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CHAPTER I: THE SHRINE OF ALAR
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The General gaped at Alar’s hand in astonishment.  ‘What defect is this?’ he cried, marveling at the chosen one's long, flexible digits. ‘Are you part creature of the deeps?’

‘No,’ said Alar. ‘I am part God.’ 

-From ‘The Book of Alar

***
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Home drew nearer with each turn of the wagon wheels, but Baruch didn’t know if he’d be allowed back within the temple precincts, not with Golden Boy Giles calling the shots.  For that matter, he wasn’t sure he wished to return home and face Adera’s cold glare.  He’d promised her so much, back in the beginning, and fulfilled so little–something his wife never let him forget.  That his daughter preferred Giles's company to that of her parents only made matters worse.  

Baruch rubbed a sleeve across his broad head, hairless save for a brown tuft above each ear.  People often took him for a functionary or shopkeeper, an impression heightened by his short stature and simple attire – a thin shirt embroidered with stars and moons beneath a leather vest bedecked with multiple tiny pockets.

Adera hounded him about his appearance and dress.  ‘You’re a wizard,’ she’d say, gesturing at an elaborate robe and ridiculous hat. ‘Dress the part.’  Sometimes he’d do so to keep the peace.  

Medea.  Unlike him, she was beautiful.  Caring.  Talented.  A daughter to be proud of.

Medea’s looks didn’t come from him.  Her sorcerous talent did.  Medea should have been enrolled in that Academy years ago.  But the Eighth Shrine was three thousand miles from here, on the other side of the Jungle Lands, a realm of bandits and slavers who occasionally attacked even well-defended caravans.  Put her on a ship?    

“Get down!” But Baruch stayed put, transfixed by the green wall that loomed over the ship. Then it fell amidst a cacophony of screams and splitting wood, sweeping him into the depths.

Baruch blinked at the memory.  Sea travel was dangerous.  Murderous pirates dogged the Jungle Land’s coasts. The monstrous Lords of the Deeps often rose from the depths to snack on passing ships. Sailing out of sight meant risking storms and sea monsters. The land route meant passing through the Jungle Lands, a dominion of cannibals, cultists, venomous monsters, and deadly diseases. These menaces decimated entire caravans. Bauch couldn’t subject his daughter to either course.

Then Golden Boy Giles came into the picture, and Medea became his informal apprentice.  That increased his ire for the Golden Boy.

That tonight was a high holy day for the Cult of Alar increased his ambivalence.  Alar’s followers, much like their deity, tended towards arrogance, thuggish, and thievish behavior.  

Baruch’s traveling companion, Stavros, shared those traits. Grim, bald, scarred, and muscular, the warrior shared Alar’s traits, plus drunkenness. Stavros did share Baruch’s disdain for Alar’s cultists. He’d gone to Trios to spend time with his elderly uncle and hopefully miss out on tonight’s ritual. Lack of coin and the demise of said uncle put paid to those plans; he’d meekly climbed into the cart when Baruch drove it to his uncle's shanty. 

Giles could have sent some other minion to fetch the aging warrior, but this petty assignment increased Baruch’s humiliation.

Truth be told, Baruch found the road preferable to his domestic circumstances.

Stavros raised his head, then slammed his arm hard into the mage’s side, hurling him from the cart.  

Dull pain mixed with anger pulsed through Baruch’s body upon contact with the thick weeds lining the track.  Had Stavros lost his mind?

Baruch planted his left hand next to a puddle and stared at the wagon. “What is this?” The conveyance's empty bench registered even as the words left his mouth.

“Quiet, fool.”  Baruch couldn’t place the location of the warrior’s voice. “They’ll find us.”

Who?  Baruch twisted his neck.  Nothing.  He turned his gaze back to the cart and spotted the trio of wooden shafts protruding from its side.  Arrows.  Bandits?  This close to the Temple?  He muttered a protective incantation under his breath.  While no warrior, he did know a spell or two that should deal with such vermin.

A blurred shape appeared in Baruch’s peripheral vision, followed by a hot, stinging sensation against his cheek.  Then he was staring at an arrow quivering in a stump just past his left foot.  

A choked scream came from the bramble.

Baruch touched a hand to his face.  It came away bloody.  He dropped to the ground.

The brush parted not three paces from Baruch’s position.  A figure with a flared helmet jammed atop a face dominated by a pig-like snout appeared in the gap.  Burnt orange skin showed through gaps in the patchwork armor covering the creature's body.  And it held a yard-long piece of sharpened steel in one four-fingered hand.  Hobgoblin.

Baruch froze.  He recognized the hob – one of the pack that acted as Giles's bullyboys.  “Dar-Tin?”

Dar-Tin faced the wizard.  His pig snout creased in a smile.  Then he cocked his head to the side. “I found the wizard.”  He raised the sword and took a step towards Baruch.

“Dar-Tin, what are you doing?”  Baruch took a step back.  His skin chilled.

“My job.”  The hob moved closer.

“Your job is to defend Alar’s temple!”  Baruch stepped sideways.

“No.”  Dar-Tin halted. “My job is to serve High Priest Giles.”

“Tull is High Priest.”

“Not anymore.” The hob smiled again. “I’ll make it quick.”

Baruch muttered a charm that should have rendered the hob unconscious.

Instead, Dar-Tin remained erect.  He reached beneath his armor and pulled forth an amulet.  “I’m not fool enough to go against a wizard without protection.”  He leaped at the mage.

The sword's tip flashed before Baruch’s eyes as he hurled himself into the weeds.

“Aeeii!”  A thrashing bush across the road accompanied the cry.  Baruch’s heart missed a beat.

Dar-Tin halted.  His head rotated. “Dar-Pit?”

Baruch tried to take advantage of the hob’s distraction to flee.  But the clinging brush impeded his movement.

Dar-Tin faced Baruch. “I’d best finish you.”  

Baruch’s heart pounded. A notion occurred to the mage.  Yes, the amulet protected Dar-Tin from direct sorcerous attack. But there was another way.  He mouthed a frantic spell.  The brush around Dar-Tin rose and draped itself over the hob.  

“What?” The sword fell from Dar-Tin’s grasp.  “I’m protected.”  He crashed backward onto the ground.  

“You were protected.” A shudder ran through Baruch’s body.  “The plants weren’t.”

“I’ll get you for this.” Dar-Tin’s voice was muffled by the vegetation that covered him.

“No, you won’t.” Stavros stepped into view, clenching a bloody sword.  He thrust the weapon deep into the mound, which thrashed once and then remained still.  “That was the last of them.”  He glanced across the brush-covered landscape.  “Dar-Cato wasn’t with them.”  Dar-Cato was the senior hob.

“Was that necessary?”

Stavros eyed the wizard.  “Yes.”  Cuts and scratches covered the grizzled soldier’s arms and torso.

“But what happened?”

“Giles made his play.” Stavros shrugged.  He motioned at the weed-covered corpse. “These fellows were sent out to deal with loose ends.”  He looked at Baruch. “Nice work, by the way.”

“Oh.  Thanks.” The implications of Stavros’s statement sank in.  Baruch’s eyes widened. “Adera!  I must check on her.”  He began struggling towards the cart.

“That could be dangerous.” Stavros sounded unconcerned.

“Adera is my wife!”

“And my sister,” snapped the warrior. 

“More reason to make haste.”  Baruch fought through the bramble. “Don’t you want to save her?”

“She’s not important enough to be killed.”

“And we are?”  Baruch whirled in the middle of the road. “Giles tried to kill me, and I’m not even a lay brother – just a hireling.”

Stavros stepped onto the track. “A hireling who can work magic.  That’s a rare skill.”

The warrior had a point.  Perhaps one soul in ten thousand possessed Talent.  “But, “I’m not much of a magician – merely a charm seller and herb doctor. And you’re just a Temple Guard.”

“I was the Guard Captain before my demotion, and a legion veteran before that,” said Stavros. “That makes me a threat. And you underrate yourself.”

“Hah.” Baruch hadn’t accomplished anything magically noteworthy in the past dozen years.  He’d calculated horoscopes, tended to minor ailments, and enchanted the same dozen-odd varieties of talismans, simple sorcery made easy because he dwelt next to a nexus power that leaked arcane energy. He’d coasted...

Once, he was going to complete his studies and become a full-fledged Master Magus instead of a back-country herb doctor.  Once, he’d intended to learn the greater rituals and fulfill the potential the arch-wizards of Dalene said he possessed.  Instead, he’d washed ashore here – literally, after his ship sank, and remained ever since, partly because of Adera and the Nexus
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