The Price of Valor
Somewhere in the Anauroch
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    Ifateyu
Ifateyu? 
I cannot hear my own voice speak my name.
I cannot see my hands, cannot feel them well enough to know if they are in front of my eyes. If eyes I still have. If there is an I to have anything in this place. 
No lungs to breathe air that is not air; 


—no nose to smell scents that do not exist; 





—no mind to tether, and nothing to tether to. 
Once I knew why I was put here, and by whom. Was it the shades? Was it the dark mages that worked murder so long ago, and everything since then—
walking the wild mountains of my homeland, forsaking the magic of my people, traveling across half of Faerûn to bring the fight to these demons of shadow in their flying cities, battling beside the Hand of Valor—









   has been a dream?

I cannot remember. 

I have gone mad with grief and frustration. If mad I am, then there is no coming back from this place. And if I am not mad, then I shall be before they are done with me. 

Who?

Where am I?
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They have trapped me again, in this plane.

Mind shattered together, in 

reverse, recollecting bare-


ly the fragmented ev-

ents that led to this
NoWhen

A prison plane, like a gem. 
No facets, not here.  Bare, empty 
As my heart, clean as my soul. 
And tearing my mind apart.
________________________________________________________________________


Ifateyu, wake up. 


No, not again.


Sweet Mystra, they’ve been torturing him. 


Come on, Ifateyu. We’ve got to get you out of here.—Strong elven arms holding up his withered limbs, tracing the many scars. Scars traced like a webwork across his skin, neat anatomical patterns, a work of art in knives. Delicate tracings by a healer’s hands, warm and sweaty after the gauntlets came off. My friend, what have they done? These scars—it’s the same pattern as when we perform an examination on the dead. 


I must have died, Atreides. Shackled me with godsdamned magic rings that wouldn’t let me die, then carved my skin off. I wanted to die, but they wouldn’t let me! (crying) Then they sewed me back.


By the grace of the Lady, heal this brave warrior who fights against shadows... 


No! Filthy magic! Filthy unreal, unkind shadows! If you loved me once, then take off this ring and put a knife in my heart!

Atreides! You’ve got to quiet him, they’ll hear!


Listen to me, Ifateyu. I’m a friend. Sage. Remember? We found you, we’re here to rescue you. 


Liar! Gritted teeth and clenched fists, nails drawing blood. LIAR! 


Come on. Hefted by the bear-man, countryman, Halruaan, bouncing weakly on furred back. You have to remember, Ifateyu. Its over now. You’re free. Brief spin of magic and the desert sands were gone. The sun mild and cool, dappled shadows of

Ripped from the nether place, birthed back into the realm of waking life, sensation splashed over him with a shock that nearly stilled his heart. Oh, to feel heat ripple across his ravaged skin! To feel the prickly warmth of the desert sun, the dryness of his mouth, the sandy grit in his hair and on his tongue, the delicious, noxious, overbearing scent of his own stink!
It was.... it was....

Too much. Such a gift, to be free of his prison plane, to feel again, to feel anything. 

Sublime.

Ifateyu fell onto the burning sands and cried, crying more as he felt the hotness of his tears and the congestion in his sinuses. He tasted salt and began frantically wiping his own face, trying to collect the tears, savoring every last delicious lick of acrid salt. Cool air brushed him as the tears evaporated. Such an overwhelming gestalt of joy and fear and gratitude and hatred and sadness. Even to feel terror was a spark of joy. 
He cried so long that he didn’t even notice when the dark forms dragged him by his arms to a tree, weeping as they hoisted him up on the skeletal branches, and crying out in joy and horror as they nailed his hands and feet to the trunk. 
________________________________________________________________________

autumn leaves. A soft bed beneath him, cold water splashing over his teeth. 

I am free no more and forever. You rescue me again and again and you are never more than shadows. Cruel shadows that cut like knives and burn like acid. 


Not this time, buddy. We’re taking you home. Back to your forge, where you can make swords. Like your father taught you, hey? Harvest-wheat bread and fresh meat. Clean water. You’ve gone through enough for one lifetime. You don’t have to help us on this quest.


Quest?


The Prismatic Orb, Ifateyu? Don’t you remember?


To heal you, we have to help you remember. Ifateyu? Don’t you remember where the Prismatic Orb is?


Shadows swam and sank, shade became a punishing sun, soft bedding the harsh sand. 

Prismatic Orb?


Where is it, Ifateyu?


Help us heal your mind, Ifateyu.


You can remember, Ifateyu.


He screamed, and the shadows shattered like glass. 


He was dying. But could not die. The magic ring, smoldering on his finger like a burning brand in the sun, kept him alive.

He had eaten dust and drank blood. Water burned through his fevered mind, thoughts of rivers and oceans that he had known, the memories so strong that he could half feel the cascade of cool water over his shattered body. It gnawed at him, this hunger for water, worming through him like a parasite. His ton- gue hung swollen and dead in his mouth, lips caked with ashes. Water! 


He would go mad the next moment he had to endure this monstrous, unquenchable thirst. But always the moment would come and go, without water, without madness. 


Without any promise of ending.
On the third day the vultures came. The next day they took his eyes, so that he couldn’t even watch when they came back and tore open his belly to feed on his entrails. He could scream, but he was too weak to move against the enchanted spikes that held him to the tree. Long after he was too exhausted to scream, they continued to feed. The ring kept him alive, closed his wounds and gave him new eyes. 


The vultures soon learned that they could come back to him again. And again.


And again. 


The wind whispers to me now, she has become my friend, my gentle torturer. 

She says

where is the prismatic orb? where is the prismatic orb? where where where where where where?
But there is nothing to say to her, nothing but the songs that I sang as a child. For if I ever knew where to find the prismatic orb, I can no longer remember. 
I am shattered.




The thread has snapped. 

It stands below me, dead. 




       Black as my guilt,


red with blood.

Sage? Not-Sage? Perhaps it was another self that I murdered.

I am become a creature unstirred by history, 
no longer moved by the present, just hungry, blind, and at long last full of mindless wrath.
_____________________________________________

I cannot remember the songs anymore. Except one, my favorite, a very sad song. 

“O my maker, I have gone astray,

and I cannot find my way home.

O lost.”

There is a name buried in the back of my skull, but it is very far now, and growing fainter. Only the whisper, can I now recall. And that I cannot seem to forget.





     Where is the Prismatic Orb?

But I shall not remain lost for long. 

The dark ones come for me again. 
______________________________________________________________

“How is the interrogation proceeding?”


“Interrogation? That’s putting it a bit lightly. He’s the toughest son of a bitch we’ve ever come across. Naturally we had to step up our techniques in order to achieve any results. This isn’t an interrogation, it’s a damned inquisition.”

“Save the commentary. Have you learned anything?”


“Not a dam-ned thing. If he does know anything, I doubt we’ll ever get it out of him.”


“And the Prismatic Orb?”

“Most likely, he’s never heard of it. Remember, he was only with them for a short while. If he has, then he’s not letting it go. I swear, he’s got steel guts. No one has ever withstood these measures for this long. Not without losing his sanity.”


“That MUST NOT happen. Jaziri could be the trump card in this game, if we play it right. The stakes are too high for us to screw this up.”


“He’s at the breaking point now. Any more of this and he’ll go barmy for good.”


“Very well. Take him down and get him some food and water.” 
______________________________________________________________
	Father


	This is not how it happened he was already dead when I found him


	Coldsharp steel sliding out of oiled leather, glinting in the summer sun


	Yes Ifateyu


	No no, there were dark wizards dark magic all shadows


	But rage burned, jealousy Father knew magic, used it and tempered steel with it Ifateyu would never know the rapture of wielding the Art


	He found them burning Father over his own forge They trapped him They destroyed him


	Mithral metal sliding into flesh Patricide, cool and simple Blood let, death pooled at his feet, eyes fading with lightlife, turning dull And Ifateyu, stabbing and stabbing, ripping his father to shreds Exulting


	This is not what happened
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      “Sage? Is that you?”


    	The winds of the An-auroch whistled emptily. 


	“Sage?” His voice was weak and hoarse. He had not used it to do anything other than scream in a very long time. 


	“Sage? Please, I can’t see... the sun... I’m blind.”


	“Its me, Jaziri.” Ifa-teyu managed to lift his head in the direction of the halfling’s high, child-like voice. He had only one eye at the moment, and it swam in blood and the fevered brightness of the desert sun. 


	“Sage!” he croaked in joy. “Please, get me down. You’ll have to tear the spikes out, but the ring will—”


	“Why should I take you down?”


	He faltered, suddenly unsure. “Wha—I’m stuck, Sage. Please help me down from this tree. Please.” He began to cry, helpless and without dignity. 


	“Stay there and rot, traitor!”


	The accusation stung him more than the sun, more than the thirst, more than the wounds that any vulture could inflict. 


	“I—”


	“Traitor!” the halfling repeated. “You betrayed us. You turned your back on the Hand of Valor. You turned your back on me.”


	He tried to form words with his misshapen mouth, sobbing, broken. “No, Sage, I—”


	“Liar! You were never a friend to the Hand of Valor. You used us, hated us, plotted our downfall.”


	It wasn’t true, but Ifa-





teyu lacked the strength to protest. He sobbed, even though his body didn’t have enough moisture to shed tears. 


	“Don’t even try to deny it, you sniveling bas-tard. We all know you hate anyone that relies on the Art. Why else would you join me, and Anthynian, and Tossel, but so that you could later betray us? Eh? How long before the three of us became more notches on your bow?”


	“Sage, p...please...”


	“Do you deny it?” The tiny, blurry figure approa-ched, lashed out, and Ifa-teyu felt an iron-hard fist hit him across the face. He reflexively spat a mouthful of blood and found that a tooth came with it. When had Sage grown so strong? Or was it that he had grown that weak? “Deny it, spy!”


	“Sage,” he croaked, trying to explain. It wasn’t all mages he fought, but those who drew on the twisted Weave that was responsible for his father’s death. Or was it? He had killed nearly a score of them—had they all been shadowcrafters? Or had some been like Sage?


	“Say it, mage-killer! Admit that you were wait-ing to kill us!” Another punch and he felt a rib crack. “Say it, Forsaker!” His kidney ruptured. “Tell me, murderer!”


	“N-n-no...”


	Or was it? What had persuaded him to join a band of magic-users? Had he simply watched them, waiting to add an eight-eenth notch? 








The next blow was sharp, and even through blurred vision he could recognize a fountain of his own blood.


	“Sage,” he chuckled weakly, “you can’t kill me.”


	“Ha! As if I would do you the favor. Stay there and rot, traitor. Hang there for a thousand years.”


	The mention of death was too much for him to bear. That he would pro-mise it in one breath and take it away in the next was too much to bear. All Sage had to do was take the ring off, and he could finally die.


	“No... Sage... my—” he was about to say friend —“don’t leave. I did betray you. I was planning to mur


der you. I admit it. Just tell me what I need to say so that you’ll kill me.”


	“Nothing you can say will save you now, Ifateyu. I leave you to your fate.” Small steps began to push through the soft sand; the blur grew smaller.


	“Wait! WAIT! I’ll tell you anything...” he began to cry again. “Anything... What do you want...”


	He stopped. “All right, Ifateyu. Tell me one thing, and I’ll take that ring off your finger.”


	Ifateyu’s heart quick-


ened. “Anything.”


	“Where is the Pris-matic Orb?”


	The fury boiled in him. Blinded, weakened, bloodless, crushed, and bone-dry, he tore himself off his crucifixion tree. He leapt from pierced legs on-to the tiny blur, wrapped tattered hands around his throat, and crushed him into the sand. 
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His skin burned—brown, then red, then black. But always, beneath it, a layer of pink grew back.





I have killed myself a dozen times already. Myself and never myself, but it bore my form and shared my soul. Each was a finger, once, or a toe, one my nose, and one came after they castrated me. Each grew back, from stump to limb to flexing mass of muscle and bone—I waited, knowing there would be another to kill. Not knowing if one of them was the true self, and I the imposter.





What now are these whis-pers? Are they voices of mine that I have lost in these sands? Are they the songs coming back to me? Is it the whispering of my dark temptress, the wind?











