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Hide and Seek

	 

	Ahmed kept his cloak pulled tight around him and its hood low over his face. Will and Jil­lian had left him on top of Cas­tle Os­chen’s ram­parts upon his own urg­ing, but that didn’t mean he was un­afraid of the hun­dreds of Gur­mi­ans, his en­e­mies, that sur­rounded him. Un­ease rose to pain, and he nav­i­gated along the edges of the crowd sens­ing the raw anger and de­spair in so many. In this state they’d not think twice be­fore killing him.

	 De­spite the chain­less dimitherite man­a­cles that were clamped tight around his wrists it seemed that he could still sense the en­vi­ron­ment around him. He hy­poth­e­sised that the man­a­cles blocked ac­tive magic, that which a mage needed to in­ten­tion­ally cast or chant a spell or ac­tion words for. Sub­con­scious magic, like his sense con­tin­ued unim­peded, but this still de­bil­i­tated him. He felt help­less with­out his magic, re­mem­ber­ing again the prison cell in Jeuadi. With­out magic, the fear he felt be­cause of it, was painful.

	 He cursed the tim­ing of their ar­rival. Flee­ing from his home for the de­ci­sion he made was hard enough but ar­riv­ing here the mo­ment the sul­tan had en­acted his plan of Gur­mian slaugh­ter and shock made ev­ery­thing more dan­ger­ous. Heads had flown over these walls and bod­ies had been piled upon the beaches be­low the cas­tle. Re­gard­less Ahmed was de­ter­mined not to shrink on the du­ties his faith pre­scribed.

	He slid be­hind a barn that stood against the cas­tle wall. There was a se­cluded space there that was shel­tered from view and used as ne­glected stor­age. There was one en­trance so he could see if any­one was com­ing. Ahmed set­tled within and cleared a space. He didn’t have his prayer mat or any­thing to clean his hands and face with, hope­fully Al­hu­rah would for­give him. Ahmed un­cov­ered his head, stood straight, and raised his hands. He chanted a prayer be­fore fall­ing to his knees and con­tin­u­ing. He did not end un­til he stood again and bowed. In sit­ting po­si­tion, at the end, he asked Al­hu­rah for his pro­tec­tion and for clar­ity as he reaf­firmed his de­ter­mi­na­tion to seek an­swers about these Gur­mi­ans. How they lived and what they thought of his peo­ple, and to un­der­stand how his and Will’s pearls con­nected them. 

	Ahmed opened his eyes to a ter­ri­fied lit­tle girl who, it seemed, had crawled out of a cav­ity un­der the barn, well hid­den un­til she had re­vealed her­self.

	“Y-You are… de­mon…” she gasped, open­ing her mouth wide.

	“No!” Ahmed fell be­fore her, star­ing with plead­ing eyes, his limbs stiff­en­ing. “Shhh… I’m not go­ing to hurt you.” He held out his arms, his palms show­ing, and smiled. The girl hes­i­tated, she was five- or six-years-old. “See. I’m not a de­mon.”

	“You’re not go­ing to make me a slave? 

	“No.” Ahmed laughed. 

	“You take slaves.”

	“I don’t. Do you know what slaves are?”

	“Work­ing peo­ple, but you don’t let them stop.” The girl calmed but shrunk back. “Saao­mar­rha­didirim.”

	“Sao­marha­dian. You were close.” Ahmed’s ten­sion fled ahead of a cool­ing wind. He sat cross-legged in front of her hop­ing to keep the girl from scream­ing or rush­ing away to alert ev­ery­one about him if he let her talk. “I am Ahmed.”

	“I’m Elise.” Elise couldn’t keep her eyes on him.

	“Am I scary to you?”

	“Yes. You’re a de­mon.”

	“That’s not a nice thing to say of peo­ple.”

	“Ma and Da say you look like a hu­man, but ya got a hunger for chil­dren in­side.”

	“I don’t eat chil­dren; they prob­a­bly don’t taste nice.”

	“I’m bit­ter.” Elise whis­pered. Her eyes widened. “Do you like bit­ter?”

	“No. I like sweet things.”

	“I like sweet too.” She smiled.

	“I’m hu­man, like you. See?” Ahmed of­fered a hand. Elise didn’t take it at first, then she poked his palm.

	“Why is your skin dark?”

	“Why is yours white?”

	This seemed to con­fuse her.

	Ahmed laughed. “Hu­mans are not all the same. We’re dif­fer­ent in many ways and sim­i­lar in many more.”

	“How old are you?”

	“Six­teen—”

	“What were you do­ing?”

	“I was pray­ing.”

	“That’s a funny way to pray. Where’s the priest?”

	“The ser­mons of my re­li­gion are ac­ces­si­ble in our lan­guage, so even the poor­est can un­der­stand the words of Al­hu­rah and can seek his guid­ance alone.”

	“Ma says to pray be­fore bed, but the priest does it bet­ter in church. I don’t un­der­stand him though.”

	“Does he speak an­other lan­guage?”

	“Maybe.”

	Ahmed didn’t know this. Per­haps not all Gur­mi­ans could un­der­stand the fine de­tails of their god’s guid­ance. “I speak com­mon, that’s not so strange.”

	“No.” Elise smiled.

	“What were you do­ing there?”

	“Play­ing. I’m hid­ing.”

	“From some­one?” Form some­one try­ing to find her. Ahmed tensed.

	“No… alone. Ev­ery­one’s sad so no one wants to play.”

	“Oh.” Ahmed re­sisted a frown. He knew his sul­tan made a mis­take com­mit­ting this morn­ing’s slaugh­ter. Al­hu­rah for­give him. “Even your friends?”

	“Their par­ents keep them close, afraid. Pa’s gone…” Elise’s lip quiv­ered. “Ma won’t leave the piles.” She curled up, mak­ing her­self small.

	“Some peo­ple are bad peo­ple… mis­guided. I am sorry.” Ahmed whis­pered un­sure how he could ex­plain but knew he couldn’t in a way she would un­der­stand.

	“I should go to Ma.” Elise stood.

	If Ahmed let her leave she would alert the ev­ery­one in the cas­tle. He could rush to the keep seek­ing Sir Robert’s pro­tec­tion, but Elise might be faster in reach­ing her Ma. He could sense an empti­ness in her she was try­ing to avoid, whether she knew that or not. She was look­ing for a dis­trac­tion. He needed to do some­thing un­til Will and Jil­lian re­turned or he saw Sir Robert.

	“Do you want to play Elise?” Ahmed smiled.

	She hes­i­tated then nod­ded. “I want to play.”

	“You hide and I will find you.”

	“I’m the best hider! It’ll be hard.” She smiled then rushed away. Ahmed breathed a sigh of re­lief. Now he just needed to stall long enough.

	 

	Ahmed strode with care through the cas­tle, his hood up again. Un­able to find Elise in this court­yard he searched the next where many piles of the dead were placed within. Copy­ing ev­ery­one else, who masked their lower face with cloth, Ahmed did the same. No one could es­cape the stink nor the wail­ing of dev­as­tated rel­a­tives. Maybe Will and Jil­lian has also sought a dis­trac­tion when they left him upon the ram­parts. Lucky them. 

	As Ahmed searched through the court­yard, the pain he sensed sent waves of cold­ness through him and his ears rung as if the pain were shrill screams. He re­mem­bered the same pain felt in the desert and in Or­tie. Ev­ery­one, sol­dier and camp fol­lower had a hor­ri­ble story of fac­ing his peo­ple. Some whis­pers were sto­ries of des­per­ate strug­gles amid a bat­tle. Oth­ers of a raid or an­other of es­cap­ing from en­emy ter­ri­tory. His peo­ple had rav­aged this land un­til its fields were black­ened and un­fer­tile, some­thing the Gur­mi­ans did to his land many times too. Few spoke ill of his peo­ple or be­lieved in the pro­pa­ganda told to them with­out em­pha­sis­ing some tragic event that hap­pened to them­selves, a friend, or a loved one first. He won­dered if that was a nat­u­ral con­clu­sion for wronged peo­ple. He al­ways made the same con­clu­sion when hear­ing of the atroc­i­ties com­mit­ted by the Gur­mi­ans. Wasn’t that the same line of think­ing? Will and Jil­lian and maybe Sir Robert weren’t like the un­be­liev­ers who rav­aged his coun­try. Elise was just con­fused and wanted to feel bet­ter, she didn’t want to hate him. There had to be oth­ers.

	Ahmed si­lenced his thoughts when he no­ticed some­one move from be­hind a thick door frame un­der an over­hang. He crept to­wards it and ducked un­der.

	“Caught you!”

	Elise jumped, gasp­ing. “But how’d you see me!”

	“You moved.” 

	“Again!”

	“Should I hide?”

	“Yea, I’ll find you in one sec­ond.” Elise grinned. “But go away from this yard, it stinks.”

	“Sure.” Ahmed was happy to guide the game now. He walked back to­wards the in­ner most court­yard, through the open gates. It was closer to the keep which meant a greater like­li­hood to see Sir Robert or in­ter­cept Will and Jil­lian when they re­turned. He kept his mask on as oth­ers did. Ahmed found a space against a wall and be­hind a well. He leaned back, hard to see from those in the court­yard.

	What of his pearl, and Will’s? Ahmed felt for his, nes­tled in a pouch at his belt. He felt its warmth. He re­mem­bered Nizid and the story of the Dread Rid­ers. Could the ob­ject he held be a Seeker’s Stone? If he held Godly Magic, or Cre­ation Magic, Al­hu­rah for­give his blas­phemy, surely it would have felt… stronger. This ob­ject had done pow­er­ful things like in­cite mem­o­ries that felt so real that he had mis­taken them for re­al­ity in the past. The voice it brought al­ways spoke in cryp­tic but help­ful ways. It had guided him to save Shoran— Ahmed clutched the pouch that held his pearl. His ac­tions caused Shoran’s death. If he hadn’t be­trayed his peo­ple, then maybe Shoran would still live. 

	“Found you!” Elise stood in front of him.

	“H-How… you are good at this.”

	“Are you sad too?”

	“Do I look sad?”

	Elise nod­ded and Ahmed just wanted to talk it out. “I lost a friend, my best friend. We used to play to­gether grow­ing up.”

	“It’s bet­ter play­ing with friends cause you don’t have to talk to your­self and pre­tend you’re them.”

	“I had a lot of fun play­ing with him.” Ahmed smiled, hold­ing back tears. His face must have looked ter­ri­ble be­cause Elise hugged him. His heart jumped.

	“I’ll be sad with you.”

	“Your Pa’s go­ing to be al­right Elise. I’ll pray for him.” Ahmed said what he knew had hap­pened and why Elise’s Ma wouldn’t leave the piles. “In my lan­guage we call our fa­ther baba.”

	“Baba.” Elise broke into tears and Ahmed re­turned her hug. He un­der­stood now how Mehmet felt about his adopted Gur­mian chil­dren. Mehmet had learned to love his en­emy be­cause not all Gur­mi­ans were his en­emy. Now Ahmed was here, play­ing with a child he was told to hate. She play­ing with a teen she was told to hate. Ahmed swore un­der his breath, over­come with the im­age of Shoran’s smile. Elise wiped her face.

	“We had fun… you should find your Ma.” Ahmed eyed the gate to the main keep. He’d cho­sen his hid­ing spot close to the gate and was con­fi­dent he could rush in­side now if Elise left to find her mother.

	Elise nod­ded. “I like you.” Then she walked off. Ahmed pushed away from the wall only to avoid crash­ing into a Gur­mian man.

	“Hey boy in­stead of stand­ing by the well all grim like why don’t ya help with the—” 

	Ya Al­hu­rah.

	“S-Sao­mardrim!” the man shoved Ahmed against the wall and pulled away Ahmed’s mask, con­firm­ing his find. Ahmed flexed his fin­gers and cast an en­ergy spell, but his wrists burned, and noth­ing came forth. The man threw him to the ground in view of ev­ery­one. “Alarm! Sao­mardrim! Alarm!” 

	Ev­ery­one massed around him. En­raged shouts and glares, vi­o­lent ges­tures, it hap­pened so fast and Ahmed never had a chance to re­act. Time then slowed as they blot­ted out the sun, drag­ging him a few me­ters and pulling him up against the cas­tle wall. His heavy stom­ach crashed against tight­ened ribs. Two sol­diers pinned him by his arms while oth­ers, civil­ians too, jeered at him.

	“They be­headed my sis­ter!” some­one shouted.

	“They burned my home!”

	“Poi­soned the vil­lage’s river they did!”

	“En­slaved my boys!”

	“Kill him!”

	“String him up!”

	“Quar­ter him and feed him to the dogs!”

	Ahmed re­sisted, try­ing to pull away, but he was held tight. “I didn’t do any of that! You were wronged, this war is wrong!” They didn’t stop shout­ing for his death. He was wrong to come here. Al­hu­rah had writ­ten that he should die to­day for his crimes, for killing Shoran, for let­ting go of his mas­ter, for be­tray­ing the trust of his sul­tan. One of them hefted his hatchet, grip­ping it and glar­ing as if de­cid­ing how to strike. Ahmed’s mind raced, pound­ing with strain. He had to do some­thing.

	“H-Hear… wait… take me to your grand mar­shal.” Ahmed frowned, try­ing his best not to look threat­en­ing or sound sar­cas­tic, noth­ing that would be taken in the wrong way. Will promised the knight would pro­tect him.

	“Oh so you can as­sault him eh? Never!”

	“I want to par­lay.”

	“No par­lay!” a woman shouted. She placed a hand on the shoul­der of the hatchet man. “Be done with him.”

	“Gur­mi­ans are a no­ble peo­ple.” Ahmed spoke as calm as he could, snuff­ing down a burn­ing pain in his chest. 

	“Flat­tery tis all—”

	“No, I mean it. I’ve been told it. Please take me to Sir Robert. Al­low me to sur­ren­der to him as is cus­tom.”

	“It’s too dan­ger­ous.” Hatchet man ad­vanced, lift­ing his tool. The sol­diers hold­ing Ahmed stopped him.

	“It’s the grand mar­shal’s law here. We ain’t an­i­mals. We’ll kill the hea­then with the mar­shal’s bless­ing.”

	Ahmed sup­pressed a re­lieved smile as he was hoisted up and dragged the short dis­tance through into the in­ner­most keep, fol­lowed by the mob. The guards at the gate no­ticed him and didn’t stop the mob. Sir Robert was in the court­yard point­ing out a sec­tion of wall to a stew­ard when he met Ahmed’s eyes. The knight didn’t re­act, but Ahmed was ter­ri­fied, a sliver of hope left. He was tossed to Sir Robert’s feet and looked up at the knight who didn’t meet his gaze. The mob calmed at the sight of their grand mar­shal.

	“Sir he’s Sao­mardrim.” A sol­dier jeered. “He’s the en­emy! Here my lord, take my dag­ger. I promised my mother I’d avenge her brother with Sao­mardrim blood.” The sol­dier held out a notched dag­ger. Such a weapon would stick and twist re­sult­ing in an ag­o­nis­ing death, but Sir Robert was here now. Sir Robert ap­proached and took the dag­ger. He ex­am­ined it then ad­vanced on Ahmed. The knight held it to Ahmed’s throat. Will was wrong! Ahmed fell back in an in­stinc­tual at­tempt to flee from the dag­ger. He tired cast­ing in vain one more time, his wrists burn­ing.

	“The wor­thi­est god is Al­hu­rah and there is no greater god than him, so says the Fa­ther.”

	“Heretic!” some­one spat. 

	Sir Robert threw the dag­ger to the ground and glanced at ev­ery­one around him. “Do you pre­sume that I would kill him?”

	“My lord.” The sol­dier fell to his knees. “I am sorry. I wouldn’t dare let you sully your hands.” He drew his dag­ger.

	“Enough!” Sir Robert shouted. “Does it fill you with re­lief to kill a boy six­teen sum­mers old for the crimes of oth­ers?” Sir Robert asked, his tone se­ri­ous and firm. He glared at the sol­dier who’d given him the dag­ger. “Does this mas­sacre bring back those you lost?” no one an­swered him. “Does it!”

	“Some­one’s gotta pay sir.”

	“Maybe that is the prob­lem! This morn­ing we suf­fered a bar­baric re­sponse from the sul­tan. The heads of our loved ones flew in the sky and washed up upon our beaches. I, like you, de­sired to slaugh­ter ev­ery last Sao­mardrim I saw but then my squire came to me with him.” Sir Robert pointed at Ahmed. “What did I see in the two boys? Friend­ship. Friend­ship.”

	“En­e­mies are no friends!”

	“Your en­e­mies are upon the bat­tle­field sol­dier, not in this cas­tle nor in the vil­lages, towns, or cities. Do not think your­self right­eous for slaugh­ter­ing an un­armed boy. Do not think his death will do any­thing to re­pair the void in your heart. None of you have enough sense to see this.”

	“He will grow and be­come a killer. He will kill now if we let him free.”

	“And so may your chil­dren. Should we kill them too? Ma­nis does not de­mand un­fet­tered mur­der, not against any­one who does not di­rectly threaten you or yours. We all threaten his peo­ple and his peo­ple’s chil­dren. Take your anger and pain to bat­tle, not within the con­fines of my army. This Sao­mardrim is un­der my pro­tec­tion and if he is harmed so will you be. Let him go.”

	“But sir—”

	“How dare you all en­ter this keep with­out per­mis­sion. You would dis­rupt my army and jeop­ar­dise the king’s cam­paign yes?”

	“Never sir.” The sol­dier stood to at­ten­tion.

	“Re­move your­selves.” The sol­diers led them­selves and the mob out, anger de­flated. Ahmed, his heart rac­ing, was helped up by Sir Robert.

	“Th-Thank-you.”

	“You were to make your­self dis­creet.”

	“I was play­ing hide and seek.” Ahmed spoke be­fore think­ing.

	“You what?”

	“I am sorry. I got into trou­ble.” A horn blared from out­side the cas­tle and Sir Robert, seem­ing to recog­nise it, looked to­wards the sound. “These are good peo­ple, but mis­guided. My own peo­ple are mis­guided. This war has warped us and caused us to hate so much. They hate the pain they feel and the per­son who caused it, but I hate those same sin­ners too.”

	“You are well en­light­ened on this.”

	“I am just try­ing to un­der­stand.”

	“Re­turn to the keep and keep your­self safe.”

	Ahmed obeyed, re­al­is­ing how over­whelm­ing dis­cov­er­ing the truth re­ally was.
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