Fortune’s Hostage 

By Kate Saundby

Copyright 2000, all rights reserved.

Darius stood in the crowded slave market of a dusty desert town he'd never seen before. The paving stones were hot beneath his sandaled feet and all around him cackled a myriad of strange tongues. He saw a stir in the crowd and the first offering of the day appeared. The figure was plainly that of a woman but a long black veil concealed her features and her form. As the slave-master herded his property toward the front of the raised platform, she resisted him at every step. He pulled the veil away with a flourish and she stood before them in her naked glory, shielding herself from the crowd's insolent gaze with her hair and arms as best she could. 

The slave-master turned his unwilling merchandise this way and that with a practiced hand as he gave her provenance and enumerated her considerable charms."This one's a certified virgin. A captive princess from the far regions of the south, you can see from her shy ways she's never known the hand of a man. This incredible copper shade is her hair's natural color. It's had no help from the dye pot and these delicate curves owe nothing to the surgeon's knife. This is a rich ornament, my friends, worthy of any royal harem. It's only due to the vagaries of chance and my own financial misfortune that such a rare creature is being offered in a backwater like this at all." 

The bids started coming fast and furious but Darius stood silent. 

He heard a chuckle and a gravelly voice said "You're not bidding on this delectable morsel, young master? In this particular instance, I can assure you the slave master speaks the truth. This little southern Princess is indeed a rare gem and it's been many a long day since our market saw any offering quite so beautiful. Did your breakfast not agree with you, perhaps? Or are you out of sorts for some other reason?"

Darius looked at the fat little man beside him. "My house has adornments enough. If you find her so damn desirable, Jaco, why aren't you bidding on her yourself?"

"Alas, my purse is flat and my chief wife Xantha is a jealous, spiteful creature who'd never let anything that gorgeous within fifty yards of the house. She's the reason my harem is filled with crones. Most are cross-eyed to boot."

"I won't argue with you there, and how you ever let yourself get into such a pickle, I'll never know. But I told you, my house has enough such decorations already. Besides, she's not my type. I doubt she can cook and have no wish to deal with her homesick tears. There, you see. Old Ortho just put in a bid and he's got more money than the rest of us put together."

"You're never going to find her, you know, and don't think I haven't seen you come to this market day after day, searching. Whoever you're looking for isn't here, Darius, chances are, she never will be. That's probably because the woman you seek doesn't exist. Even if she did, you probably couldn't afford her."

By way of an answer, Darius took a golden locket from the pouch at his belt and looked at the delicate features pictured within it for a long time. "Oh, she exists all right and one of these days I'll find her again. We met in a garden and our hands barely touched but I knew then she was the only woman in the universe for me. I'll never rest until I find her again. She gave me this locket to remember her by, then she took from me my father's sacred amulet."

"You fool. You could have bought a whole caravan of these golden lockets for what that amulet was worth? If your father knew what you'd done, he'd be spinning in his grave. Your dream girl probably pawned it to some greasy Siriun before you were out of sight, it's a certainty you'll never see its like again. Incidentally, do you even know her name?"

"She said her name was Mariel. She claimed her father was one of the mountain wizards and was only in town for the day."

"Now, that's the final limit. As if seeking some phantom woman isn't bad enough, now you want to go courting some mountain wizard's daughter? Do you have any idea what her father would do if he caught you? Turning you into a toad and tossing you into the bottom of a deep well would be the least of it and you'd be lucky if he only did that. As for finding her in a slave market like this, you'd have about as much luck locating a Berean dragon. And the last of them died over a hundred years ago."

Darius returned the locket to his pouch with a sigh. Then he started walking toward the nearby river. 

Jaco hurried along beside him, his short legs pumping as he tried to keep up with the taller man's pace. "Just remember," he panted. "You already have a beautiful wife and she's given you a fine son. You have a magnificent house, a harem that's the envy of every man in the city including old Ortho and everything a man could possibly want. Why can't you be content with the riches life's given you?"

"My wife was selected by my father for business reasons and my harem consists of a bunch of irritating, ignorant, giggling concubines with little more on their minds than clothes and jewels. They spend most of their time trying to bribe the eunuch who watches over them to persuade me to summon one of them to my bed. If I had my druthers, I'd bring the whole lot to the  market tomorrow along with their fat old keeper."

"Why don't you?" 

"I'd never hear the end of it from my mother. She picked out most of them. Outside their never-ending competition for my favors, she and my wife and concubines are the best of friends."

"From what little I've seen of your household, I would say your mother has excellent taste. Your women may not have much between their ears but they're not lacking anywhere else and you certainly have enough of them. What do you do with them, anyway? Sleep with them by rotation?"

"Nope. Although it really isn't any of your business, my dear Jaco, I'll tell you how I handle it. I seldom if ever sleep with any of them. Or my wife either, when it comes to that."

"Oh, now I've heard everything. This idiot’s living in the lap of plenty and starving to death. What is it with this Mariel anyway? It sounds to me as if she has you seriously bewitched."

"Maybe she does, but I swear I'd give up everything I have for one night with her."

"Well then, for your sake, I hope you never do find her again. Her father might just take you up on your offer. Mountain wizards are notoriously avaricious and, wealthy as you are, he'd find that offer hard to resist."

As Jaco was speaking, Darius realized that they'd reached the gate of his house. He led the way into a shaded courtyard. "Come on in, my friend, and rinse the dust from your throat. I have some sparkling wine from a new vendor and would value your opinion."

A sturdy small boy barreled toward them from behind the carved stone fountain. Like Darius, he had dark hair and blue eyes and Jaco knew this must be his son. As his father set him on his shoulders, the child crowed with delight and tugged at his hair while Darius's graceful blonde wife watched from the doorway with a wistful expression on her small face. 

"Welcome to our house," she told him gravely as they entered the cool marble foyer which seemed quite dark after the brilliant sunlight. 

From the garden beyond, Jaco heard bell-like voices and the sound of a guitar.

"They're practicing for your son's birthday celebration." his wife told Darius. She looked at Jaco as her husband set the boy down. "He'll be three tomorrow."

As Darius asked his wife to bring refreshments, a brilliant flash lit up the foyer from end to end. The child buried his face in his mother's skirts while Jaco shrank back in fear. 

A glittering white mist appeared before his wondering eyes, and from it the form of a woman. Her dark hair framed her delicate face and when she spoke her melodious voice was like nothing he had ever heard. She held out both her hands to Darius. "Did you really mean what you said? That you'd give up all of this for just one night with me?"

"Mariel. You've come back to me at last, and lovelier than you ever were."

"No, Darius!" Jaco cried. "You can't do it." He picked up Darius's small son, and held the sobbing child up to his father. "Is she worth this, you damn fool? Now choose, dammit. Choose."

The women's voices joined with Jaco's. Above it all, Darius could hear his small son's weeping. Only his wife stood silent as she waited with bowed head for his decision. As he looked deep into Mariel's eyes and she held out her arms to him in welcome, the voices continued to echo, "Choose. Choose. Choose."

He was repeating it to himself over and over like a litany when he woke. The dream was so vivid he looked around for a moment wondering where the house and all the people in it had gone. He could still hear his small son's weeping and feel the tug of Jaco's voice calling him back to sanity. Most of all, he remembered the light shining on his wife's bowed head and her tears splashing to the marble floor.

It was only then that Darius realized how much Sybilla loved him and what he had come so perilously close to throwing away. He murmured into the surrounding darkness, "Thank you, Jaco, whoever you are." Then he fell asleep again.

Ephraim told his sleeping wife with a smile, "Well, Thamar, I sent Darius the dream you asked for. I hope you're satisfied."

In her cabin on the other ship, Thamar stirred restlessly. "How could I not be, my love? But tell me truthfully, if I'd been the witch and you were in Darius's shoes, would you have given it all up for one night with me?"

"Fortunately for us, that's not a choice I'll ever have to make. I honestly don't know."

