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  Chapter one
The Worst Mistake

Benrakos, Present Day


Water tumbled across the guttered edge of an old cobbled road. It split, pooled in places, and gathered momentum as it went. From the rainfall, the runoff from roofs, the piss thrown from buckets, the dirt, the leaves, the filth and the splash of carriage wheels, the water grew. When the road turned, the water pooled in a washed-out rut. Most of it continued down the curve of the road, but a small, reaching arm spilled over an embankment onto a paved walkway below. 
It wasn’t long before the tainted, rushing water found a small opening through which it once more fell. This opening was a small window at ground level. Its passage barred with rusting woven iron rods. This window typically let in plenty of very similar rain water, a meager serving of the morning’s daylight and the occasional rodent, which usually ended up as a meager serving as well. 
The water continued its path, trickling through the window. It ran down a slick of moss and algae lining its usual way. It hit the floor and steadily splashed its glistening, tainted droplets off into a small, dank room. 
Some drops were hitting him, running down the greasy strands of shoulder-length hair covering his face, working away at the blood crusted around his eye, his nose, his mouth. It was cold, and rolled from his cheek, around and into his ear. It shocked him, and he rolled over onto his back and moved his shackled hands to his face and moaned. Before he opened the eye that wasn’t swollen shut, and despite the foggy details, Trav knew where he was. And he knew why he was here.
This was the holding cell. He had killed a man.
It could be worse, he thought. Far worse than this cell, with its bed of jute-woven sacks. They were a criminal excuse for bedding, jumbled there on the filthy stone floor. Without them, it would probably be about as uncomfortable as a stone floor could be. It was cobblestone, scarred and chipped here and there. The scars were likely the result of axes or cudgels lifted and dropped for ‌beatings, beheadings, hand-offs or other hastily done punitive amputations. Acts made privately in this dark and dank abattoir. 
This was a time of peace, after all. The less brutality seen, the better.
It could certainly be worse, Trav thought. This cell had a window letting bleak daylight sneak in, and its own supply of water. Even if that water was runoff from the road, he knew it was better to have it than not. And as wounded and ashamed as he was, he was glad to be alive. He ‌considered this bleak version of gladness as a passing feeling that was soon overwhelmed by the throbbing pain from his bruised face and, as he felt it, the pain across the rest of his body came into focus.
He could have joined the unintelligible, pleading, echoing screams that emanated from the grate in the floor down the hall, where his little stream of water found its way down into the sprawling abattoir below. He surely could have found himself in those ranks on this same morning, for far less than his particular crime.
His ear caught the sound of feet shuffling, jangling metal keys, a door unlocked, a pair of voices, one gravelly and dry, the other low in pitch and slow, with a stuttered chuckle between words. Trav couldn’t hear any specifics, but he knew they came for him. The raspy words and the heaving, spasmodic chuckle grew louder until they both stopped at the steel cage door of the holding cell.
“Oh, would ya look at him?” The nasally voice asked.
A lower voice stuttered out a chuckle that echoed across the walls into a fading cacophony.
The nasally voice hummed a happy bar or two, then sang. “Sunshine, sunshine, time for eggs and time for bread. Won’t you get up out your bed?” 
“H-huh‌.” The chuckling oaf added.
“You really done it this time. You aren’t getting outta this one, sunshine.” The higher voice threatened.
“Huh-huh!” the lower voice affirmed.
“No! Pardon! You’ve gone and done it this time, really gone and done it. And this time we’re throwing ya deep down for the trouble ya caused us. Why does he always pull you out before we get to ya? I always wonder, but no matter, you will be ours soon enough.”
“On with it then!” Trav shouted back. He thought back to their last encounter. The last brawl at Cider House, the same cell, the same two voices that came to greet him on a very similar morning. He knew them well now. These were the voices of Skraff and Suldon, the haggard and reeking errand boys of this foul dungeon.
“In time, in time... we’ve got lots of time for you.” Skraff said in an assuring tone that had the opposite effect.
Suldon let out a deep groan, then started scratching his head.
“But as things go, first things first. His Greatness wishes you a farewell.” Skraff said.
“Bye, bye.” Suldon retorted without a chuckle.
Skraff unlocked the door and pulled it open. Suldon stepped in, and Trav accepted the wide, rough, and blistered hand up. As he righted himself the grip released, and Trav stumbled headfirst into the stone wall. The floor hastened to meet his face, and all went black.
“Oh, what did ya do that for?” Skraff said, laying a punch into Suldon’s unflinching arm.
“Huh... uh sorry, Skraff. Huh... should, um, should I, um, carry him?” 
“Well, now it looks like you don’t have a choice!” Skraff said. He had a pointed way of making every word sting.
“Sss… ss.. sorry, Skraff. Won’t happen again. P..p.. promise.”
“My ass!” Skraff yelled up to the stuttering oaf. “Now grab him up and let’s get this piece of shit to King Alderich. We have our orders, you know.”
His journey wasn’t so far to the Great Hall, slung over the broad shoulder of this oaf, and despite the short distance across the courtyard, he was already soaking wet with rain. A rain which had only gotten worse from the night before. They left Trav at the feet of two guards, who woke him enough to help him find his footing. Trav didn’t consider himself a large man, but he was a strong one and heavy because of it. The two guards spent a great deal of effort righting him on his feet. He felt dizzy and nauseous. He recognized the elder of the two guardsmen. It was a man by the name of Jeplin Hame.
“What are your orders?” Trav asked.
“Trav, you know this is out of my hands now.”
“But, what are your orders?” he mustered the strength to ask again.
“We're taking you to the quarters of King Alderich.” Jeplin said quietly, an uneasy sadness in his eyes.
“And after that?”
“We take you to the Darkened Keep,” he responded after much hesitation. “I'm sorry. If I could find another way for you, I would.” His eyes shifted about the room and never made contact again.
Trav sank, and his head fell back. He groaned from the pain, anger, and fear. He had thought the taunts from Skraff and Suldon were empty, and now he knew they were not. The guards continued on, propping him up from either side, down the torch-lit hall which were lined with royal decorum, guards upon guards, displays of armaments, and heavy shelves of great tomes and there just before him now, the ancient stone stairs to a great oaken door. The quarters of King Alderich himself.
A guard turned as they approached and pulled the ancient door open, spilling warmth and firelight into the corridor.
“Come in.” Alderich said. He sounded tired, morose, very much like a man who had given up. “Unchain him. We owe him that. He means no harm to me, nor I to him.” 
The guards unlocked the rusting shackles with an old steel key and the door closed behind him. He now stood as an unguarded prisoner in the company of the King. 
Alderich rose from his oversized seat behind a great and ancient table. The chair was large and pillowed, but Alderich was not. He was nearing his seventy-fifth year, and his once light brown hair was now a soft, ashen white. Deep creases formed at the corners of his eyes some years back, and had spread considerably since Trav had last seen him. His usually clear, sparkling green eyes were bloodshot, tearful, and sunken into the dark bags beneath them.
Trav caught himself pitying this man and his eyes fell to the table between them. Inlaid and adorned with metals, glass and richly colored wood, the table depicted a menacing bird with its vibrant crimson wings reaching out across the tabletop, wingtips stretching from one end of the table to the other, and no expense spared in its creation. Food and wine were plentiful on the table’s side nearest to Trav.
“The food is for you. There is wine as well.” Alderich said. Trav knew his father could see the hunger in his eyes, and a sense of mutual pity set in.
“Thank you. You show me a kindness I do not deserve.”
Trav ate the bread, cheese and cured meats, drank the bowl of beef tea, several cups of water and a goblet of wine. He ate quickly but in silence, partly in preponderance of what his father was thinking, and partly about the trouble he had drawn upon himself.
“Do you know why you sit before me now?” Alderich asked as Trav used his hand to wipe the lingering grease from his face.
He let out a long sigh. “I killed a man last night at Cider House. He goaded me with some game of rumors but he knew the truth about me all along. He spoke down to me like I was some foreign...” 
“Two nights ago.” Alderich corrected him before going on. “And this man you bludgeoned was an emissary from the Eastern Council.”
“Sir, I could not have known.”
“Please do not speak another word.” Alderich snapped, glaring at Trav with bloodshot, panicked eyes.
Benetor Alderich appeared to take the silent moment to gather his thoughts, for there looked to be many. He paced around the table and made himself a seat on its front. His tired eyes glanced for a moment to the floor, then back up to Trav. He spoke much more quietly now.
“The watchman told me it took the breaking of a chair across your face to stop you. You had taken a mug as your weapon, shattering it into his faculties on the floor then kicked him in the chest until he was no more. I can only ask, what drives a man to this?”
Trav stayed silent, but was sure his unswollen eye made the search for words apparent.
“How many times have I had you pulled from that keep? The smell of ale upon you, a broken arm, a blackened eye, not to mention what happened to the ones you brawled. Now this. And for what? You have defended an honor that now refuses to defend you back. Though born on foreign soil, you are not an outsider. You do not need to fight every word that cuts you. You are my son. And you of all people should know the tenuous peace I keep with the East, and now you have murdered the representative of that peace.”
Trav could only shift in his seat and glance away in shame.
“And there is the matter of Brend's death.” His father's eyes sweltered. Brend Alderich was his eldest son, the rightful heir to the Midland throne.
Trav shook with a sudden cold and finally met his father's eyes.
“There are rumors of an army amassing deep in the countryside. I sent Brend with a retinue of soldiers to the borderlands to find out if these traitorous rumors were true. None but a single scout returned. Men with long swords and bolts struck them down. The scout found these soldiers slaughtered and Brend's headless body amongst the dead.” He fought the wrinkled corners of his mouth as they pulled down with tiny, building twitches of anger and sadness.
“The east surely means to provoke us, but as to their designs or purpose, I do not know. But I am certain that war is finally at our door. There are traitors high in my ranks, for few knew of Brend’s scouting party. And almost no one knows you are my son. Why else would an eastern emissary pick a fight with you? Of all the drunk and self-abusing brawlers in all of Benrakos, you?”
“He had it out for me, and I didn’t like the look on his face. Well, what used to be his face.” Trav’s somber tone weakened his attempt at a jest.
“Have some respect.” 
“I am sorry. I am sorry for all of this. And most of all, I am sorry for Brend. But why are you telling me all of this now?”
His father stood and walked toward a window at the back of the room, gazing out into the rain. For a moment it didn’t seem like he could bring himself to answer.
In the silence Trav fathomed the depth of his troubles. Surely this news of Brend wasn’t for a man about to be thrown to the torturers. Or was it? Was this a last meal between the king and his bastard son?
“Torik,” his father used Trav’s true name. It was a name that he had hidden away since he arrived in Benrakos nearly twenty years ago, and his father chose to use it now. He leaned in toward Torik and said, “For your life, there is something urgent I must ask of you.”






  
  Chapter two
A New Land, A New Danger

Benrakos, Twenty Years Ago


Torik Andorin took one long look back at The Salty Lady as the sun set behind her. Her sails caught the reddening orange glow of the fading light as they unfurled for one last inspection, her next haul of cargo already being loaded as she readied for the next port. 
In his fourteen years, he had never been on a ship for longer than a few hours, and after this weeklong voyage, had no desire to return to the sea, though he already longed for home. Home had been Nantos, one of the old and once great western cities. 
Now that he was old enough to set out on his own and find his place in the world, he had chosen Benrakos as his destination partly out of a curiosity about his father's lands, and partly a sense of opportunity that these fertile lands represented. 
His single cart of herbs would be a way to trade his way toward that opportunity. It was his chance to earn the coin that would make his future here.
The Midland climate was just too mild for the better spices. He brought cinnamon for sweet breads and mulled wine. There were mixes of paprika, dried garlic, and hot white pepper seeds for spicy stew. A mix of lavender, savory, basil and thyme for the hen and fowl. In the Midlands, mixes sold much more easily than individual spices on their own, and were popular with the Midlanders who didn’t know how to use these foreign spices properly but were wealthy enough to afford the exotic flavors.
Torik had helped his mother with the herb trade from a young age. He watered the gardens, saw to the grooming, harvesting of the plants and proper drying, cloth wrapping or jarring and, once he was old enough, making the deliveries by horse carriage. Some to sell to the merchants in Nantos, but even more to the traders at the docks. 
Jennar Cleftooth was one such trader. He hailed from Dross, but his true home was the sea. Captain of The Salty Lady, he also owned many larger ships whose routes led them to bigger cities, with more profitable trade routes than The Lady could ever know. 
He loved his little ship. She let him feel the ocean beneath her and kept him on his toes. Sailors knew that a captain who became complacent, lost his edge or never had one to begin with would be chewed apart by the Graceful Sea. Either by the weather who fouled her or the haggard pirates that crested her bountiful curves. 
Captain Cleftooth had lost many crew members to this stretch of tumultuous sea and nearly lost his own life on it in a fire during boyhood as a deck swab. He wore the scars well. They moved up his left arm and back, his neck and the left side of an otherwise jolly face. His tangled, matted locks, full of beads, he wore pulled back to cover the missing hair on his scarred left scalp. Despite all this, Jennar Cleftooth was renowned for his frequent smile. It was a golden, radiant smile with a sizeable gap between the two front teeth. He was good at keeping spirits high onboard, full of wild stories and songs of heroism for his crew. 
He was helping this same crew load The Salty Lady when he caught sight of Torik, standing where the docks met Market Street, staring wistfully back at the ship.
“Ay! Boy!” the captain yelled, catching Torik off guard. “Farewell, and remember that Benrakos is a fair city, but full of trouble for someone like yourself. You stay on your toes and stay sharp! Hear me?”
“Aye, captain!” Torik saluted him with an odd little salute, one he had seen the faithful crew do so many times over the last few weeks.
Ordinarily, Torik would not have made passage to the Midlands, nor could any of his compatriots in The West as they called it here; back in Nantos, as he knew it. A lone boy with a Nantosi accent would not be welcome here, a mere fifteen years after the start of the short but brutal war. And so Torik took those last words from Jennar Cleftooth seriously. He would have to learn the ways of Benrakos quickly or, as Captain Cleftooth told him on one calm evening of the voyage, make his way further east to friendlier lands across the great mountain pass. It would be a journey that would require more from him than he was currently prepared for.
Torik turned away from the sea and towards the mostly shuttered port shops lining Market Street. There were few people about this late in the evening, and those that remained were packing their leftover apples and dried sausages, stoneware and iron cook pots into carts, to return to their modest but pleasant homes. Up and down the street, a few small groups chatted boisterously after their day’s work, and a drunk or two were stumbling around looking to them for coin to return to whatever tavern they had just skulked out of.
He pulled his small cartful of goods behind him for a way down the hilly Market Street, taking in the sights and sounds of the evening on this major thoroughfare before deciding it would be a good idea to find lodging. He chose a cobbled alley, following a couple of townsfolk: a young woman and a boy not much older than he was. 
The alley was fortified in places with thick wooden posts at angles against the stone and earthen walls. Rope held them fast to the walls on the underside of thatched rooftops, and large bracers held the posts in the ground. They rebuilt this part of town after the war, he thought. After all this time; longer than he had been alive, they were still rebuilding.
Torik continued down the alley, still following the couple. Up ahead, he noticed the warm glow of fire coming from beneath outdoor cook pots. Children ran about in the streets, laughing and playing while mothers and fathers called them in to supper as the firelight softly took over where the daylight let off.
“There, boy!” Torik stopped in his tracks and turned toward the man. “Yes, you.” He called out.
Torik stood absolutely still, measuring up the two older men sitting by the great iron cook pot, nearly twenty paces ahead.
“Come, boy! You look starved. The clothes hang off of ya! Come and join us for a proper goatling stew. There’s no way we can eat it all!” The man yelled out again. Torik could see he was older, balding, with light brown hair, and stark blue eyes.
Torik took his chances, ventured over, and sat with the men who were now halfway through their meal, on one of the small logs encircling the fire pit. He hesitated to speak or give himself away as a foreigner. He must have done so anyway.
“Worry not, son. I know a westerner when I see one and we harbor you no ill-will here. Those times have long passed. For most folks, that is.” The man chewed the words in his mind for a moment, then asked, “What’s your name, boy?”
“Torik. Pleased to meet you, sir.”
“Torik! A fine name for a westerner.” The second man said. “Like the great Torik Trasenndar in the stories of old.”
“The very same!” Torik replied, taking a bow. “It’s quite good to hear that my story has travelled at least as far as I have.” He said and the two of them laughed. As quiet as he was, he occasionally let his charm take the lead.
Any fear he had left this evening had dissipated then in the warm glow of the cookfire.
“Chella! Bring the wine and another bowl for stew. We have company!” The first man yelled towards the house.
“You should get it yourself! I’m late for the evening shift!” A woman’s voice yelled back from inside.
“Oh, alright!” The first man resigned and walked into the house through a great old wooden door with a rounded top.
It was a pleasant house, Torik thought, studying the dark wooden framing, thatched awning, a row of no less than four large rippling glass windows surrounding the old door, and a small stable to the side. This house stood a little taller and looked a little more kept than the others, even in this light.
Just then, the first man returned with a bowl, a spoon, a lap cloth for Torik, and a basket with cups and a bottle of wine for the three.
“I realize now we haven’t introduced ourselves!” Said the first man. “I am Oldrin Hopmead and this is my brother by marriage, Elias Planwell. Ah! And look here…” Oldrin gestured back towards the doorway.
Chella hurried over to the firepit to wish the men farewell.
“May I present my lovely bride Chella Hopmead and his majesty, Oldrin the Second,” He gestured with his outstretched hand at her rounded midsection.
“Stop it, you old scoundrel!” She said, smiling after slapping down his hand, then kissed his cheek and hurried off into the dark. 
“We’re naming him Stefford, by the way!”
“One of the good ones, she is.” Said Oldrin.
“Aye.” Elias agreed, as he hastily slurped the last of the stew from his bowl.
“Make your way by later. I hear the troupe from Gendwell has come back through!” Chella’s voice carried back to them through the dark.
“The troupe from Gendwell?” Torik asked Oldrin, who was now pouring wine into the glasses.
“Aye, a good troupe, they are. It would seem they are playing Cider House tonight again on their way back home. It’s good enough song for even better eats.” Said Elias. “Chella is the barkeep, and Oldrin is the proprietor of our fine establishment. But don’t let the name fool you. It may be called Cider House, but it’s a bar proper!”
“Why would the name Cider House fool me? It sounds simple enough.” Torik asked as he sipped the wine.
“Well,” Oldrin laughed to himself. “It’s an old tale. A piece of history left behind by the previous owner. Before the war, of course.” He reminisced. “The older gents, the ones bellied up to the bar, white-haired and dim of wit, will while-on about how the previous owner changed the name of his failing tavern from The Hangman’s Noose. These old buggers still call it that! It’s such a bad name, and one quite unappealing to almost anyone with a head on their shoulders.” Oldrin said.
“Really!” Elias assured Torik before asking, “Who names their drinking establishment after a Hangman’s Noose?”
“Well,” Oldrin continued. “To rid himself of the stench of that poor name, and in doing so, update its aging patronage, the owner settled on a new name.”
“Cider House!” Elias cheered.
“There was a problem, though. After spending all his money on signage, he didn’t brew the cider beforehand. He came to me with a lowball offer for my orchards, and I refused. Then he tried to lowball me again for a partial share of my crop, and I refused again. As did every other farmer here and eastward. So he never got around to serving cider, and the entire town laughed the poor man out of business quickly after that.”
“That’s when he sold you the place?” Torik asked.
“That’s the twist of the story, you see. The poor bastard hanged himself. His wife sold it to me for a fraction of what her husband offered at his lowest.” Oldrin said.
“That is... very unfortunate.” Torik was aghast at the dark turn of the story.
“Best thing that ever happened to us!” Oldrin reassured him with a smile.
“Long live Cider House!” Elias called out as he raised his glass and finished in a series of great chugs. 
“Long live Cider House!” Oldrin and Torik said, raising their glasses. Torik laughed uncomfortably and downed the rest of his drink.
“Have some stew and let’s head down. Wouldn’t want to miss the fun, Torik! I can introduce you to the lads.” Oldrin said.
“If you don’t mind, does this Cider House have accommodations?” Torik asked.
"If you don't mind the noise and help us with the chores, we would gladly let you stay."
Torik scooped a hearty helping of the stew from the steaming pot into his bowl. Once it cooled a bit, he took a bite. The goatling meat was tender, full of flavor, swimming in the thick sauce of tomato, rosemary, and onion. 
After Torik ate two full bowls of stew and the three of them finished the wine, they made their way to Cider House. As they approached, songs from the bar filled the streets. Firelight from standing torches and small fire pits met them outside the front of the bar. Men and women were standing about, or otherwise sitting at the great outdoor tables, drinking and talking, away from the din of festivities inside.
Those that knew Oldrin raised glasses or gave the grateful Cider House owner a cheer, a smile, or a nod as the three passed through the double door entrance and made their way to the bar. It was an old wooden slab of a bar, decades of wear left a smooth dark patina and a undulating grooves from the years of thirsty patrons. The far end of it proudly wore the black scarring of flame that licked up from the underside, the last unreplaced reminder of the war. 
Torik ran his hand along the smooth wood as he took a seat on a thick but shaky wooden stool that had a patina even older than the bar.
“She’s a good old bar. Serves me well.” Oldrin said as he took his place behind it and began pouring mugs of ale and cider from great tapped oak kegs. Chella Hopmead hurried back and forth between the tables, the kitchen, and the taproom.
“About time you showed up!” Chella said in passing, carrying a small pitcher of wine to one table in the back. “It’s busy tonight!” 
Oldrin rolled his eyes at Torik. Apparently, the amassing patrons could wait. “The people who built this place salvaged most of the wood in here from a grand warship torn apart by a bird. A massive bird, Sevoran, they call it. Others say the ship was dashed on the rocks while trying to invade Benrakos from the south.” Oldrin recounted to Torik, whose eyes were wide with interest. “Which story you choose to believe is up to you, but I like to say it was the bird.”
“Sevoran... do you think it’s real?”
“That all depends on who you hear it from, I suppose. But I like to think so. This all happened right here in the bay, back nearly eighty years when the Veld ruled Benrakos.” Oldrin dramatically looked up and out the window, as if to look for that same bird before continuing. “They say that bird is the defender of these lands. Rising from Mount Rakos on crimson wings, to keep the peace in times of war. I am glad to share some part in that tale, a myth though it may be.” He gave Torik a moment to think about it before continuing on. “My father told me it’s best to build a business on the stuff of legend, that it should give the locals pride and travelers like you something to ponder over a pint!” 
Oldrin handed Torik a hefty mug of tart hard cider and a strong black ale to Elias, who downed the drink and slammed the mug down on the bar in a fraction of the time it took Oldrin to pour the drink.
“Time to piss. Pour me another before I return!” announced Elias, who made a quick but clumsy path out the side door to water the trough. Oldrin shook his head, muttering something under his breath, and obliged Elias by pouring his weakest ale for his drunkest brother-in-law.
Torik sipped his cider and turned to see Chella laying down a tray of bread, salted pork cuts, goat cheese, and butter.
“See that Elias eats something? I can’t have that scoundrel brother of mine exposing himself in front of the patrons again.” Chella said to Oldrin. “Have some food, too, if you like. Darrick, you said your name was?”
“It’s Torik, and thank you for your kindness. Would it be too much for me to ask for a room for a few days?” Torik asked.
“Not at all, you can stay as long as you need, Torik.” Chella said before continuing, “That is, if you’ve got the coin and don’t mind the noise!”
"Oldrin said I could stay if I pitched in around here."
"Did he now?" Chella scowled at Oldrin across the room then smiled back to Torik. "I suppose we could use your help tomorrow. Enjoy yourself tonight, but not too much. We start early."
And with that, she turned to a table and took drink orders from two guards. They must have just ended their shift, as they still wore the ill-fitted light armor and chain mail common to their profession.
Torik sipped his cider and let Cider House take his senses. He breathed in the air, thick with the fragrance of the hardwood burning in the hearth, pipe smoke, and the tang of fresh ale. The troupe from Gendwell strummed and stomped big lively tunes in another room. The end of each song was met with cheers until the next began, and the floor shook from the dance once again. 
All sorts of people filled this place. Those in finer clothes, peasant farmhands, merchants, guards, men and women alike, along with several children. And the crowd only seemed to grow in the minutes since they arrived. Torik had seen nothing like this before. In Nantos, they reserved this kind of establishment for the worst kind, the thieves and brawlers, ship looters and fiends. And, he thought, the music and drink were never this good.
“Another cider, Trav?” asked Oldrin, who had circled back to Torik’s end of the bar.
Torik looked at him oddly. This was the second time someone mixed his name up for another in as many minutes.
“Trav?” Torik asked.
“Traveler! That’s what I have decided to call you. And you should call yourself Trav, for your own safety. Stick around for a while and I’m sure you’ll be called plenty of other things.” Oldrin winked at him and slid the freshly dubbed Trav a freshly poured cider.
Trav smiled, lifted his mug to Oldrin in acceptance of his new name. As he did, a piercing shout cut through the crowd. A great strummed note went foul and soured like a fart in the air as the troupe stopped, their silence revealing a bevy of angry voices. Trav’s smile turned to confusion as his eyes darted towards the chaos growing across the room.
From Trav’s vantage, he saw Elias fall back into a table. He caught himself, then dodged a sweeping blow from a huge, lumbering inebriant in a rage. 
The second dodge did not work as well, and Elias caught a fist with his face, spilling teeth and blood out onto the floor as he fell. A woman screamed, “Stop!” as the drunk kicked Elias on the floor, shouting insults at him as he did.
Oldrin hurriedly shoved past Trav to break apart the fight. The patrons stood by watching, some in horror, some in amusement, but none doing a thing to stop the massacre. Oldrin pushed onward through the crowd and attempted to pull the hulking, angry drunkard off his brother. Elias covered his head and face in attempting to scramble anywhere but his current position there on the blood-smeared floor.
“And who do you think you are?!” yelled the raging patron, his anger now focused on Oldrin.
“I own this establishment. That is my brother, and you? You can go fuck right off!” Oldrin snapped back.
“Stop!” the woman’s voice came again. Trav turned to see that it was Chella Hopmead grasping her belly. She groaned and edged down the wall behind the bar. “Oldrin! The baby! It’s coming!” She cried out.
“Chella!” Oldrin turned and yelled back, looking around the room and frantically trying to locate his wife. 
"Is there a midwife?!" a barmaid called out.
The crowd was in hysterics as the drunkard took advantage of the distraction, grabbed a heavy carving board from the table and cracked it sidelong into the back of Oldrin Hopmead’s skull. 
Oldrin collapsed to the floor, and blood pumped out from the back of his head as he lay there, wide eyes fixed on the ceiling above him as his life quickly drained away.
Elias, now brandishing a cook’s blade, screamed out as he plunged the knife into the back of Oldrin’s attacker. He must have hit a lung because there was a gurgling hiss as the drunken oaf gasped for another breath in futility.
The angry man pushed his way through the crowd, grasping over his shoulder for the blade still lodged in his back. Blood sputtered out of his mouth as he fell face-first onto the floor.
”Is anyone here a midwife?!” the barmaid called out again. 
Chella Hopmead screamed out in agony from behind the bar.
“You!” yelled the barmaid, pointing right at Trav.
“Me?” Trav asked, still in shock from all that had just transpired.
“See if you can find someone to help deliver this baby, preferably a midwife. If not, just get the best you can! But please hurry!” The barmaid said.
“I’ll do what I can!” Trav pushed off into the crowd of patrons now leaving, his head now swimming with cider. 
The two gate guards were helping clear the room when Trav approached them. 
“There’s a woman giving birth behind the bar and I need to find a midwife.” He explained.
“Not likely at this time of night. The midwife lives down the hill by the shore, and you’re not likely to get her back in time. Barunt, see if Clayton Oldvine is around.”
“The stableman?” Barunt, the second guard, asked.
“A stableman is the best we can do right now. He’s constantly birthing animals. I don’t see why he couldn’t…” the first guard said.
“Fine!” Trav interrupted. “Just find him quickly!”
Clayton Oldvine proved easy enough for Torik to find, and the child’s birth happened all too quickly after. Waiting outside, Trav could hear the newborn child cry out into the cold air of the early morning, followed by the uncontrolled sobbing of Chella Hopmead.
“Oldrin... why?!” Trav heard many permutations of this as he waited on his seat by one of the fire pits outside. Elias slept there on the ground next to him, snoring, bloodied, but warmed by the fire and wouldn’t wake for the world at this point. The crowd had long since gone, and all that remained were the guards who were helping clean up the mess and the carnage, the barmaid who was consoling Chella, and Clayton Oldvine who was cradling the newborn child.
Barunt, the gate guard, his armor now off of him, wiped sweat from his face as he exited Cider House and made a quick path to Trav.
“Mind if I sit? Barunt asked, already sitting before Trav could answer. “I have a feeling you had plans to stay here tonight.” 
“I had hoped to.”
“I am afraid that for the time being, Cider House won’t be taking guests. But I don’t think anyone would mind you staying out here with the warmth of the fire and the light of the stars if it suits you.” Barunt said.
“Of course. I understand. My things are inside, though, a small cart at the far end of the bar,” Torik said.
“You won’t be able to stay past the morn, but there’s a fair similar tavern ’round a mile down the old Veldan path. Ask around. It’s hard to spot, but we all know where it is. The food’s not as good. Neither is the service or the ale. You might like the rooms, though. Beds haven’t got the same quality of stench as the ones around here!” Barunt laughed.
By the time Barunt returned with the boy’s belongings, Trav was sound asleep on the soft mossy dirt by the fire. He set down a big mug of water and a partially eaten hunk of farmhouse bread next to the wooden wheel of Trav’s shaky old cart.
Trav slept as the fire burned down to a mere few hot coals in a pile of wispy white ash and the predawn light. He slept hard, but before he realized he had even closed his eyes; he awoke with a start, his shoulder suddenly in sharp pain, back and hair suddenly drenched in water.
The once full mug of water skipped off him and into the fire. “Ow! Fuck!” Trav shouted. 
“Coin! All of it!” commanded a snarling, vicious voice in the darkness.
“What?” Trav asked groggily as he half pushed himself up.
“The coin you got. All of it!” The voice of a road scrapper hastened in tone.
“And why should I?” The words fell out of Trav’s mouth faster than he conceived them, but despite this, it was already too late. The scrapper pulled the flailing Trav up by his collar, bloodied his mouth with a quick back-handed slap which dropped him to the ground.
“Empty your pockets, you shit! You worthless tiny shit!” The scrapper said.
“No.” Trav eked out.
“Fine. I can empty them for you.” These words came as the scrapper dropped Trav and followed with a swift kick to his chest.
He heaved, coughed, and groaned in the mossy dirt as the thief clumsily and quickly rifled through his pockets.
“What’s this then?” The scrapper found and pressed a wax-stamped pulpwood letter to Trav’s face. 
“It’s a letter… from my mother… please…” Trav pleaded with the man he could now see had rotten teeth, the greasiest hair and dirt crusted in the crevices of his wrinkled, leathery face. 
“This does me no good, you balky little shit! I need your coin!” Another kick to the stomach and Trav rolled to see the letter land next to the fire. The edge of the paper darkened near the flame. “Can’t read anyway…” The scrapper confessed to the night air, blinking his eyes and thinking of what to do next.
“The cart over there. All I’ve got is the cart. Take what you want, but just leave me alone.” Torik pleaded.
“What’s in it?” The scrapper demanded.
“Just some clothes… clothes and some herbs for trade…” A log cracked and fell in the pit, the fire leapt, catching one side of the letter and in a moment of absolute urgency, Trav blurted “Eight of the big silvers and two small gold rounds.” 
The scrapper turned away from him and Trav didn’t let a second pass before snatching his mother’s letter from the fire-pit. It was catching flame on its edge, and he stashed the smoldering note on the ground behind his back while the thief rummaged through his clothes.
“Should have told me sooner. Save us both the trouble. Well, now you know, and I can wish a splendid night to you.” The scrapper said and bowed sarcastically. And with that, he was off into the darkness with his pouch of coin and a new pair of Trav’s old pants.
Trav rolled off the smoldering letter, which had now burned a small hole in his shirt and left his back with a matching blister. The letter was safe, which meant he was safe. He read the name his mother had written on its folded face:
Alderich












  
  Chapter three
Peace Balanced on the Edge of a Knife

Benrakos, Present Day


“If you want to live, to walk away from all of this… There is something difficult and terrible that I must ask of you, Torik.” Alderich repeated his proposition, with a lower tone, full of dread. “And I regret to say that your time in my service has come to a close. I have already reappointed your office of High Smith, Grandmaster and Armorer to the King’s Guard, to Grayton Soltarin. But I must have you know that you have served your appointment well. The level of craft produced on your watch was remarkable. Not only did you take your lessons, you were soon besting your masters. None have risen so quickly through the ranks as you have. And for that, above all else, I am proud.” 
Torik only nodded back.
“But here we are at a crossroads, Torik. Here we are, on the edge of war with the East, a war we are not prepared for and I am loath to say we will not win. Every changing seat on that Eastern Council brought with it a new agenda, a new ambition, and with it an opportunity for corruption. I believe it an inevitability that the council appoint a leader who quietly declared authority over them. Every cautious step that I take now is to protect the people of this land, if only for a day, from the horrors that lay ahead. Down the first road, I throw my own kin to rot in agony in a pit with the torturers. Down the second road I let you free, which is sure to anger my newfound enemies, who have already come this far without such provocation.”
Torik sat in that thought for what felt like ages.
“Do you see the bind that I am in?” His father continued. “Do you see I cannot abide either road? Do you see why I am pushed to find another way?” 
“Sir?”
“It is not a good way, but it is the only way. It’s the only road we can now take to save your life, my son. The only road to postpone the war. A way to rally the Midlands to Benrakos in time, to strengthen our defences at home and charge our men and women for the inevitable battle with the east. The only way to let my line live on, even without my name or authority. And so, Torik, know that I have considered this down to only one conclusion. I have decided that you will have to kill me.”
“What? No!” Torik shouted.
“Silence!” Alderich hissed back.
But it was too late. A guard barged through the door and paced quickly for Torik.
“Stand down, everything is fine,” Alderich said to the guard. “We will be but five minutes more, and then you can throw this insolent treasoner down to wretch away what life he has left on the torturer’s rack.”
Torik felt his own body shaking uncontrollably.
“Aye, sir.” The guard turned and exited as quickly as he had entered.
“Torik, listen to me carefully now. We have little time. Do you see my wardrobe there? In it, down on the bottom right corner, is a small latch that, when pulled, releases the false backing. Open that and a door behind it you will take an unlit passage onward. Make your way down about five paces and make a left through a small doorway, then five more paces and make a right. After that, you will head down another passage for nearly half a mile. Do not get turned around in the dark, for you will likely not find your way again. You will know the end by the first light you see from above. A party waits for you there, but you must be quick. There will not be much time before the guards are after you.” 
Alderich reached for the dagger at his side, drew it and extended the handle towards Torik, who froze, recognizing the blade as one he himself had crafted and given to Alderich as a gift many years ago.
“Sir, I beg you. This is a deed I simply cannot do.” 
“So be it.” Alderich locked eyes with Torik. “You had better move quick, my son.”
With those words, in one quick stroke, Benetor Alderich artfully flipped the blade in his hand and drove the dagger deep into and across his own throat.
Torik gasped for air, unable to comprehend, let alone stop the desperate action of the King, his father, who now fell to the floor, blood spraying from his neck in an arc onto the warm stone.
Without a second thought, Torik dropped to his knees, snatched the blade still protruding from his father’s own neck and threw it, clattering across the smooth stone floor as it went. Blood covered his hands and quickly soaked through his clothes. There was nothing he could do now. Nothing to do but head straight for the secret latch in the wardrobe. Which he quickly did. 
The guards would return any moment. This is the only way, he thought. He wiped the blood from his hands on his shirt, then carefully and quietly climbed into the wardrobe, through the false back, past the door, five paces, then he felt an entrance to the left. He heard a guard yell out, and then a clamor of shouts. They would be onto him any moment now. Move quick, Torik thought, the last words of his father echoed in his mind as he ducked into the passageway.
Five more paces and he felt the passage to his right. He ducked into the doorway, but the ceiling was lower this way and he banged his already aching head against a ceiling stone. 
“Fuck!” Torik's shouted profanity echoed again and again until it became mush, reverberating in these sprawling subterranean halls.
He followed the path forward for a moment longer. There was a splintered crack behind him, followed by another. His already fast pace quickened. The idiot guards must have found the hidden door and instead of opening it, were instead kicking through it, he thought. 
Sure enough, firelight came through the splintering boards behind him and instantly glistened off the walls. The guards were upon him now.
“This way!” One of the King’s Guard yelled. Torik thought he recognized the voice, but it didn’t matter. He kept running.
The next half-mile seemed to go on forever in a dizzying darkness. There were foul gusts of breeze, full of the scent of rotting sewage, coming towards him up the passageway. And the path was not straight, as he had imagined it would be. There were many other paths branching off in the darkness. Those he was very careful not to take. Finally, he could see a faint light ahead. The small passage opened into a large, rank room, surely the source of the now brazenly pungent odor. 
Light broke through a square hole in the ceiling above. As Torik’s eyes adjusted, he noticed a rope hanging down. It hung right down into the center of this room, which he could now see was full of human waste and horse manure. If the smell wasn’t bad enough, he vomited from the realization of the sight. This must surely be drainage from the Hall of Kings, an old party hall from the time of the Veld, who were renowned for their ingenuity and infrastructure, but long since defeated. And this was the shit of half of Benrakos, who just days before occupied that great old hall on the feast day, celebrating the noble warrior, Alidor, a symbol of heroism from the stories of old. And this was the result of that Benraki excess, slowly moving out towards the bay, eased along by the morning’s rain. 
Torik wretched again.
“Trav!” a familiar voice came from above. “Trav, is that you?!”
Torik carefully waded out into the waste towards the rope hanging down from the opening, all the while shielding his eyes from the light and covering his mouth from the flies and stench.
“Stefford?"
Torik grabbed hold and pulled himself out of the knee-high waste-river and up onto the rope, his feet standing upon a thick knot at the bottom. 
“Heave!” Torik heard from above. Several great heaves later and his hand met a calloused pair of hands, extended down to pull him to the surface.
They pulled him up into what he now saw was a large stable, and he suddenly felt ill again. He never made it to his feet, instead pulled himself away from the opening on his hands and knees.
“Alderich…” Torik started to explain, but was overtaken.
“We know. He sent us here to get you out. It… well, it seemed important, so we agreed. It wasn’t like he ordered us or anything. He asked this as a favor and that we trust him and not to question his decisions.” Stefford replied as he shrugged.
“No, you don’t understand.” Torik said, lifting himself to his feet.
“There will be time for words later. We need to get you to the docks.” Said the booming and familiar voice of Worren Targas, lifelong stable master for the King’s High Guard. 
“Not smelling like that, we’re not,” Came the voice of Tarea Stanbrook, the High Guard’s lieutenant archer, her nose full of the scent. “Stefford, fetch him a pail to wash. I will see what clothes I can get us from Clayton.” She said.
“These are Clayton Oldvine’s stables?” Torik asked Worren, who was tying a tarp down over the top of a large hay carriage, half full of vegetable crates, some hay and a couple goats.
“Aye.” was all Worren said. Torik could tell something was off with him. Worden surely had just as much interest in participating in this plan as Torik did. 
He stripped himself of the shitty, reeking shoes first, and his clothes followed. Then he scrubbed down his skin with an old rag and pail of water and salt soap handed to him from Stefford. Stefford attempted to maintain a distance from him while doing so. Torik kicked his befouled clothes down into the waste drain, then splashed the rest of his water pail over the vomit and smears he brought up with him a few moments earlier, and closed the heavy wooden hatch. 
A great horn bellowed out three times in the distance from the direction of the King’s Great Hall. Three horns called the on and off-duty township guards to the great hall for emergency measures.
Tarea returned with clothing and some old farmer’s boots. “It won’t be long now. Get in the cart. You can dress on the way. Stefford, you’re in the hay cart as well. Keep quiet. If we were to be discovered, I am sure there are things far worse than hanging for a fugitive like you.” 
The cart rocked heavily and creaked under his weight as Worren climbed up and took his seat at the front bench of his rather large hay cart. Torik threw his new clothes up into the covered cart and they climbed in, past the goats and behind a crate-stack of potatoes. Torik dressed himself as Stefford and Tarea arranged the hay bales and crates to better hide them.
“You look like a farmer.” Stefford said while taking his seat, remarking at the dirty white tunic, peasant pants and the worn out old farmer boots, with a few holes in the soles.
“You still look like a soft hand.” Torik quietly returned. Stefford rolled his eyes as Worren cracked a whip. The goats bleated with excitement, and the cart lurched forward into the street, bouncing down the cobbled road at a swift but even pace.
“Don’t get me wrong. It’s a good thing. A farmer is the last thing the guards will be after. Damn sure they would know your face, though.” Stefford pulled his dark green hood cloak off and handed it to Torik. “Here. It might be a tad small, but we can’t take chances having you seen when we get to the docks.”
“The docks?” Torik asked. With all the thoughts swirling in his head, he realized he hadn’t a clue what this group had planned for him.
“We are to board a ship for safe passage across the Graceful Sea, then make trade in Cypress Bay and sail on to Dross. From there, the path is your own, and the rest of us return home to Benrakos for a nice reward from the King for this heroic deed. Though I must admit that it’s beginning to feel a bit naughty and clandestine. My stomach has been in knots all day. Even my hands are shaking, look.” Stefford held up his hand and raised his eyebrows at it, watching it shake with excitement.
“Alderich is dead.” Torik said. Stefford’s face went white and his once nervous, flapping mouth fell agape in disbelief.
“Surely you are mistaken. This seems like a cruel rumor. You really shouldn’t have listened to those torturers, Trav. They only mean you harm with those kinds of stories. It’s their job, and one they certainly take pride in.” Stefford said.
“No, I was there. His life is gone... at… at his own hand, right in front of me. He wanted it to look like I did this deed.” Torik buried his face in his hands.
“Oh, this is a mess. He’s off and gone mad. The rumors are true. There’s really no other…” Stefford said.
“I know. But not mad. Not my father. Not King Alderich. He saw a deeper plot to dispatch him. From within his own ranks, no less. To hand over his rule and these lands to the Eastern Council. He seemed sure of it.” 
“You’re mad too, then! The Eastern Council... he picked them from his own people! They’ve always been loyal, to a reasonable degree at least.” Stefford protested.
“Much could have changed in the years since he took the throne and built that alliance.” Torik quietly explained. “It couldn’t have been just anyone. The ties to Benrakos must be deep. He told me it was likely one of his own men from the days of war, likely someone who fought at his side.” 
“Fuck. This is heavy.” Stefford said as the cart stopped. 
“And now you know the urgency with which I flee.” Torik said with the weight of solemnity.
Tarea dismounted her horse and poked her head under the cart’s canopy. “Keep your hood up, your head down, and unload the cart. We need to move quickly.”
“If you want out, this is your chance.” Torik said to Stefford as he lifted a sack of potatoes from the back of the cart. 






  
  Chapter four
The Coming Storm

The Graceful Sea, Three Days Later


“This voyage feels like ages.” Stefford said. 
“Well, it also means we’re about halfway across the Graceful Sea.” 
“And that means we’re… absolutely in the middle of nowhere? Is that supposed to make me feel better?”
“No, and I don’t care if it makes you feel better. It means we are leaving your lands for mine. It means with every flap of these sails, on each passing day, I become less of a traveler and you become more.”
“I guess we’ll leave your nickname here, Trav.” 
“That is what I intend. And not to worry. I have no intention of using it on you.”
The first few days at sea were calm, but this was quickly changing. The wind picked up, the starry night sky churned over into menacing cloud cover and the distant flashing veins of lightning gave way to the great cracking oak branches and low distant rumble of thunder before them.
“Ha ha!” Captain Senros laughed out into the wind, to no one in particular, though many on the upper deck heard him over the crashing waves. “She lets you in, doesn’t she!? The Graceful Sea will let you in, but will she let you out?” He bellowed.
What began as single drops of rain riding on gusts of wind quickly became a torrential downpour. The wind became fierce, so the sailors drew the sails and Senros advised the paying passengers to remain below deck. Unless, of course, he ran short of crew above, he commented with a sadistic smile. Torik had the notion this man truly loved the dangers of the open sea. The thrills Captain Senros sought often came at a cost. The crew was more than willing to oblige him, for more often than not there was a substantial reward with the risk of sailing aboard The Gilded Dagger. 
The Dagger heaved and the crew in the hold worked diligently to secure any loose cargo with ropes to brace against the storm. In their quarters on the mid-deck above, Torik and the other passengers braced themselves as well. Stefford sat in his bottom bunk, back to the wall, excited and terrified all at once. Tarea made a seat out of a crate, eyeing the rainwater as it spilled in from above, slid across the planked floorboards and through the cracks to the crew’s deck below. Torik eyed her as he stood with one arm fixed to a crossbeam, munching an apple. His face and jaw were still sore, but the swelling had let down enough that he could see out of his left eye at least.
“Storms like this really leave you with one thing to do. Wait for them to end. And it’s the waiting that gets me.” Tarea said. “My father had a fishing vessel in the North Sea. I spent a great deal of time waiting out storms just like this.” 
“Does it get much worse?” Stefford asked as the ship lifted, creaked, and let out a long groan.
“Time will tell, but my guess is another day or so before we are on our course again.”
The ship lifted again quickly and fell, tilting to its port side, causing a flickering lantern to fall off its hook, shatter and extinguish in the damp of the floorboards.
“Perfect.” Said Worren from his bunk, where he had been using the lantern to read an account of the war from the captain’s collection of long-worn ship’s logs, oblivious to the surrounding conversation. The candle and glass of the lantern rolled off down into the ship. “I’ll go get us another lantern.” Worren said as he stood, steadied himself and clumsily pushed off into the darkness.
“Torik? What about you?” Stefford asked.
“What about me?” Torik snarked back between bites of his apple.
“Ever been out in a storm like this?”
“No, not like this. I’ve only ever been out on the sea once before. Can’t say I enjoy it very much.”
“When was that? When you first came to Benrakos?”
“Yeah, I was sick as an owl during the first few days. It rained on that voyage as well, but nothing like this.”
“You know, I don’t think you ever told me what brought you to Benrakos.” 
“A ship brought me.”
“No, I mean…” Stefford started.
“I know what you mean. It was the Salty Lady.” 
“So, it was love?” Stefford raised an eyebrow.
“The ship was called The Salty Lady.”
“Ah, I see. But why?” Stefford asked, and by the look on Torik’s face, he could tell he had poked the beehive with a stick.
“My mother. She thought I deserved more.” Torik said after a thoughtful silence.
“So she sent you to Benrakos. It, well... it seems like an odd choice.”
The Ship shook hard and rolled suddenly to the starboard side, causing Torik to lose his footing and fall headlong towards Worren’s bunk. 
There was a horrendous splintering crash as the ship jerked again and Tarea rolled across the floor and into the base of a barrel. 
“We’ve hit rocks!” Stefford yelped, holding himself steady.
The Dagger took another blow, and this time rolled port-ways. The mid-deck hatch blew open. A flash of lightning illuminated the darkened chaos as a violent surge of water washed one crewman down onto the mid-deck. He flailed and screamed as he fell, completely missing the stairway to the upper deck as the ship rose and he came crashing into the floorboards. 
“These are no simple rocks!” Tarea yelled out, rolling to escape this rush of water across the floor.
The fallen crewman sloshed along with the water towards the rear of the ship and slammed into Torik, who was on the floor, clutching the pinewood foot of Worren’s bunk. Another two or three flashes of lightning and Torik screamed out in horror. 
“What is it?!” Stefford asked over the sound of the sea, the storm and the yelling of the crew above.
“Fuck! Ah! Fuck! He’s all shredded up! Get him off me!” Torik yelled as he tried to stand while The Gilded Dagger steadied herself, if only momentarily. Torik clung to the bunk as he made his way over to Tarea. 
Another flash of lightning and Stefford caught a glance of the bloodied body of a crewman, with red arms still writhing on the floor in terror as he groaned and coughed out a few last breaths. Through his shirt, his bloody back exposed down to his ribs and spine, stretching from his right shoulder around and down to his left thigh. 
“Oh no, no, no!” Stefford cried as he buried his face into his shoulder, not wanting to see this horrible sight again. 
Torik grasped downward and helped pull Tarea to her feet. Both of their clothes were sopping wet. Their eyes burned from the brine. Tarea pushed her sopping hair out of her face and spat out sea water as she hunched and coughed.
The ship fell again at a steep incline. Torik fell into Tarea and they stumbled onto the wooden stairs, water now pouring down onto them. Stefford’s bed creaked and snapped off its holdings to the wall, sending him sliding on the bed towards the stairs.
The bunk swung around, slid and caught between the stairwell and some barrels, crushing the barrel into curved, splintered planks and sending Stefford tumbling off into the darkness out behind the stairway.
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