
in a soft tone, loud enough that the boys could hear him but softly
enough that he wouldn't earn Brother Simon's reproach. The stern
priest sat at the other end of the table.

This finally brought Sam out of his
self-imposed silence, “You shouldn't say things like that.”

“Didn't you hear why he's here?” Ivan spoke
in a conspiratorial whisper. “He lured a shopkeeper's son to his
smithy, and killed him.”
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