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In the vision,
he entered the Audience Chamber without hesitation. No guards moved
to obstruct him or crossed swords to block his way. He approached
without faltering, until there was only the throne before him. The
king, still absently stroking the prehistoric creature carved into
the stone arm of his seat, met his gaze, eyes gray as stormy
oceans.

My lord,” he
began, the great hall swallowing much of the volume of his voice.
“I have come for your eyes…”

*

It had come to
Mole for every one of the seven nights of his imprisonment – like a
diligent torturer or a faithful friend, as regular as clockwork –
but its meaning eluded him. Did it hint of success? Or failure? He
was within Kharo Mar's palace now, but he had less chance of
reaching the king's throne than when he was in Herons bridge or
Maya’s Keep. More importantly, he had no prepared gem to use. No
tools. And no access to Fathar’s magic to help facilitate the
change.

He shuddered
into full wakefulness. His eyelids were slow to part, but shutting
out the stench of human degradation that surrounded him proved
impossible. His shirt felt hard and ripe with the dried
perspiration of many days. By contrast his feet were soft and
clammy. In the dungeon, he had learnt to sleep with his boots on.
The rats did not always wait for their meat to be dead before they
began to feast on it.

It comforted
him to know that, as soon as he did open his eyes, someone else
shared in the grim, dark sights of his confinement…

*

When he was
little, Mole had believed that no one else could see him once he
closed his eyes. That made hiding simple. His family indulged him
in this belief, but other children of his village were less
tolerant.

He grew up
quiet, clever and unusually good with his long-fingered hands. When
his tenth spring came, his father took him to the workshop of a
jeweler in a larger town. The dour, unsmiling man had recently lost
his apprentice to consumption, and, although he preferred older
help, he was desperate for an extra pair of hands.

“If he is lazy or insolent, I will send for you,” the
craftsman warned his father, but the boy had a steadiness of hand
that minimized mistakes, and a concentration for intricate work
that was beyond his years. No message was written or
sent.

*

The old man
showed up one winter’s morning when the boy had already seen two
years of service with the jeweler, his shadow darkening the shop.
It appeared noticeably larger than one would expect of his bent
frame.

The boy
blinked, trying to make sense of the illusion, and felt his own
identity slipping away. There were flashes of another self.
Sleeping under hedges. On the soft mossy beds of the woods. Bathing
in fast-flowing streams of melted snow. And snaring his own supper
far, far away from the comforts of civilization, a feral,
masterless boy. What would he have called such an existence? Free?
No, not that. Rather, try impossible.

He returned to
the here and now, where a ridiculous sight met his eyes: his
haughty master cowering beneath the glare of the seemingly harmless
old man. “What do you want, Fathar?” he whispered.

“Only the boy,” the old man replied.

Slowly the
jeweler nodded…

And so began
the path that would eventually see him in Kharo Mar's
dungeon...

*

The guards
treated Mole with cautious contempt.

They brought
him to a chamber that was lighter and cleaner, but he recognized it
as a place where false hope grew and died. Where treachery and
betrayal lurked between the heavy stones, always ready to claim yet
another poor unsuspecting fool. He took in the images of pain, of
death and knew instinctively where spilt blood had been scrubbed
away.

Turning to the
torturer, Mole said, “I do not need this. You want the truth? I am
quite willing to share it with you here and now.”

The man was
quite taken aback. He conferred with his assistant who disappeared
to return moments later with the captain of the guard. More
whispered conversations followed. The captain of the guard stalked
off to fetch eight of his subordinates. They brushed the torturer
aside, roughly took the young prisoner by each arm and jostled him
back through the door. There was a brief moment of indecision. Then
they shoved him onwards…

*

Where does the
mind go, when the hands are taught to perform terrible graces? Mole
told his daily that the world of Fathar is as that of dreams -
totally lacking in sense.

His first
subject had not been human, but feline – one of the long-haired
cats from the east that were so highly prized among the ladies of
the court. The animal had fallen upon mean times – its coat was
dull and tangled with neglect, and it was pathetically thin, the
cause, a painful abscess on its hind paw.

“Can you cure it?” Mole asked.

“Perhaps,” his new master conceded.

In his
examination of the stray, Fathar paid no attention at all to the
stricken paw, concentrating instead on a spot between the eyes.

“Perhaps…”

The cat
thrived food and kindness. It had been severely traumatized by its
months of wandering, with pain and hunger as its only tormenting
companions.

One morning,
the wizard said, “You must trust me and surrender the full extent
of your will to me. Then nothing will be impossible.” Mole had
thought he meant only the cat.

He had
watched, his soul an astonished captive, as his fingers did
impossible things to the anatomy of the eerily consenting cat. Yet,
after he had fitted the round gem into its socket of flesh and fur
and bone, he could himself not tell the difference between natural
and counterfeit. The whole operation could have been no more than a
dream.

That line of
reasoning saved him, threw out a lifeline to his marooned sanity
and drew it back in. You were only dreaming, he told his eyes after
each new atrocity…

*

The guards
gave Mole back his pack, which was a good sign. He could see from
the disorder that careless hands had ruffled through the contents,
but nothing was missing. It felt as if he had gotten his life back.
At least some small part of it.

He spared a
thought for the jeweller’s apprentice he might have been, had the
old wizard not found him that winter’s morning. A humble, docile
boy who would have died on his first night in the dungeon. Fathar
had taught him never to accept the obvious. Never to assume the
untried door to be locked. To anticipate the interference of
change, however grim the situation.

He was allowed
to wash himself with a bucket of icy water and a stained kitchen
rag. Afterwards, he was given a simple breakfast of freshly baked
bread and some cheese and ham.

All too soon,
though, he pushed it away. His thoughts shifted between what was
behind him and what lay ahead….

*

Getting it out
became something of an art to him. He did a trick with his fingers
that isolated the nerve before he severed it painlessly, and
another to prevent the eye cavity from contracting with the shock
of extraction. He had learnt to make the whole process feel like a
caress rather than a violation. Then he held up the gem, a
glittering, sparkling thing so delicately cut that no human hands
could have worked it. The stone was always a perfect fit. Once in,
it soothed the inflamed eye socket, making it feel fresh and
healed.

For a long
time, he never thought to question why such a steady stream of
people traveled great distance to voluntarily maim themselves for
the benefit of an ancient stranger.

Sometimes, he
overheard them discussing their secret hopes and fears, their petty
ambitions. That gave him some idea of the favors they received out
of the exchange. Special sight. The ability to see useful things.
Profitable things.

Only recently,
had he been able to comprehend fully what they got out of the
deal…

*

The guards did
not know how to treat Mole. Once he had been a peasant boy who knew
his place in the greater scheme of things. Fathar interfered and
muddied the waters with his games. If he was still a mere
underling, they might have run a sword through him for his
insolence. They might have made nothing of his message of the
king’s eminent surrender
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