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				- Prologue -

				The thick tree root appeared out of nowhere and seemed to reach up and grasp his foot causing him to fall, scattering his packages all over the ground. As Tureis got up and brushed himself off he stood for a moment, his hands on his hips, looking at his items strewn about the ground. “Why do I feel like I do this every week?” he asked himself.

				It was Friday night and Tureis was returning from the market. He often goes to the market, but these last few months, it seems, he has been going much more frequently. His father, Elis has been pretty tough on housekeepers lately, and conveniently, they all seemed to quit Friday afternoon, right before going to the market. 

				It’s always the same; after the housekeeper stormed past Tureis and out the door, his father would just look at him and shrug his shoulders as if to say, “I really can’t understand what she’s so upset about. What did I say?” Then, without ever saying a single word, his father would look at him, point to the list and gesture to the front door. He would then turn and quietly walk away. 

				But tonight it wasn’t as simple. As his father turned to walk away, Tureis stood there with his arms folded, his jaw jutted out in defiance, “No! I am not going tonight. You can do it yourself!”

				“Tueris Atreyu,” his father said rather sharply, “Yes, you will be going tonight!”

				“Why?” Tureis asked. “Why do I have to go? I am too young!” 

				Tureis was tall for his age, and had always been slightly taller than his friends. His light brown hair and blue eyes could charm anyone, but in reality he was still a young boy. After all, Tureis was barely eight years old.

				Occasionally, this act of defiance would work, and he would actually get out of going to the market. Silently, his father would just look at the floor, grab his cloak and head off. However, tonight was different. He had used this same argument, hoping for a similar outcome... but it didn’t happen. Instead, his father had turned back around, with a very large smile on his face, and said in the calmest voice Tureis had heard him use in a very long time, “That won’t work tonight. I am sorry, but you will have to go. You are now eight years old and officially old enough to start taking on some of the responsibilities of a man. You will go to the market tonight.”

			

			
				These last words were spoken slow and deliberate, as if his father had just realized Tureis had celebrated a birthday last week-and he’d had a party-which his father had attended, along with his cousins, aunt and uncle. For Tureis, the thought of turning eight years old hadn’t really sunk in. Eight years old was an important time in his family. It was a point in life when he would now be responsible for his actions. His father called it, “The first level of manhood.” Between now and the age of twelve he would be expected to take on more responsibilities, including obeying his father without question...like going to the market.

				So, tonight he accepted his responsibility, and did as his father asked. He walked the twenty minutes into the town square and went shopping for his father. Coming back from the market, his arms were full of packages and he was moving slowly, enjoying the beautiful fall weather. The sun was getting low on the horizon, but not quite ready to set, and he was about ten minutes from home. A light breeze rustled the multi-colored fall leaves in the trees, adding a slight chill to the air.

				It was moments like these when he enjoyed the time alone with his thoughts. Tonight his thoughts turned to his mother, a mother he never knew, as she passed away just hours after he was born. He wondered what she was like, and what it would have been like to grow up in a house with his mother. Each year, around his birthday, he always pondered the life he could have had if his mother had been there. But those were dreams never to be realized as it had just been Tureis and his father his whole life. They lived in a modest house in Darish, a small village just outside the capital of Thaven. 

				His father owns a very large bookstore in the town square, located in the market outside the gates of the castle.  He runs the bookstore as a sort of hobby, as his main job is working in the castle as the keeper of the ancient texts and artifacts. He also oversees the royal vaults. Because his father occupied most of his time either in the castle or at at his bookstore, Tureis spent a lot of time with his cousin Ailish and her family.

			

			
				The sun wasn’t even close to setting yet, but by the looks of the sky, he thought it would get dark rather quickly tonight. He quickened his pace along the narrow road and looked up to see the moon already coming into view; a moon so large it felt as if he could reach out and touch it.

				He walked along the road into Darish, enjoying the beautiful fall weather, completely lost in his thoughts, and still a short distance before the turn off to his house. Up ahead there’s a bend in the road where he liked to turn to go up to his house. It’s a shortcut around a neighbors farm and behind a small hill. Tureis lived on the other side of the hill, the back of his house sitting at it’s base. Dividing the hill nearly in half is a very narrow slot canyon. The trail leading through the canyon led directly to his house. 

				As Tureis approached the turnoff he heard some familiar voices coming from the other side of the bend and thought to himself, “Not again. Not tonight.” Looking down at the packages in his arms he panicked. He scanned the road and fields around him and saw a large tree on the side of the road growing out of a large dirt berm. Quickly, he made his way up the berm and behind the tree, looking for any place to stash his packages. Kneeling down behind the tree, he noticed a hole in between two large roots. Bending down further, Tureis placed his packages into the hole. Hurrying, for fear of being noticed behind the tree, he got back up, moved out from behind the tree and headed down the berm back toward the road. 

				As he stepped onto the road Tureis saw two middle aged rough looking men coming around the bend. He stopped, frozen in his tracks. He looked up, watching them approach, hoping they would ignore him and walk on by. This was not going to be his lucky day. They walked directly toward him, eyes wide. With a big, nearly toothless grin, the larger of the two men leaned down, and in a tone that suggested he’d just won a prize, said, “Well, look at who we have here. The son of the rich book seller. What you doing out tonight kid?”

				Tureis was frozen. He stood there stiff, willing his feet and legs to move, but they refused to comply. After what seemed like a minute Tureis was finally able to force out a choppy reply , “Just... going... home.”

			

			
				“Really? Going home Huh? From where?” asked the large man as he moved closer to Tureis.

				His legs were still not cooperating with his desire to run, but his tongue was beginning to work. “Uh, nowhere really,” Tureis managed to say between clenched teeth and with shaking legs. “Just came from town. Just going home. Really,” 

				The big man’s eyes looked Tureis over. He looked down, his eyes settling on something and he smiled. “So what’d you bring me?” he asked.

				Tureis looked down and noticed he was still holding one of the packages. He rolled his eyes and let out a large sigh. Looking into the bag Tureis replied, “Oh, it’s nothing... just a book... for my Father.”

				Now the small man stepped closer, “Really?” he said as his face moved even closer toward Tureis, looking him in the eye. “You mean to tell us you went all the way into town just to get a book for your Dad? Your Dad...the bookseller? The guy who has all the books he could ever need; and you went and got him a book?”

				The large man hit the smaller man on the shoulder and they both stood up straight. The big man raised a finger as if figuring something out, “Wait a minute,” he said. “I think he’s lyin’ to us. I think he’s got something more in that there bag.”

				Holding out his hand the small man just stared at him, “ You know how this works kid. You need to give us the bag.”

				This was nothing new for Tureis. These two had stolen his stuff more than once. Most times they stole some flour or produce, or the occasional cooking pot. Today, this bag did not have food in it. Tureis had told the truth, the bag did have a book in it. But it was not a book for his father, it was a book for himself, a book his father would not let him have. It had taken him a long time to find a copy of this book, and even longer to find someone willing to sell it to him without telling his father. He did not want to give his book to these two idiots. Thinking quickly, his mind was made up-he just had to tell his body it was time to act.

				He thought through the situation carefully. He still had a few packages hidden under the tree—they didn’t know that. There’s a back way into his farm he can use if he took the shortcut through the slot canyon—they likely didn’t know about that either. There was just one problem left-he had to figure out how to get away from them. Once he was past them, Tureis felt confident he could outrun them both.

			

			
				“Come on guys, you don’t want this book. It’s a kids book, not worth anything. And there’s nothing else in the bag.” As he said this he’d slowly taken a few steps towards the other side of the road in an attempt to get around them.

				The two guys just looked at each other, talking silently, as if deciding whether to believe Tureis or just beat him and take it anyway. He kept moving slowly and quietly. By now Tureis was on the other side of the road standing even with them. Just a few more steps and he would be past them.

				They continued talking to each other, when they suddenly paused and looked up at him. Before the first word came out, they realized he was not standing in front of them. Before they turned, Tureis was gone! 

				He took off running as fast as he could. He ran down the cutoff towards the neighbors farm, knowing if he could just get into the slot canyon he could lose them.  He started around the field towards the large hill separating his farm with the neighbors. As Tureis rounded the corner in the field, taking him to the outside of the fence, he stole a quick glance behind him. The two men were lumbering through the field in an attempt to catch up to him. They were moving slow and running through recently tilled, soft earth, which was slowing them down even more. 

				He skirted along the fence until he came to the base of the hill. From here, the entrance to the slot canyon was not far. He looked back again and the two men were still coming, but slower than before and breathing hard. They were now at the edge of the field.  

				Tureis kept running as fast as he could. He rounded a bend and stopped in front of a six foot tall bush with huge thorns all along its branches guarding the entrance to the canyon. Around the right side of the bush there was a space, under the lower branches, between the bush and the side of the canyon; more of a ledge, actually, that had been dug out underneath. The space was just big enough for a person to crawl under without getting cut into pieces, enabling them to get safely into the canyon.

				As he came out the other side, Tureis could hear the two men coming around the bend. He sat there motionless, not wanting to be heard. The two men walked up to the bush and stopped. For what seemed like an eternity, they just stood there. Finally, he heard them turn around and walk back the way they came. 

			

			
				He sat there and waited for a few minutes to make sure they weren’t coming back. Slowly, he got to his feet and looked around, listening intently for any sound of them returning. He quietly moved away from the bush and walked up the game trail toward home.

				As he walked up the trail, there came a loud noise. He stopped and turned around, his heart beginning to race.  Something sounded like rocks falling from higher up the hill, inside the slot canyon. Panic had now set in as he wondered if the two men had come back.

				Scanning the trail, he saw up ahead that there were two large pine trees that appeared to be growing straight out of the rock wall on the side of the canyon. Stealing a glance behind him one last time, he saw nothing. He turned back and ran straight toward the trees as fast as his legs would take him. Reaching the trees, he ran around the left side, hiding behind the enormous base. The base of each tree was huge; at least four feet around.  Tureis peered around the tree to see where his attackers were coming from, but he still saw nothing. 

				Another loud noise came from along the trail. Straining to hear from the direction of the sound, he still couldn’t hear any voices. But something or someone was out there. There it was again. Something was definitely moving toward him very slowly, almost creeping up on him. Tureis focused in the direction of the sound, all his muscles tensed, waiting to flee whoever was coming for him. Finally, to his relief, a deer walked out onto the trail from behind a bush. Tureis nearly fell off the base of the tree where he was hiding. After regaining his balance, he exhaled a large breath and chuckled to himself.

				He watched the deer slowly move up the side of the canyon until it crested the hill and disappeared. Then he laid back on the tree to relax for a minute, looking up at the mountain. The grey rock face rose up at a sharp angle, almost like a giant had pushed up one end of the rock and just left it there. Looking closer and following the face of the rock, he noticed that at the same angle of the rock was a narrow path. The path was very hard to see and Tureis had to reposition himself to get a better look. The path followed the same angle of the rock, beginning at the base of the trees and ascending up out of sight. The path looked very worn, like it was cut out of the rock face a long time ago. Tureis furrowed his brow, puzzled, and thought back to when he had been here in the canyon. He had been in this canyon many times and never remembered seeing these trees, this rock, or this path.

			

			
				The path was narrow, only about three feet wide, even more narrow in some places. Parts of the path were missing, but it was still there-more or less. Curiosity got the better of him and as he began climbing he forgot about going home. As he got close to the top, he noticed the path turned a corner. Cautiously, he rounded the corner, and right in front of him was an opening that went straight into the rock. The path continued directly into what looked like a cave. 

				The entrance looked like the doorway to a house. However, the opening was smaller than a normal door. Tureis walked through the doorway and found himself standing in a large rock room. The walls and ceiling were rounded and met together about eight feet from the floor. The inner walls had cut marks suggesting the room was mostly, if not completely, cut out of solid rock by hand. 

				The cave was about twenty feet wide and went back into the mountain another twenty feet. Towards the back of the cave, he noticed light coming in from somewhere. He walked towards the light and looked up, seeing a hole in the roof about twelve inches in diameter.

				The light came in at an angle and was directed at the wall at the very back of the cave. He followed the light and saw that it came to rest upon a shelf cut out of the stone wall. Sitting in the middle of the shelf, with the light hitting it perfectly, was a pure silver sphere about the size of a small nectarine. It was perfectly round and shined as if it had just been made yesterday.

				Cautiously, he approached the sphere, not so much because of his curious nature, but because it literally felt as if he was being pulled towards it. He felt a sort of energy permeate his body that reminded him of lightning, but not as strong. He could also hear a low buzz or hum, like the sound of a hummingbird’s wings. 

				The closer he got to the sphere the louder the sound and the stronger the energy became. The hairs on his arms and neck began to stand up as he closely examined the sphere. There appeared to be some writing, or drawings, or some sort of shapes engraved on the outside. But when he looked again the writing and shapes were gone.

			

			
				Looking closer at the object, the feelings and energy associated with the sphere became stronger. Tureis was unsure what to do with the sphere. Should he pick it up or just leave it there? He considered the consequences for a moment. What would happen if he actually touched the sphere? This question caused him to think for a moment. The more he thought, the more he realized he didn’t know what the consequences of touching it would be. Maybe there would also be consequences for leaving it on the shelf and never touching it. How could he be sure what to do? As a test, he slowly extended his hand toward the sphere and the energy became even stronger. The hairs on his arms and neck were now risen completely. He pulled his hand back and stepped away, leaning against the far wall and took some deep breaths. As he calmed himself he once again looked at the sphere and immediately felt the energy start pulling him back towards it.

				Tureis didn’t know what to do. After extending his hand and feeling the surge of energy his initial feeling was that this was an object that possessed some sort of power. But was it good or evil? He remembered recently his father had been talking to someone from the castle. They were talking about objects with power. He remembered his father telling the man, “You can know if the object is safe to touch by the feelings you get. If the power is pure and good it will feel peaceful. If the power is evil the feelings will be dark and make you feel uneasy.”

				Tureis thought about those words for a moment and thought about the feelings he had experienced when reaching for the sphere. The feelings were not making him feel uneasy, and were not dark. The feelings he had were quickening his heart, warming his chest and seemed to make him feel lighter. There was also a peace that came with the feelings. The hum and the energy were soft and gentle, guiding Tureis towards the sphere, not forcing him closer.

				Making up his mind, Tureis walked back to the shelf and reached out his hand. The moment his hand came into contact with the sphere, his whole world changed. Energy from the sphere flowed through his fingers into his hand. The energy moved up his arm into his chest and down his other arm. It entered his legs and continued down to his feet. Then slowly, the energy moved up his neck into his mind. When the energy hit his mind he saw things; places and people in his life and things both good and bad. Tureis saw things he’d done and places he’d been in the past. His mind opened to ideas and things he’d learned, only now finally understanding them. His mind was more alive at this moment than at any time in his life. The feeling was amazing! It was the most peace, comfort and happiness he had ever felt.

			

			
			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 1

				-Freb-

				Four Years Later

				Tureis felt something hard beneath his cloak and furrowed his brow, confused. Frantically, he scanned the table in front of him but he didn’t see the book anywhere. He just couldn’t understand where the book had gone. He also didn’t know where the hard object in his pocket had come from. He was beginning to think the missing book from the table and the object in his pocket were one in the same. But how could that be? Tureis had never even picked up the book, let alone put it in his pocket

				Tureis walked slowly through the store in Freb, a town ten miles south of his hometown of Darish. He pulled his cloak tighter around his head, covering more of his face, to make it harder for people to recognize him. He and Seth shouldn’t be here and the last thing they wanted was for someone to realize who they were. Seth had snuck out of the castle again, and he and Tureis were on an adventure. Something they had been doing for years.

				Mostly, they would travel about visiting the surrounding towns and villages, observing the people and exploring the various areas. Occasionally, curiosity would get the better of them, and they would explore a little too much, often getting into some minor trouble. But in all the trouble they’d found themselves in, no one from the King’s Guard had ever caught them. So as far as anyone knew, they had done no wrong.

			

			
				Tureis thought again about the object in his pocket, now convinced it was a book. The more he thought about it, the book on the table was a book he really did want. He’d been searching for it for some time, but the cost was something he would never be able to afford. He hated stealing or even the thought of stealing and all he really wanted to do was sit down with this book for a short time, read its contents and learn the secrets it contained. What he didn’t want to do was steal the book. He still couldn’t understand how it ended up in his pocket. 

				Tureis thought back to when he first came into the store, retracing his steps in his mind. Nowhere in his thoughts could he remember putting the book in his pocket. Again, he placed his hand over his pocket and, to his dismay, the book was still there.

				“Hey,” Seth said in a whisper. “What’s in your pocket?”

				“Just a book,” Tureis whispered in reply.

				Seth smiled and jokingly said, “It’s always about books with you isn’t it?” Tureis loved books. He loved all kinds of books. He would sit for hours and read the books he owned over and over again, wanting to extract every bit of information they contained. It was his passion.

				One thing he knew for sure was that he was not a thief. He needed to figure out a way to put the book back. Slowly, Tureis walked back over to the table where he found the book. He watched as the shop owner bent over, retrieving something from under another table across the store. Now was his chance. Tureis began to pull the book out from his inside pocket, when it snagged on his cloak. Frantically, he tugged and pulled on his cloak, trying to free the book when a loud voice caused him to jump.

				“Stop! Thief!” the store owner shouted.

				“I’m not a thief!” Tureis shouted back as he continued fighting with his cloak.

				The store owner raced across the store waving his arms, shouting as loud as he could, “Stop! Stop! Stop!”

				Tureis still couldn’t get the book out of his pocket and the store owner was getting closer and moving fast. Desperately, he tried to persuade his cloak to set the book free. No matter how much he struggled it wasn’t working. “Come on book, just...come...out! Let...go!” he said as he struggled and fought with his cloak.

			

			
				Suddenly, there was a loud crash, causing the store owner to stop and search for the source of the sound. Tureis dropped the book and ran for the door. Seth had turned over a table at the far side of the store and was now running out the door with his arms waving wildly and holding something in his hand that apparently got the attention of the store owner. “Wait! Stop! Thief!” the store owner managed to scream as Seth and Tureis bolted from the store. 

				“Quick, let’s go this way,” Seth said as they exited out the door of the shop. They turned left and ran down the street towards a large mass of people in the center of town. They had their cloaks pulled up over their heads, doing their best to not be recognized.

				As they ran down the street, Tureis took a quick glance over his shoulder. The store owner was running after them, shouting as loud as he could and people were stopping and staring at the commotion. Determined to escape, they continued running towards the mass of people in the center of town. As they ran Seth looked over at Tureis and said with some desperation, “We need another plan. This isn’t going to work. People are starting to look at us. We need to get out of here. If we get caught we’re both dead.”

				Tureis agreed as he frantically searched for a way to escape and hide. Where could they go? How would they escape? They were ten miles from Darish, and had only visited Freb on rare occasions.  They didn’t know any secret places to hide or other ways to escape. They were basically lost in a town with no idea where to go.

				More and more of the townspeople were staring, becoming suspicious, as they watched Tureis and Seth being chased by a local shop owner. This was not going well. They couldn’t get caught. When Seth said they would die, it was no joke. King Seathan would not be merciful.

				As they got closer to the center of town, the store owner was still behind them, shouting. As they ran, more and more people began moving towards them, apparently thinking the store owner was chasing actual thieves. The closer they got to the center of town, the more people joined the slowly forming web, effectively creating a human blockade at the end of the street. Tureis took a deep breath, attempting to calm the panic rising inside him. Where could they go? He needed to quickly figure out how to escape. 

				Suddenly he had an idea. He slipped his hand into a small pocket on the inside of his cloak and felt the familiar smooth metal sphere; the sphere he’d found in the cave four years earlier. Even though he didn’t know exactly what it was, he kept the sphere with him at all times. He knew it could help them, and it had many times before. He touched the sphere and felt a gentle flow of energy enter into his fingers. His mind was opened and he saw the map of the town and instantly knew where they were and how to escape. 

			

			
				“Seth, I know where we need to go. Follow me,” he said as he took an immediate left, followed by Seth. They ducked under some hanging rugs and entered straight into a small alley. The alley was fairly narrow and lined by the backs of various stores on both sides. Piles of garbage littered the ground. They quickly worked around the garbage, moving deeper into the alley. 

				They could hear the shouts of people entering the alley behind them. The faster they ran and further they went into the alley the quieter the voices became, until the voices were just faint noises in the distance. They slowed to a walk and Seth asked, “Where did you take us?”

				“I was helping us escape,” Tureis replied.

				“Well, there aren’t any people yelling at us now, but we’re still somewhere in the middle of the city. Any other ideas?”

				Tureis placed his hand into his pocket. Again the energy flowed and his mind was opened. As the haze in his mind cleared, he saw a door. He focused on the door for a moment, then he understood. They needed to go through the door. 

				“A door,” said Tureis.

				“A door?” Seth asked with some panic in his voice. “Which door? These shops all have doors into the alley! There’s doors everywhere!” That was true. They were passing doors on both sides of them, all leading into the various shops in town. 

				As they were walking Tureis placed his hand into his pocket again and touched the silver sphere. Immediately, Tureis stopped, as if an invisible force was holding him back. Seth began to panic, looking back up the alley toward the increasing shouts coming towards them. “What are you doing? Why did you stop?” he asked.

				Tureis didn’t respond immediately but kept his hand on the sphere, focusing his thoughts on what he needed. His mind was opened and the scene around him became brighter, allowing him to see more clearly. Turning around, he scanned the backs of the old shops, taking in all the details.

			

			
				Nothing stood out or seemed unusual. Some garbage, a few chairs and benches sitting against the walls, a broken statue laid against one wall. An old tattered blanket hung against another wall nearly touching the ground. As he continued to scan he suddenly stopped and turned back, staring at the blanket.

				“Tureis? Tureis? Are you ok? What are you looking at?” Seth was hitting him on the shoulder. “They’re getting closer! We need to go!”

				“The blanket. Come on,” Tureis said, his thoughts returning to the present.

				“The what?” asked Seth, clearly confused.

				“Come on,” Tureis insisted.

				They moved toward the blanket on the wall. Seth arrived first and stopped several feet from the wall, staring confused at the blanket. Tureis stopped, “What are you waiting for?”

				Seth just stared at Tureis, dumbfounded, “What are you talking about? It’s a blanket...on a wall.” Tureis slid the blanket aside and they found themselves looking into a doorway.

				“Get inside,” Tureis said in a rush, and pushed Seth through the doorway.

				Once inside, they put the blanket back in place and sat down on the floor of a dark room. Together, they sat in silence, and waited. After a few short minutes they heard the commotion of people running through the alley, passing by without stopping.  

				It quieted down. Seth got up and carefully peered out from behind the blanket. He briefly looked around, then he replaced the blanket and sat back down. “No one out there,” he said quietly. “I think they’re gone.”

				Tureis nodded his understanding and said in a low voice, “I still think we need to sit here for a while and stay quiet.”

				“No argument here,” said Seth. “How did you know there was an alley behind all those rugs?

				Tureis shrugged and said, “Just a lucky guess.”

				Tureis had never told anyone about the sphere he’d found in the cave. It was his secret, and he just didn’t know when he would ever share it with anyone. He didn’t think he was ready to share it with Seth...at least, not today. He was still trying to figure out all it could do and how the sphere knew what he needed when he was in trouble. Like today, it seemed to know how he could escape. Over the last four years simply touching the sphere when he needed help provided him with the exact way to escape. Those times had been few, but it had never been wrong.

			

			
				“What about this room? How did you know it was behind the blanket?” asked Seth.

				Tureis thought for a moment, “I just felt like stopping and looking around. We were running and needed a way out. I guess I just thought a blanket on a wall seemed strange. I thought it had to be covering something.”

				“Well, nice guess,” said Seth. “You literally just saved our lives.”

				Seth was not kidding about that. The king was a kind man but strived to be equally fair to everyone. If a person committed a crime, the king felt consequences were in order. This went for everyone, including his son. Sitting next to Tureis in this small dark room was Seth Branagain, the son of Seathan Branagain, the King of Thaven. If Seth’s father found out the two of them were causing problems and had also stolen things, there would be consequences. The king had been known to kill thieves and imprison their families as well. With things like stealing and destruction of the store owners table, even Seth could find himself in prison just to teach him a lesson. 

				Tureis and Seth had been friends since they were both seven years old. During that time they had caused a bit of mischief, broken some things—accidentally of course—but more importantly, they had had a lot of fun. Mostly, they had just been curious about things and they really enjoyed figuring things out. Today was a first, however, as they’d never stolen anything before.

				With some of their features being similar, there were those who thought Tueris and Seth could pass as brothers. Both of them had brown hair and blue eyes. Their birthdays were only a month apart, with Seth being the older of the two. Tureis was taller than nearly every boy his age of twelve. He was even taller than some of the grown men in Thaven, and he was very athletic. Seth was also tall, but about two inches shorter than Tureis and his hair was slightly darker. Seth was also athletic, with a slightly larger frame than Tureis.

			

			
				Tureis had met Seth one day while in his father’s bookstore. Seth had snuck out of the castle and had come in looking for a book. Tureis’ father had recognized him instantly, and quietly ushered Seth into the back of the store to wait while he went to find someone to take him back to the castle. 

				Tureis had been in the back room reading and looked up to see his father bring in Seth. After his father left, Seth had sat down on the cushion near Tureis and they started talking. Seth shared with Tureis how he’d found a secret way out of the castle and had been sneaking out since he was five years old.

				Since that day, every time Seth would sneak out, the two of them would meet in the private yard behind the bookstore and then go off together. They explored the city and the woods, as well as surrounding towns and villages. There were times they would just sit and watch the blacksmith work, amazed at the way he heated and shaped the metal. Once they even snuck into the training area for the King’s Guard and watched while they practiced. At times they seemed more like brothers than just friends. There wasn’t anything they wouldn’t do for each other.

				As Tureis sat there on the floor in this dark room, hiding, he felt something hard pressing on his leg from the pocket inside his cloak. He reached down, touching the object and froze. There was definitely something hard in his pocket. His hand explored the outside of the pocket and he was shocked, realizing what was there. There was no way there was anything in his pocket, let alone the book. He leaned against the wall, closed his eyes and thought about the past hour. 

				He played and replayed the scene in his mind, still unsure how this object ended up in his pocket. He distinctly remembered dropping the book in the store. He closed his eyes tighter trying to remember every detail. After only a moment, there it was, the detail he was searching for. He had dropped the book, but the book never hit the floor.

				He opened his eyes as this new piece of information sank in. He lowered his head into his hands, realizing at that moment he was a thief. He had actually stolen the book. He sat quiet with his head down thinking about what his father would say and the disappointment and shame he would bring to his family. 

				After some time the light coming from around the blanket covering the door began to fade. “It’s getting late. I say we get out of here and get back to Darish,” Seth said. Darish was a two to three hour walk from Freb and they would be late getting home tonight.

			

			
				Seth stood and walked to the doorway. Slowly, he moved the blanket to the side and peered out. Satisfied, he let go of the blanket and said, “There’s no one outside. What do you think?”

				Tureis shook off his thoughts and came back to the present. “Yeah. let’s get out of here. But we can’t just put our cloaks up over our heads, we might be recognized from before. And you can’t just walk around with your face in full view.” Tureis paused and thought for a moment. “We need some type of disguise. I wonder what’s in here we can use. We need some light.”

				Seth moved to the doorway again and slid the blanket just enough to let in some light. They looked around the room where they had been sitting the past hour. There were papers strewn about the floor and several stacks of crates along one wall. In the far corner of the room was a pile of something. Tureis moved over and examined the pile. “It’s bits of fabric and blankets,” he said. 

				“Anything we can use to hide our faces?” Seth asked.

				“Hold on….I’m looking,” said Tureis.

				Tureis held up a two small brightly colored blankets. Seth took the larger of the blankets and loosely rolled it up lengthwise. He placed it behind his neck and wrapped it under his arms. Then he pulled the middle of the blanket over his shoulders and fashioned a sort of hood. He pulled the hood up and draped it over his forehead covering his eyes. 

				Tureis took the other blanket and tucked it into the back of his shirt. He then removed one corner and pulled it over his head, again covering his eyes. “Just keep looking down,” said Tureis. “Hopefully we won’t be recognized.”

				Cautiously, they made their way out of the room and into the alley. Looking up and down the alley they saw no one. “How do we get out of here?” Seth asked with just a hint of fear in his voice.

				Again, Tureis reached into the small inner pocket and held the sphere. As he did so, warmth enveloped his hand and a path opened up in is mind. He could clearly see the direction they needed to go to get back to the road leading to Darish. 

			

			
				“Through that door,” said Tureis.

				“What door?” Seth asked a little apprehensively. 

				Tureis pointed and said, “That door straight ahead of us. The one leading into the back of that store.”

				“Do you know what store that is?” asked Seth still a little skeptical.

				“No,” said Tureis matter of factly.

				“Then how do you know we can get through?”

				Tureis thought about this question for a second and shook his head. This really wasn’t the time or the place to explain how he knew where to go or what to do. At some point he would have to tell Seth about the sphere and what it could do, but for now, they just needed to get going.

				“I just have a feeling about that door,” said Tureis, hoping that would be enough to get them moving.

				Just then, someone came out of one of the buildings. They turned, ready to run, when they saw a young girl wearing a blanket around her shoulders, coming out of a door a short distance up the alley. When she saw them she stood there frozen and stared at them. Before the young girl could sound an alarm, Tureis grabbed Seth by the arm and pulled him toward the door. “Come on. Let’s go,” he said.

				They went through the unlocked door and entered the store. It was empty. Nothing but a few wooden crates and some garbage on the floor. An old broom stood against the wall close to the front door. 

				They walked over to the front door and turned the knob. It opened easily. Quietly cracking open the door, Seth looked both ways and saw a lot of people just milling around. The shops were all closing up for the night and people were heading for home. Everyone seemed preoccupied, hurrying to and fro, hoping to get home before dark. 

				Tureis pulled Seth back into the room. With his hand in his pocket, Tureis looked directly at Seth and said, “After we exit the door we need to go left up the street. At the end of the street is the town square. The road back to Darish is the road to the right as we enter the square.” Seth nodded his understanding.

				Quickly, they slid through the door and closed it behind them. They both pulled their makeshift hoods over their heads and lowered their gaze to the street. They walked up the street, into the town square and turned right onto the road to Darish. No one even looked in their direction. 

			

			
				Nearly two hours later they ducked into the small empty yard behind the bookstore. Since the bookstore was located on a street corner, the backs of the other stores were all connected, creating a small empty yard. There was a narrow alley between two shops that led to the empty yard from the street. Rarely did anyone ever enter the yard, so Seth and Tureis had staked their claim and called it their own. 

				The yard was small, about fifteen feet wide and twenty feet long, and contained hard packed dirt and some old wooden crates tipped up on end that were used to sit on. Tureis had the crates and an old broken table set up in the corner, against the back wall to the bookshop. They both sat down very heavily. Seth asked, “What did you take from that shop?”

				“It’s a book about objects of power, and I didn’t mean to take it,” Tureis replied, defensively. “I really don’t know how it ended up in my pocket.”

				Tureis removed the book from his pocket and rubbed his hand across the leather cover. It was a small book, about as large as a man’s hand, and it had a very ornate hard leather cover. Tureis opened the book and scanned some of the pages. “ I can’t wait to sit and read this book,” he said with a little anticipation in his voice.

				Tureis had been looking for information about his silver sphere. He wanted to know what it was and what it could do. So far, in all his reading, he had never found a single mention of a silver sphere in any book. He really hoped this book would have the information he wanted.

				He closed the book and laid it on the table. Pointing at Seth’s bulging pocket he said, “After you turned over the table, I saw you holding something in your hands as we ran out of the store.”

				Seth chuckled, “Yeah. I wanted to get his attention onto me so you would be able to run.”

				“So what did you take?” asked Tureis.

				Seth reached into his pocket and placed a six inch carved wooden statue of a frog standing on what looked like an oversized lily pad onto the table. The frog was standing on his rear legs and looking up toward the sky.

				Tureis laughed, “A frog?”

			

			
				“Yep...a frog,” Seth said with a big grin.

				“What are you going to do with it?” asked Tureis.

				Seth shrugged his shoulders and said, “Nothing. I don’t want it. I just figured if I distracted the guy you could escape. That guy was coming at you pretty fast. I figured if I took something he would be more likely to follow me instead.”

				“Well it worked and we both got out. Thanks for the fast thinking, it saved us from being caught,” Tureis replied. He held up the frog, examining it closely and asked, “Do you mind if I take it?”

				“No, go ahead,” said Seth.

				Tureis lifted the carved frog up to his eyes to see the details more clearly. As he looked closer he could swear the frog was laughing. Tureis sighed and let his smile fade as he set the frog down on the book. “You know what this makes us Seth?” he asked.

				“What?”

				Tureis stared at the book, ran a finger down the hard leather spine and whispered, “Thieves.”

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 2


				- Remembering -

				As he approached the large bush standing as sentinel in front of the slot canyon, Tureis looked over his shoulder, making sure he was alone. Seeing no one, he carefully made his way around the right side of the bush, under the ledge and into the slot canyon. He arrived at the two large pine trees growing out of the rock face and went around the left side onto the rocks. From here he gained access to the rock pathway and ascended up the path to the cave entrance. 

				He entered the cave and lit the small oil lamp he kept inside and walked to the back of the room. He had just come from Freb with Seth and it was late. He was very tired but he wanted to visit the cave before heading home. 

				Occasionally, his father would stay at the castle while working in the royal vaults. This week his father was working in the vaults, so he was home alone. He could stay here all night or even all week if he wanted. It wasn’t uncommon for Tureis to stay in the cave for days when his father left. This cave was the one place he felt the safest. No one knew about the cave, and when he was here, he didn’t worry anyone would find him. 

				He set the lamp down on a small table. In the four years since he’d found the cave, he’d brought in some furnishings to make it more comfortable. In the corner of the room was a small table with two chairs. Against the far wall was a small bed. A couple of old wooden crates sitting up longways and stacked on top of each other sat under the stone shelf along the adjacent wall. These crates held his book collection, along with other trinkets and things. Tureis didn’t have many books, about a half dozen in total, but he’d read them many times and knew every detail contained in their pages. 

			

			
				Tureis sat down on a chair and placed his new book on the table. The book was small, about four inches wide and six inches tall and contained about fifty thick pages. The cover was very ornate and the binding was made of hard leather. The title of the book was simple; it just said “Objects.” This was common with these types of books. The titles were often simple words or odd phrases, designed to steer people whose power hadn’t been awakened away from the books. But to those who had experienced an awakening of their power, the books had an energy about them that could be felt. No matter where Tureis journeyed, these books seemed to call to him.

				He rubbed the binding of the book, feeling the power it contained and smiled. He looked around the cave remembering four years ago when his own power had been awakened. Since then, Tureis had read many books about the power and what had happened to him. The more he learned, the more he wanted to know. 

				The power, Tureis had learned, was called the Matya. Through his study, he’d learned that Matya meant divine energy in an ancient language. The Matya was a power that every person possessed from birth and at a given time between the ages of twelve and sixteen could be awakened and become active. After the age of sixteen it was rare for a person to have their Matya awakened. 

				He had often wondered why his Matya was awakened when he was only eight years old. After all the study he’d done, he’d never come across an account of a person whose Matya had been awakened at such a young age. Since that day he’d felt driven to learn all he could about the Matya. He’d read and reread countless books, increasing his knowledge of this divine power. The Matya was present in everyone at birth, but the power lied dormant waiting to be awakened and set free.

				There were some who accepted the Matya but had no desire to have it awakened. There were a few that felt drawn to it and hoped it would awaken inside them. But there were many that feared the Matya and the power and strength it could give a person. In their minds everyone who possessed the Matya was evil and would use their power to enslave others. There were still others that chose to ignore it and pretend it didn’t exist, hoping by not recognizing it, that it would fade away into nothing more than stories and folklore.

			

			
				The power of the Matya was directly linked to a person’s knowledge of it and their willingness to use it. A person could use it to help oneself in a variety of situations, but the real power became evident when a person used the Matya to help others. The opposite was also true; if a person had their Matya awakened and they chose to hide it, never using it, the power would go dormant. Once this happened the person would not be able to reawaken it without significant effort.

				As he opened the book and looked at the pages, Tureis saw that many of the pages contained pictures of objects. Under the pictures, things were written explaining the different objects and the powers they were supposed to possess. Objects of power existed when people transferred portions of their Matya into the object. The person gave the object specific powers they desired the object to possess and the objects were limited to only the powers they were given.

				He scanned through the book, perusing the pictures hoping to find the sphere he carried in his pocket. He’d been searching a long time for any reference to the sphere he carried but so far he hadn’t found a single piece of information. He’d figured out some of the powers it contained on his own, but he really wanted to know everything it could do. 

				The first section of the book discussed various metals and the properties that were best for making objects of power. It was interesting for him to learn that pure silver is the best metal to use for an object of power. The high quality of the metal will store the Matya indefinitely. 

				 After searching the remainder of the book unsuccessfully, he closed it and sighed in disappointment. He got up and walked over to the stone shelf and placed the sphere in the center.

				Also on the shelf, to the left of the sphere, sat a battle helmet from the King’s Guard with the left side nearly crushed. Next to the helmet sat a woman’s hair pin that was bent in the middle and next to that was one half of a wooden cup. On the floor, under the shelf, sat a large coil of rope. Tureis took the statue of the frog out of his pocket and placed it on the shelf next to the wooden cup. 

				He displayed these seemingly random things to help him remember times when he had used his Matya. Each object reminded Tureis of an experience, a time of learning, when he’d used the power inside him. His eyes lingered on the carved wooden frog obtained in Freb today. The thought of this object brought disappointment into his heart as he thought how he had dishonored his family when he’d stolen the book. He knew he needed to make this right, but had no idea how he would be able to do it. Silently he promised himself that someday he would repay the store owner for the book and make things right.

			

			
				Tureis sat back down at the table, and ran his hands over the cover of the book. He slid the book aside and noticed two halves of a broken arrow lying in the middle of the table. He picked up the pieces of the broken arrow, and remembered.

				It was last summer. Early one morning Tureis was walking down the road on his way to the center of town to do some shopping for his father. As he walked down the road this particular day, he heard some happy voices across the road in a field. Two young boys about eight years old were laughing and playing. 

				As he rounded the corner and saw the boys, he realized they weren’t playing, but were actually hunting rabbits. He stopped at the roadside and watched. Each boy had a small long bow with an arrow in place ready to shoot. They were slowly walking through the field about ten feet apart, trying to flush the rabbits from their hiding places.

				As the rabbits would bolt from their places of cover, the boys would scream and shoot their arrows. Often the arrows would hit a bush or a tree and both boys would laugh. The best shot came at the rabbit that wasn’t a rabbit at all. Thinking he saw a rabbit, one of the boys carefully took aim and let his arrow fly. The arrow hit its target, a large rock, square in the middle and the arrow shattered. Their laughter was uncontrolled as they rolled in grass.

				After a minute the first boy got up and retrieved his bow and arrow. The second boy was sitting on his knees facing away. As the first boy placed his arrow in the string and turned around he saw a rabbit nibbling on some grass about twenty feet away. Slowly, he pulled back his arrow taking aim and preparing to shoot.

				Tureis continued to watch and saw that the boy was pointing the arrow directly at the rabbit. Suddenly he realized that the second boy was sitting just past the rabbit. If the first boy missed the rabbit, the arrow would likely hit the other boy. 

			

			
				“Stop!” Tureis shouted. They didn’t hear the shouted warning and the first boy continued drawing back the bow.

				Tureis ran toward the boys and at the same time wondered what he could do. He was still too far away to physically stop the boy and they didn’t seem to hear his shouting. He could feel the disaster about to happen. If he did nothing this boy would shoot his best friend.

				Then he remembered something he had read in one of his books about using the Matya to help others. Normally, the Matya was strongest the closer you were to the person you were helping. But at this distance, and with a lot of focus, it was still possible to have an effect.

				Now the bow was at a full draw and the boy was carefully taking aim at the rabbit. The second boy was still on his knees, bent over looking at some wild flowers. Tureis stopped running,placed one hand to the side of his head and closed his eyes. He focused on the scene across the field.  The distance to the boys was so far that focusing on them was very difficult. He thought that to make this work he needed to make it simple. He took some deep breaths and focused his mind solely on the second boy. Finally, everything around him seemed to fade and he could see the second boy in his mind. 

				The second boy just needed to move a little to get out of the way so the arrow wouldn’t hit him. Tureis wondered how he could do this. How could he make the boy move out of the way? He changed his perspective to see the scene around him. Then he saw it. He knew what he needed to do. 

				Things happened very fast. The first boy let go of the string and the arrow shot forward toward the rabbit. The arrow missed the rabbit completely and glanced off a rock in the grass, changing direction slightly flying straight toward the second boy. It was at this moment, his focus included a thought. Inside his head, Tureis heard a voice say, “Pick the flower.”

				Tureis passed this idea to the boys mind but from this distance he didn’t know if the boy would understand the thought. He focused and passed the thought again and again hoping it would get through.

				The arrow continued on a straight course directly for the boy. At this exact moment, seemingly out of nowhere, the boy leaned forward, stretching out his arms, laying completely on the ground and picked a flower. The arrow flew over the boy hitting a tree breaking into two pieces. 

			

			
				Surprised, the second boy jumped up looking at the broken arrow just feet away from him. He looked at the other boy with a questioning look on his face. After a moment he looked down at the flower in his hand and both boys started laughing again. They picked up their bows and ran off towards a house at the other end of the field. Tureis put his hand down and felt relief.

				Smiling at the memory, Tureis rolled the broken pieces of the arrow between his fingers. All the objects in this cave had a memory associated with them, an experience that helped him learn about the power of the Matya that was alive inside him.

				He went over to the crate and removed a book, opening it up to a spot he had read many times.

				“Matya: An ancient word literally translated to mean,’divine energy.’ The Matya is an energy or power that flows within us. All living things have some level of Matya. It is because of this principle that the Matya can be used and transferred one to another to bring about a change.” 

				He was finally beginning to understand the meaning of the words. With each experience Tureis seemed to understand on a new level the way the Matya worked. He also knew there was a lot more he didn’t know. The study of the Matya was a lifelong commitment.

				Again, he picked up one of the broken halves of the arrow. The Matya is what helped him save the boy that day. When Tureis was younger his father told him, “The power was inside all people, but not all people liked the power, and some were even afraid of it. Because of this we didn’t refer to it by its real name very often in public. The Matya isn’t hidden or secret, but it’s respected and kept to oneself. The Matya should be used to help others, not to get glory or notoriety.”

				He placed the book back in the crate and sat back down at the table. He rubbed his eyes and stretched. “I’m tired,” he said with a yawn. “I don’t think I’ll make it back to the house tonight.”

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 3

				- Ailish -

				“Good morning Ailish,” Tureis said with a yawn, as he stepped into the house.

				Ailish Artair was Tureis’ cousin and the oldest of her two other sisters. Her father, Emmett, was the captain of the King’s Guard and spent most of his time in the castle. Ailish was petite with long straight brown hair and brown eyes. There are some that might say she looked ordinary, but she had a natural beauty that only a few could aspire to have. Her beauty was not just skin deep, she was also very athletic and could hold her own in a fight. Tureis and Ailish would often train with her father and, more often than not, Ailish would best him.

				“Good morning Tureis,” Ailish said. “Why are you here so early in the morning?”

				This morning, after sleeping poorly the previous night, Tureis had decided to visit Ailish. His mind felt burdened and he needed to confess the events of the previous day. He yawned again as a testament to the restlessness of his night’s sleep. Every time he would drift off to sleep thoughts of getting caught while running through a village seemed to fill his dreams.

				“I thought I would come by and visit.” Tureis said. “I had a rather exciting day yesterday and thought I would tell you about it.”

				Ailish folded her arms and looked at Tureis with a very serious expression and asked, “Were you with Seth yesterday?”

				Ailish and Seth had known each other since they were small children. With Ailish’s father as the captain of the King’s Guard, and Seth as the King’s son, meeting each other was inevitable and happened at a young age. Over the years, the three of them had become very good friends. Ailish knew the kinds of things Seth and Tureis would do when they were together. In fact, all three of them had gone out together a number of times as well. Mostly, just to explore the woods, or visit a nearby village. But, Ailish was not naive to the mischief Seth and Tureis could get into. 

			

			
				“Yes, we were together,” Tureis said. “I found something, I wanted to show you. Are your parents or sisters home?” 

				“No,” Ailish answered. “Father is at the castle, and mother is with my sisters in the village square doing some shopping.”

				Ailish and her family lived in Grinnurd, a village next to Darish on the opposite side of the castle. The two villages were the closest ones to the castle and a majority of the people who worked there lived in one of the two villages. The villages were so close to each other that a common square housed the majority of businesses for each village as well as for the castle.

				“Why don’t we go outside and you can show me whatever it is you want to show me,” Ailish said.

				Together, they both went outside behind the house and sat down on a bench in the yard under a large tree. They had spent many days on this bench sitting and talking, reading and playing games. They were cousins, as Ailish’s father and Tureis’ mother were brother and sister, but over the years, they had become more like brother and sister.

				When Tureis’ mother passed away, his father didn’t know the first thing about raising a baby, let alone all by himself.  Ailish was born just a month before Tureis so her mother insisted Elis bring him to their house. His first two years were spent living with Ailish, essentially as her brother. His father loved him and would visit often, until one day his father finally took him home.  As a result, they both developed a very strong bond and a deep trust of one another.

				After sitting on the bench Ailish turned and asked, “What was it you wanted to show me?” Tureis reached into the bag he had over his shoulder and pulled out the book he found the day before in Freb, and handed it to her. She took the book and began running her hands over the cover.

			

			
				“You brought me a book,” said Ailish, the sarcasm thick in her voice. “I never would have guessed.”

				“Yeah,” Tureis said. “It’s a book about objects of power.”

				He explained the details he’d discovered within the book the previous night. Ailish continued slowly running her hand over the cover of the book, staring off across the yard at nothing specific, not really hearing a word he said.

				Interrupting Tureis as he explained some of the properties of metal suited to the Matya, she turned and faced him. With a reflective look on her face, she said in a soft voice, “I was just thinking...do you remember the first book you brought me?” 

				“Yeah. The book about the Matya,” he said.

				“I was thinking about that day. I’ve never told you the story about that book. I’ve never told anyone,” she said.

				Somewhat surprised that she would share a memory with him, he quietly asked, “What happened?”

				“It was my twelfth birthday,” she began. “You had come over for dinner with your father. After dinner you said you had something to show me and we came out here and sat right here on this bench under this tree.”

				She turned and was now looking directly at Tureis. “You removed a book from the bag you were carrying and showed it to me,” she continued. “I still remember the ornate lettering on the cover and the way the leather binding felt under my hand. The book seemed to have an energy about it I had never experienced before. I remember you brought the book over to me to read a passage you had found about women and the Matya. You seemed excited about it. I remember feeling excited as I read it as well. I still remember the passage word for word.”

				She closed her eyes and lifted her head, remembering the words, 
“...The Matya has a special place with women. While history would suggest that the Matya is awakened most often in men, it is just as common to awaken in women as well. The Matya works with men primarily to enhance one or two of their natural abilities. It is rare that a man will have multiple abilities enhanced. With women, however, it is most common to have several abilities enhanced.”

				Ailish opened her eyes and looked at Tureis again, “That night you shared with me the story of when your Matya was awakened. Knowing that your Matya had been awakened when you were only eight years old made me a little jealous. For as long as I could remember I had desperately wanted my Matya to be awakened. After reading the passage I asked you if I could keep the book for a few days to study it.”

			

			
				“I remember that,” he said. He shifted slightly on the bench feeling a small amount of guilt. He had shared the story of when his Matya was awakened, but he had never mentioned the sphere. He pushed this feeling aside and knew sharing his secret would happen...eventually.

				Ailish pulled him out of his thoughts as she continued, “Late that night, I stayed up reading the book. As I read the entire book, I also read that same passage you showed me again and again. The more I read that passage the more the desire to have my Matya awakened rose inside of me.”

				She paused and took a few breaths, “I continued reading the book, learning all it contained about the Matya. I could feel the energy contained within its pages increasing. It was almost as if the book was becoming brighter; it seemed to glow in the dimly lit room.”

				As she recounted this she tightly held the book in her hands. Finally she relaxed her hands and said, “I continued reading for a couple more hours. It was as if I couldn’t get enough. When I finally finished I laid down in my bed with the book. I kept the book close to me and continued running my hand over the cover thinking about all the many things I’d read. 

				Her gaze become fixed and she stared into the distance, her voice became quiet as she continued, “Then something changed. It started slowly at first...but then it began to grow. The energy I felt in my hand while it was touching the book became stronger. Slowly, a quiet energy flowed through my hand and into my body. After a few minutes I closed my eyes and felt at peace. I was relaxed and calm as I lay there. I felt as if I was floating above my bed. I felt warm and at peace, like I was a little kid again in my father’s arms.”

				She turned and faced Tureis, her voice nearly a whisper, “It was like nothing I’d ever felt before.”

				She handed the book back to Tureis and together they sat there for several minutes, neither of them saying a word. Finally, he turned to her and not really sure what to say, managed the only words that came to mind, “Thank you for sharing that with me.”

			

			
				Ailish just sat there with her hands folded in her lap staring ahead. Tureis remained quiet and looked at the book he was holding. He thought about the day his Matya was awakened. Slowly he moved his hand until he felt the familiar sphere in his pocket. He really wanted to tell Ailish about the sphere but something inside still held him back. He would tell her, but how would he start the conversation? What would he say? He worried she would be mad at him for not telling her sooner, for holding back this information from her. He decided he would wait for the right situation and then he would muster his courage to tell her.

				A light breeze blew through the trees. Tureis sat back on the bench looking up into the sky, feeling the warmth of the sun and the coolness of the breeze, and for once enjoyed the beauty of the morning. After several minutes, Ailish said in a soft voice, “So. What happened yesterday?”

				“Oh. Yeah,” said Tureis, bringing his thoughts back to the present. “I wanted to tell you about that.” He recounted all the excitement from the day before in Freb. After he finished she looked at him with wide eyes and shock on her face.

				“What?” asked Tureis.

				Pointing to the book in his hand, she asked accusingly, “You actually stole that book from the shop in Freb?”

				Hanging his head, Tureis replied, “Yes, I did. But I didn’t do it on purpose.”

				“So you accidentally stole the book?” she asked.

				Tureis nodded and thought about the question. “Yeah,” he finally said. “I accidentally stole it. Really, I didn’t go there to steal the book. I really don’t know how it ended up in my pocket. I saw the book but I never touched it. I honestly don’t know how it ended up in my pocket.”

				“Then how do you explain that the book was in your pocket?” she asked.

				Tureis was becoming defensive, but before he shouted at Ailish, he took a couple deep breaths to calm himself. “I really don’t know. I’ve thought about this all night trying to explain it. I mean...I guess I must have put it in my pocket, I can’t explain it any other way. I guess I really am a thief.” He spoke the last words very softly, almost to himself as he dropped his shoulders in disappointment. 

			

			
				Not wanting him to be discouraged she said firmly, “Ok. Fine. Then what are you going to do about it, Tureis?”

				This was another thought that he’d pondered all last night. He knew he needed to do something. He thought about several different ways to make things right. He considered returning the book by just leaving it at the door to the shop. He could pay for the book, but the cost of this book was something he didn’t think he could ever afford to pay. He could just give it back and apologize to the shop owner. As he considered the different solutions, he was still unsure of what he would do to make things right. But he knew one thing, that somehow he would do the right thing. He looked at Ailish and said, “I don’t know right now, but I will make it right. Somehow.”

				 His father was well respected in the King’s court. He oversaw the sacred texts and the royal vaults, partly because of his intelligence, but also because of his honesty. Tureis was raised to be honest as well and stealing was not in his nature. Not making this right would dishonor his family name; a thought that weighed heavily upon him. 

				Ailish put her hand on his and said, “I know you will.”

				Suddenly, a door in the house slammed and both of them jumped. “What was that?” Tureis asked with some surprise in his voice. 

				He was up and moving quietly over toward the back window. Ailish followed close behind. “I don’t know! But I can’t remember hearing a door slam that hard...ever!”

				As they moved closer to the house they heard loud voices. “It sounds like someone is shouting,” he said. 

				They both stopped as they heard the unmistakable deep voice of Emmett Artair, Ailish’s father. “That’s absurd,” Emmett yelled and slammed his hand on the table. “Where did you hear that?”

				As they slowly crept across the yard toward the open window, the sound of the second voice caused Tureis to freeze for a moment in his tracks. He knew that voice with no doubt; it was the voice of his father, Elis Atreyu. What was going on to cause their fathers to be arguing? This was something Tureis had never seen or heard in all his life.

			

			
				Elis responded in a strong, loud voice, “It’s true, I tell you! I have it on good authority that the information is accurate!” 

				Tureis and Ailish knelt and positioned themselves under the open window, listening intently to every word. They both looked at each other, eyes wide open with wonder. Ailish placed a finger to her lips and raised her eyebrows. Tureis nodded his understanding.

				“Who told you?” asked Emmett, still loudly but a little calmer than before.

				“I can’t tell you. You won’t like the source,” replied Elis

				That just got Emmett mad all over again. He shouted, “Who is it? I demand you tell me who it is!” With that he stormed into another room.

				“Emmett! Calm down,” Ellis shouted back as he followed Emmet into the other room. 

				Tureis and Ailish continued to listen from beneath the window, struggling to hear the muffled conversation from the other room. They inched closer to the open window straining to hear what was being said. Tureis asked in a whisper, “Do you know what they’re talking about? What is this information?”

				“I have no idea,” Ailish whispered. She knelt there straining to hear what was being said, and at the same time trying to figure out what would have her father so upset. She had never seen him like this in her entire life. “Whatever it is, it’s big and very important to him,” she began to say. “Tureis do you have any idea what…”. 

				Just then Emmett and Elis returned to the open window. Tureis and Ailish stopped talking and quickly dropped back under the window hoping they hadn’t been caught.

				“Did you just hear something?” Emmett asked in a much calmer voice.

				“I didn’t hear anything,” said Elis. “Where is Ailish? Shouldn’t she be around here?” Tureis looked at Ailish, her eyes wide open and her hand over her mouth, trying to stay quiet.

				“Look through the window out in the yard. She likes to sit on the bench under the tree,” said Emmett. Tureis and Ailish held their breath, staying as quiet as they could and trying to melt into the side of the house. They heard Elis at the window. He stood there for a moment without saying a word.

			

			
				“I don’t see her, Emmett. There’s a book sitting on the bench, but no one is sitting there.” Ailish looked toward the bench. Sitting in the middle of bench was the book Tureis brought over. She cringed and held her breath. 

				Emmett came to the window and looked out, “ She sits out there and reads occasionally.” Emmett stared hard at the book on the bench and said, “I don’t recognize the book, but that doesn’t mean anything.”

				Emmett pulled up a chair and sat down near the window, “Elis, I can’t believe you heard information related to the safety of the King and you won’t tell me the source.” After all, Emmett was the Captain of the King’s Guard. He met with King Seathan nearly every day. His main responsibility was making sure the king was safe at all times. So when it came to information about the king, Emmett took that information very seriously. 

				Elis shook his head slightly and waved his hands back and forth in front of him as if to calm him down. “Emmett, you know the information. I don’t see how knowing the source is relevant. How about we change subjects? Would you tell me more about what happened to Braon Fogart? I heard some rumors in the castle today.”

				Emmett looked down at the floor and shook his head. “That is a sad story,” he said. “One that if Ailish and Turies found out about would upset them both.”

				“Why is that?” asked Elis.

				“The two of them have trained with Braon for the last couple years. They are close friends. Seth trains with them as well.” 

				Elis grabbed a chair and slid it over to the window. He sat down hard and with a slight edge to his voice as he asked, “Tureis has trained with him? What are you talking about? Tureis has never told me about training. Training to do what?”

				“Now Elis, calm down,” said Emmett. “It’s not like he’s training for war or something. Just learning some fighting skills. Tureis is pretty good with a sword.”

				Taking a deep breath to calm himself, Elis asked, “Ok, so what happened to Braon?”

				“Yeah...Braon.” Emmett sighed and seemed to be staring out the window intently at something, gathering his thoughts. “Well, the short story is that he broke into the king’s stables and stole the king’s horse. He apparently got drunk, broke into the stable and proceeded to ride the king’s personal horse around the training ring. He then left the ring and rode along the castle grounds and tied him up in the blacksmith shop. Braon then decided to go to sleep in the woodpile outside the shop. Early in the morning, Jareth, the kings messenger, found him.” 

			

			
				“What happened to him?” asked Elis.

				“He was brought to me,” said Emmett.

				“What did you do?” asked Elis.

				“I asked him what was going through his mind when he did what he did,” said Emmett shaking his head. “He’s never done anything like that in all the years I’ve known him. 

				“What did he say to that?” asked Elis.

				“Well at first he just sat there dumbfounded,” Emmett continued. “He acted like I was crazy to even suggest he’d done it. Then I think it finally all sunk in and he became angry. He was shouting that he didn’t do it and he was set up. I just looked at him and told him they found him in the woodpile asleep with the king’s horse tied to the rail right next to him. What was I supposed to think?”

				Emmett got up from his chair and began pacing around the room. It was evident by his hunched shoulders and slow movements that he was deeply saddened by the events. Braon Fogart was Emmett’s second in command and a good friend.  He was in charge of all the training for the guard as well as the chief of security to the king. Emmett was the captain of the guard but Braon was the leader that directed all the guard’s activities. 

				Second in command was a very coveted position that came with a lot of power and authority. Emmett trusted that person with great responsibility. They could make decisions about training or security detail, even punishment of individual guard members without consulting Emmett first.

				“Who did he say set him up?” asked Elis.

				“Emron, my third in command. Braon said he and Emron went out and had a couple drinks last night. He said they went their separate ways after that. Braon says he went back home. After that he doesn’t remember anything.”

			

			
				“What did Emron say about the accusation?” asked Elis.

				“Emron says he went back to his house and went to sleep after the drinks. I will admit though, when I was talking to Emron, he didn’t seem very upset about the whole thing,” said Emmett.

				“Well, he just got a promotion didn’t he? Second in command,” said Elis

				“Yeah, I guess he did,” said Emmett. “Still with nobody to backup Braon’s story, I had no other option but to send him to prison.”

				Ailish made an audible gasp and quickly covered her mouth. She held her breath hoping she hadn’t been heard. Tureis held up his hand and mouthed the word, “Wait.”

				“Prison? That seems a little harsh for a midnight pony ride,” said Elis.

				Emmett nodded, “I agree. To be honest, I really don’t think Braon did it on his own. It makes sense that he was set up. Why would he do it? What would be his reason? After so many years of faithful service, why do something that you know would get you kicked out of the guard? It just doesn’t make sense.”

				“But prison?” Elis asked again. “Why not just whip him and send him away?”

				“King Seathan was pretty angry,” said Emmett. “He made me promise a message would be sent to the rest of the Guard. I had no choice. Braon actually begged me to whip him and send him away, which now that I think about it seemed odd.”

				“Why do you say that?” asked Elis.

				“Braon’s always been a fighter, one of the smartest fighter I know. This behavior is something he would never do. But instead of continuing to insist he was set up he gave up the fight so quickly. It makes me stop and think,” said Emmett.

				They both took a big breath and let it out slowly as they stared out the window. After a minute, Emmett said, “That’s not all. He’ll spend tonight in the stockades inside the walls of the castle. He will be next to the outer wall near the shops, right by the blacksmith shop where he woke up this morning. The King thought it a fitting place to learn his lesson. Tomorrow morning he will be taken to the prison and will be there for three months.”

			

			
				Elis shook his head in disbelief and said, “I wish him the best. He’s always been a good man, loyal to the king. I will miss him. But now I need to get back to the castle.”

				“So do I,” Emmett said. They both left the house and closed the door.

				With the shock of hearing of their friends punishment, Tureis and Ailish slowly sat down on the ground under the window. They didn’t move for several minutes, just staring out into the yard thinking about what they’d just heard.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 4

				- Signal -

				Slowly, Tureis and Ailish got up and made their way to the bench. Ailish picked up the book and sat down next to Tureis. With his head in his hands, Tureis sighed and asked, “What did we just hear?”

				There was no response from Ailish, she just sat on the bench staring straight ahead with a blank expression on her face. After a minute she came out of her trance, “Huh? What was that you said?”

				“I was wondering what we just witnessed,” said Tureis. “What were our fathers saying about Braon? What did he do? Is he really going to prison? That just seems such a hard punishment.”

				Tureis knew the prisons in Thaven were very harsh and only the worst of criminals were ever sent there. For a member of the King’s Guard to be in the prison with some of the worst criminals in the kingdom was not good. They would not be very accepting of Braon and his life would be very difficult for sure. 

				Again, his head found his hands and he sighed. Ailish shifted on the bench to face him. “They said he was going to be in the stocks tonight before he goes to prison tomorrow,” she said. “Specifically the stocks near the blacksmith shop. That’s a strange place to put a King’s Guard in the stocks. That’s a place for common thieves.”

				“I don’t think I’ve ever heard of a guard being placed in the stocks at all. This really does seem strange... but they said the king wanted to make an example of him. I think that qualifies,” he said. 

				“I wish we could do something for him,” said Ailish in a soft voice.

			

			
				That caught Tureis off guard and he sat up straight. “What are you talking about?”

				“Braon is my friend and he’s been a good friend for a long time,” she said. “He’s taught me so much about fighting. I really feel sad for the way he’s being treated.”

				“I agree. But...even if we were to do something, what could we really do? It’s not like we could just walk into the castle, free him from the stocks and walk back home,” said Tureis.

				Ailish smiled and looked at Tureis with a mischievous expression on her face and said, “Why not?”

				“What do you mean why not? You’re not thinking of actually….” his voice trailed off. She just sat there with a devious smirk. “No way, Ailish. There’s no way we could do it!” he said. “We would get caught and end up right next to Braon!”

				She stood up and placed her hands on his shoulders and leaned in close so they were looking eye to eye. “I think we could do it,” she said with certainty.

				He stood up to face her. “Ok. Answer me one question,” he said.

				She placed her hands on her hips and looked up at him. “Ok. What question?”

				“Why? Why do you want to help him? Why should we help him?” asked Tureis. 

				That question appeared to surprise her. She sat back down and looked forward, staring at nothing, pondering the answer. After a minute of thinking she responded, “I could answer that question in several ways. Most of the answers would be my personal reasons. I guess the real answer is that he is our friend. He is loyal to us...and I think we should just do it for him. I feel he’s been wronged and unfairly punished. I also think he’s been set up...possibly by Emron. But mostly I think we should help him because he’s our friend.”

				Tureis sat next to her on the bench. “He really did a lot for us. Remember when we were ten and we tried to sword fight in the training area and nearly killed each other? He covered for us and no one ever found out.”

				“Exactly,” responded Ailish. “And he’s trained us without telling your father, or anyone else. He’s a loyal friend, and friends like that are hard to find.”

			

			
				Tureis exhaled a very long sigh and said, “Like I said, if we get caught they’ll likely hang us. I’m not kidding. It could even be worse. Helping a prisoner escape goes directly against the king. It’s treason.”

				“So....what do you think?” Ailish asked with some uncertainty in her voice.

				Tureis didn’t respond immediately to that question. He sat back on the bench and looked to the sky. “If we do this,” he paused and took a breath, “We can’t get caught.”

				Ailish smiled, “Okay, so how do we get into and out of the castle without being seen?”

				Tureis thought for a moment and said, “We need Seth.”

				‘I agree,” said Ailish. “Can we get a message to him quickly?”

				“I think so,” said Tureis a bit unsure. “I’ll work on that. Shall we meet in the yard behind the bookstore?”

				“Yes. No one will see us there,” she said.

				“Ok. I’ll go into town and get a message sent to Seth and meet you behind the bookstore around mid-day,” he said.

				The castle in the Kingdom of Thaven sits in a valley at the bottom of the Cossack Mountains. In this area the mountains form steep cliffs that rise several hundred feet and form a semicircle around the back half of the castle, with the castle sitting in the middle. Behind the castle and around both sides extending up to the cliffs is a dense stand of trees known as the Claggem Forest. 

				Outside the castle gate is a bridge that spans a river which divides the villages from the castle. The end of the bridge opens to a large and very busy square. This common square is the hub of buying and selling for not only the people in the villages of Darish and Grinnurd, but also for those who work and live in the castle. 

				Tureis stood in the center of the common square, his eyes searching the people around him for someone. Unable to find her he began walking around the square, now searching the various carts. Finally he spotted her, a middle aged woman with long brown hair, wearing a long skirt and an apron. She was sitting on a stump resting her elbows on her small cart full of flowers. Tureis moved through the crowd until he came up to her cart. “Hello Rinn,” he said.

			

			
				“Well hello young Mr. Atreyu. What brings you here today?” asked Rinn with a smile. 

				“It would appear I need to buy some flowers. What do you have today that looks nice?” he asked.

				Rinn stood, reached down into her cart and brought up a small bouquet of wildflowers.  “What do you think of these?” she asked.

				“I think those are very nice. How much for that beautiful bouquet?” he asked.

				“The usual,” she said with a grin.

				Tureis took out his coin bag and removed some coins. “Is there any way to deliver those today?”he asked as he handed her the coins.

				“Why yes, of course. No problem at all,” she responded.

				Tureis lowered his voice, “Any way to deliver them now?”

				Rinn winked and smiled, “I do think that can be arranged young Mr Atreyu.” 

				Rinn stood up, closed the cover on her cart and without even a backward glance walked toward the castle holding the beautiful bouquet of wildflowers in her hand.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 5

				- Secrets -

				“Did you get the message sent?” Ailish asked as she walked through the opening into the yard behind the bookstore. Tureis was sitting on a turned up crate with his back against the wall, eating an apple. 

				“I did,” he replied. “There’s really no way to know when he will get the message, but I paid a little extra to have it delivered quickly.”

				Ailish sat down and sighed, “I guess all we can do is wait.” She set her bag down on the table and opened the top.

				“Hey there,” Seth said as he entered the yard. He walked over to the table and sat down at on a crate. “What’s all the excitement about? I came as quick as I could.” Seth removed his hood and set his bag on the ground. “Oh, by the way, I really liked the bouquet. Very nice,” he said with a smile and a wink. He reached into his bag and pulled out the small bouquet of wildflowers and presented it to Ailish. “These are for you my lady,” Seth said as he bowed his head and held out the flowers.

				“Stop it!” Ailish said, punching him in the shoulder. She took the flowers, smelled them and set them on the table.

				“Well! I’ve never in my life been treated so poorly,” Seth said as he rubbed his shoulder and smiled.

				“Wow! You came quickly,” said Tureis. 

				“Yeah, but it wasn’t easy. It’s getting harder to get out of the castle during the day without being seen, but I did it,” said Seth. “So...what’s happening?”

			

			
				Tureis and Ailish looked at each other, neither of them wanting to be the one to explain things to Seth. Finally, Seth folded his arms and asked, “Are either of you going to tell me or do I have to guess?”

				Tureis nodded toward Ailish and said, “She can tell you.”

				Seth turned to face her and waited. “Ok,” he said. Ailish looked down at the table as she organized her thoughts. They really needed Seth’s help, and if she didn’t do this right he may not agree to join them. She looked at Tureis and then over at Seth, not sure of what to say. Finally, Seth spoke up, “Does this have anything to do with Braon?”

				They both looked surprised. “As a matter of fact it does,” said Ailish.

				“I overheard both of your fathers talking about it in the castle today,” said Seth. “They were saying something about him possibly being set up by Emron?”

				“Yeah. We overheard them talking at my house,” said Ailish. “We’re really upset about it.”

				Seth cut in and said, “I think we need to break him out so he can escape.”

				Ailish and Tureis sat there with their mouths hanging open, not a word coming out. Hesitantly, Ailish asked, “You really think so?”

				“There’s no way he did this, and it’s just wrong to do this to him,” said Seth. “I pleaded with my Dad to let him go. But he just said ‘no one rides my horse and gets away with it, not even a guard.’”

				“Really...he said that?” asked Ailish. “Actually, that’s why we wanted you to meet us.”

				“We need your help to get into and out of the castle without being seen,” said Tureis.

				“We need to learn your secret way in,” said Ailish.

				Seth sat there pondering that last comment, looking back and forth between them. “Are you serious?” he asked at last.

				Tureis looked at Ailish bewildered as if not expecting that answer. “Uh…well...we don’t know how to get into the castle without being seen, so we hoped you would show us your way in,” he said.

				Seth stood up and paced across the yard with his head down. After a minute he returned to the table, “I have never told anyone how I get out of the castle. It’s sort of my secret.”

			

			
				Seth continued pacing around the yard, contemplating his decision. Tureis and Ailish sat and looked at each other, unsure why this was such a big deal. Seth returned again to the table and sat down. “We have been friends for most of our lives, and I guess I didn’t realize that I’ve been keeping this secret from you,” he said. “I guess you’ve always known I can sneak out and meet you and you’ve kept that secret for me. I’ve just never told anyone how I am able to get out of the castle unseen.” Seth fell silent again. Tureis and Ailish just continued to keep quiet.

				“How I actually get out of the castle is a secret I’ve guarded close,” Seth continued. “I’ve never told anyone about that. I was afraid if anyone found out, that my secret route would all of a sudden become blocked and I’d never be able to get out of the castle again.” Seth looked at both of them and finally spoke softly, “I just wasn’t prepared to let it go.”

				Ailish looked at Seth with a hopeful smile. She finally asked “So...will you help us?”

				Seth looked at Tureis, expecting a plea from him as well. Tureis just shrugged his shoulders. “What do you think?” he asked.

				Seth was silent for a few moments as he thought about whether or not to share his secret. Finally he said, “Ok. I’ll show you how to get into the castle.”

				Seth stood and began walking away from the table when he spun on his heel returning to the table quickly. He raised a finger and pointed it towards them and said sternly, “But you better not tell anyone! I don’t want to lose my secret exit.”

				“We promise,” they said in unison.

				“Ok then,” said Seth. “How do we do this?”

				Ailish jumped up and gave Seth a tight hug. “Thanks so much. I know Braon will appreciate it too.” 

				Just then shouting sounded from the alley entrance. Moving quickly, all three of them backed up against the wall and Seth put up his hood, covering his face.  The sounds grew louder in the alley way. Someone was coming toward the yard. Almost instinctively Tureis and Ailish backed up in front of Seth to hide him and prevent anyone from discovering his identity. Seth pulled his hood lower over his face and looked down.

			

			
				“Hey! You! Get back here!” shouted a man from the street outside. 

				“Get away from me! If you come in here I’ll kill ya!” the man in the alley shouted.

				 Whoever was in the alley was slowly backing up toward the opening to the yard. Tureis looked over at his friends and knew he couldn’t let anything happen to them. He also couldn’t let Seth get discovered. He put his hand into his pocket and felt the smooth metal surface of the sphere.  A feeling came over him encouraging him to move toward the entrance. He obeyed the feeling and moved towards the alley.

				“What are you doing?” Ailish whispered after him.

				“Stay there,” Tureis whispered and held up his hand to stop them from following him. As he crept closer he could sense the man in the alley was near the opening to the yard. He leaned up against the wall and raised his hand to the side of his face, slightly lowered his head and closed his eyes.

				All around him the sounds disappeared and the world seemed to stand still. He reached out with his Matya and within a matter of seconds he felt a connection with the man in the alley. He could sense pain and fear as well as anger and confusion. 

				Tureis focused on peaceful thoughts and calm emotions and he passed these feelings into the mind of the man in the alley. Within moments Tureis could feel the anger in the man decreasing and the fear depart. Next he focused on clear and direct thoughts.

				The man’s backward shuffling stopped. Next, Tureis focused on a direct route taking him out of the alley towards the center of the shops. All of a sudden a loud metal clang rang out from the alley as the man dropped something. Finally, an unsteady voice sounded. “Uh, hey,” said the man in the alley, “I think I need to see some shops, maybe talk to that guy in the street.”

				Slowly, the man walked back towards the other end. The first man said, “Get out here. Emron wants to talk to you.” The first man grabbed the man from the alley by the arm and lead him away.

				Tureis bent over breathing hard, his hands on his knees. The amount of energy it took to focus and connect with another person’s thoughts required a lot from him. Seth came over and peered around the corner into the alley. He then disappeared around the corner, going into the alley a short distance and returned.

			

			
				“Look what he dropped in the alley!” Seth exclaimed as he held up a sword.

				“That looks like a sword from the King’s Guard,” said Ailish.

				“I wonder who that guy was,” said Seth.

				Tureis slowly walked over to the table and sat down on a crate. He put his head down into his hands and rested. After a minute he sat up and leaned back against the wall feeling more or less back to normal. Seth and Ailish sat on the crates next to Tureis and placed the sword in the middle of the table.

				“Are you alright?” asked Ailish.

				Tureis looked at Ailish and offered a faint smile. “I’m fine,” he said. “When I use the Matya like that it takes a minute before I’m back to normal. I’ve noticed though that the more I use it the quicker I recover.”

				“Really. Are you sure you’re ok?” asked Seth.

				“I’ll be fine,” Tureis said with a sigh.

				“What did you do back there?” asked Ailish.

				After he leaned his head back and took some more deep breaths, he said, “He was angry and scared and confused. I just tried to help him not feel scared.”

				Seth and Ailish looked at each other confused at his response. Seth said, “Clearly you went over and stood up against the wall...but I didn’t see you do anything to calm him down. I didn’t even see whoever was in the alley.”

				Ailish gave Seth a stern look. “What? What did I say?” said Seth, raising his hands in defense.

				Tureis stood up and slowly walked around the table, holding on for balance. After a moment, he regained his confidence with walking and paced around the yard. A minute later he came back to the table and stood in front of Ailish and Seth. He debated whether or not to share this secret about himself. But seeing that Seth was going to share the secret of sneaking into the castle, Tureis decided he could trust them with one of his secrets.

			

			
				Tureis smiled and said, “One of my gifts with the Matya is that I have an ability to connect to another person’s mind.”

				“You can read minds?” Seth asked enthusiastically. “That’s wild!”

				“Not really read minds like you’re thinking,” said Tureis. “It’s more of a connection where I can feel their feelings and sense things about them.”

				“So you can’t understand their thoughts?” Ailish asked, obviously confused.

				“It’s more like understanding their emotions and how they’re feeling,” said Tureis. “After I make a connection with them I am sometimes able to help change their emotions. Like that man in the alley just now. He was scared and confused. I helped him calm down and not be afraid.”

				“But how did you get him to leave?” Ailish asked. “Did he just feel better and decide to leave on his own?”

				“Sort of,” answered Tureis. “I actually implanted a suggestion into his mind. I told him to go shopping and there was nothing to fear.”

				“So you can control people’s minds?” Ailish asked with concern on her face.

				“No. I can’t control anyone,” said Tureis. “It actually took me a lot of studying to figure out why the person does what I am thinking.” He moved over and sat down at the table. He folded his hands together and leaned forward staring at the sword still laying in the center of the table.

				After a minute of silence, Ailish leaned over and placed a hand on his shoulder but said nothing. “I was reading a book in the castle about gifts of the Matya,” he said. “One of the gifts involves promptings or suggestions. When my Matya connects with theirs I can sense their feelings and emotions. I am also able to place suggestions into their mind.”

				“So you can control a person then,” said Seth.

				Tureis shook his head, “No. I cannot control a person. I can suggest to them to do certain things, but a person is always free to choose whether or not to follow those suggestions. They don’t have to do what I suggest, but it becomes an option for them. Because of their free agency, I cannot control them.”

				They remained quiet for a minute when Tureis began to chuckle to himself. “What’s so funny?” asked Ailish.

			

			
				He looked at them smiling. “I actually tested this out,” Tureis said. “That’s how I know it truly can’t overcome free agency.”

				“Wait,” said Seth holding up his hands as if stopping Tureis. “You tested this? On us?”

				“No. No. I never tested it on you,” he said. “To be truthful, I’ve never used my Matya on either of you.”

				Both of them sat at the table staring at Tureis, confused. “I went to the market,” he said with some embarrassment. “I tested it on people in the town square.”

				Seth laughed and said, “You went to the market and tried to control them? I wish I could’ve seen that!”

				Ailish stared at Seth and gave him a very disappointed look. “How did you do that?” she asked.

				Tureis shifted uncomfortably in his seat. He cleared his throat and said, “I would focus on a person and suggest to them to do certain things. Sometimes they would do it and sometimes they wouldn’t.” 

				Ailish sat there with her mouth open wide, speechless.  Seth began to laugh. “What did you tell people to do?” he asked.

				“I would tell them to do all kinds of things,” he said. “Like to fix their hair or touch their ear, or move something from one side of the shop to another.” He paused for a moment. Soon a smile crossed his face and he said, “The best one was once I told the blacksmith to go buy some flowers and give them to the maid at the tavern in town.”

				“You didn’t!” Ailish exclaimed. “Did he do it?”

				Tureis nodded his head and said, “He sure did. Afterwards I felt bad though, because after he gave her the flowers, she slapped him pretty hard. When the blacksmith left he seemed pretty confused. That’s when I stopped practicing on the people at the town square.”

				Seth was laughing even harder now. Even Ailish couldn’t keep herself from laughing. After a good laugh they calmed down and became serious. “So, how are we going to do this tonight?” asked Seth. “It’s still early afternoon, but we need to come up with a plan.”

				“What do you think, Tureis?” asked Ailish.

				At that moment, Tureis placed his hand into his pocket. Immediately he sat up straight and with urgency in his voice said “We need to leave.”

			

			
				“Leave? Why do we need to leave?” asked Seth.

				Tureis looked at Ailish and simply said, “We need to leave.”

				Seth looked incredulous, “Am I missing something? Why do we need to leave? Where will we go?”

				Ailish turned to Seth and gave him a stern glare, “If Tureis says we need to go, we need to go. I’ve seen his face like this a few times and he’s serious.” Turning back to Tureis she asked, “Where will we go?”

				Tureis thought for a minute, while keeping his hand in his pocket, “I have a place we can go,” he said.

				“Where?” asked Seth.

				Tureis turned to Seth and asked, “When we are out on adventures and we get into trouble, have I ever got us caught?”

				“No,” he replied.

				Ailish said, “I’ve been with him a few times and he gets this face and says something like, jump in here or duck over there. I look at him like he’s crazy, but I do it. Every time something bad would have happened if I wouldn’t have listened. I trust him.”

				“Seth, do you trust me?” he asked. “I promise not to get us caught. I have a place we can go that no one knows about.”

				Seth was still not too sure. He folded his arms and looked back and forth between them. When it seemed they would not change their mind, he said “Ok. Let’s go.”

				Quickly, they gathered their things. They exited the alley and walked across the square to the road leading to Darish. From behind them erupted the sound of horses coming to an abrupt stop. They turned around and saw two members of the King’s Guard dismount their horses and run up the alley to the yard behind the bookstore. 

				The three of them ducked behind a large rock at the side of the road and watched. After a minute nothing seemed to happen and no one came back down the alley. 

				“Come on. Let’s go!” Seth said.

				Seth began to get up and leave. Tureis pulled him back down, “Wait! Not yet!” Tureis whispered. 

				Just then the two guards came back down the alley, one of them was holding the sword they’d left on the table. They walked through the square searching for something or someone. They scanned all the people and looked in shops and behind carts with no luck.

			

			
				“They’re gone. Let’s go,” said Seth

				Tureis, again with his hand in his pocket said, “Hold on.”

				 One of the guards came out of a store and stood facing directly at them, his hands shielding the sun from his eyes, panning side to side. Not seeing whomever it was he was searching for, the guard turned around and went back inside the store.

				Tureis stood, “Now! Let’s go.” 

				They stood and briefly walked backwards down the road, watching for the guards to reappear. When they were safely out of sight of the shops they turned and walked down the road toward Darish. Seth turned to Tureis and asked, “How did you do that? How did you know what to do so we didn’t get caught?”

				Tureis just smiled. “Another secret.” Tureis placed his hand into his pocket as the three of them continued their walk to Darish.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 6

				- Preparation -

				The walk back to Darish was quiet as each of them reflected on the recent events. So much had happened in just a short amount of time. Tureis smiled to himself as he thought about the days events. For so long he had wanted to tell his friends about some of the gifts he’d developed with the Matya. Every time the thought to share the information about his gifts had come to him, he would shake it off, thinking he would tell his friends at a later time.  He was happy he’d shared one of his gifts with his friends today. It felt as if a small burden had been lifted from his shoulders.

				He stopped at the bend in the road. “I’ve been thinking a lot about what you said earlier, Seth,” he said.

				“About what?” asked Seth.

				“What you said about secrets,” said Tureis. “How you’ve had this secret of getting into and out of the castle your whole life.”

				Seth nodded. “I understand how that secret is yours and you hold onto it,” Tureis said before pausing to organize his thoughts. This was not going well. His thoughts were all jumbled. He was about to share a secret with them but he was having a hard time with the words. After a moment he continued. “Sort of like you’re afraid to share it with anyone because then you lose a part of you.”

				“I guess that’s what I was talking about. What are you trying to say?” asked Seth, clearly confused.

				Tureis had thought about this moment the entire walk back into Darish. He’d also struggled with this same thing for a long time. The idea of giving up part of his secret life; a part of his life that brought him so much peace and comfort. Tureis had thought about this day, the day of sharing secrets, for a very long time. He shook his head to clear his thoughts. “I guess what I am trying to say is that I understand why you were reluctant to share that secret with us,” he said.

			

			
				Now it was Ailish that was confused. “What do you mean Tureis?”

				He was beginning to get very frustrated. He was trying to say something but just couldn’t find the right words. He looked at Seth, then at Ailish, and then back to Seth again. Their faces showed concern and confusion at the same time. He wondered what was he really trying to say.

				Without thinking he placed his hand into his pocket and held the sphere. He felt the energy enter his fingers and travel up his arm into his mind. It cleared his mind of the frustration and made his thoughts clear.

				He felt it was the right thing to do, to tell his friends about his secrets. With that calmness and assurance from the sphere, he seemed ready to proceed. The sphere had never led him wrong. Then his thoughts began to wander and he wondered again how the sphere worked and why it helped him so much. But that was a thought to be saved for another day. Right now they needed to get off the road to Darish. The sphere was warning him. They needed to move. 

				Sensing the urgency from the sphere he finally blurted out, “I have some secrets I am ready to share with you. Please follow me.” With that, Tureis turned and quickly moved off the road toward the slot canyon. Seth and Ailish looked at each other, still confused. Seth shrugged his shoulders and they followed behind him. They traveled around the field and down the path towards the large bush, guarding the entrance to the canyon. 

				Tureis stopped at the bush and turned toward the mountain. He stooped down next to the bush and crawled beneath the ledge leading to the inside of the slot canyon. After getting to the other side, he called back, “Come on. Follow me under the ledge. Stay to the right to avoid the needles on the bush.”

				A few minutes later, all three of them were standing on the narrow trail leading through the slot canyon. As they walked through the canyon, Ailish asked, “What is this place?”

			

			
				“It doesn’t really have a name as far as I know,” said Tureis. “It’s just a slot canyon. But it leads directly to the back of my house on the other side of this mountain.”

				“Really! And you never told me about this because…,” said Ailish with just a bit of anger in her voice.

				“Well,” said Tureis. “Because it’s one of my secrets. I found this canyon when I was about five, I think. I used to play here often. It was my secret world, my playground. It was my safe place.”

				They stopped in front of the two massive pine trees growing out of the rock face behind them. “This is my next secret,” said Tureis. He went around the trees and began ascending the path cut out of the rock face. Ailish and Seth followed close behind. They rounded the corner and, to their complete surprise, stopped at the entrance of the cave.

				“What is this?” asked Seth with his eyes wide open and a large smile.

				“This is a safe place where no one will find us,” said Tureis.

				He entered the cave followed closely by Seth and Ailish.  It was still afternoon and the natural sunlight was entering through the opening in the ceiling, lighting the cave and spilling its light onto the rock shelf. 

				Seth sat down at the table and set his bag on the floor. Ailish continued exploring the cave. The light at the back drew her to the shelf and the objects sitting there. Below the shelf were the crates that housed Tureis’ library. She bent down and picked up one of the books, stood and walked over to Tureis who had just sat down at the table. “I remember this book,” she said setting it down in front of Tureis.

				He recognized the book as the one he let her borrow and read that night her Matya was awakened. He picked up the book, rubbed its cover and smiled, “It’s one of my favorites.”

				Ailish smiled, “Mine too.”

				Seth had moved from the table and was exploring the cave. After several minutes he came back to the table. “This place is amazing!” said Seth. He sat back down at the table and took the book from Tureis and read the title out loud, “History of Us. What kind of book is that? That’s a strange book of history. History of Us? Who is ‘Us’?

				Tureis took the book back from Seth, “It’s actually a book about the Matya. It’s sort of a history book about the Matya. It’s not very in depth, but it does provide some good general information.”

			

			
				The Matya was a topic most people didn’t speak about openly. In the Kingdom of Thaven it was generally thought that the Matya was just folklore or legend. Some even thought it was make believe. You had to be very careful not to talk to the wrong person about the Matya. You could get thrown out of a store, beaten or worse, killed. 

				The Matya was treated as a forbidden topic. Those people that believed in the Matya or had their Matya awakened and embraced it, hid it from everyone except those closest to them. They did this primarily out of fear for retribution.

				Seth was a believer and he knew that Ailish had her Matya awakened. He also knew some of the story of how Tureis had his Matya awakened. Because of this, it was a safe topic among them. Still, they very rarely discussed the topic for fear of being overheard.

				“With a name like, History of Us, how would anyone know it’s about the Matya?” Seth asked.

				Tureis smiled, “Time for another secret.”

				He lit an oil lamp and moved it closer to him, then he turned the book over and exposed the back cover. “What I am about to show you is a closely guarded secret of my father’s,” he said. “I learned about this by accident a couple years ago. I was in the castle library with my father one day. I had found a book that looked interesting and was sitting on the floor behind some shelves reading. My father came in with another person and they were discussing books about the Matya. My father told this person how you can quickly tell if the book is about the Matya. When he realized I was sitting there, he made me promise not to tell anyone.”

				He stood and went over to the crates holding the books and retrieved a cloth. He wiped the dust from the back cover and moved the oil lamp closer to the book. “There’s a mark placed on all books about the Matya to help those people who know about it find the books easier. It’s called the oracle’s mark,” Tureis said.

				He took the rag and placed the corner in his mouth. “This book is old and the mark is slightly faded, but it’s still there,” he said. “You can see it if you look close.”

				He took the now moistened rag and wiped a small area on the back of the book in the lower corner right near the binding. Seth and Ailish peered close at the area he had wiped. To their amazement, right there in the corner was a very small silver circle with two arrows in the shape of a ‘V’ in the middle.

			

			
				Ailish rubbed her finger over the area, “Wow! I can almost feel it, like a slight energy to the mark. You say it’s on all books about the Matya?”

				“All real books about the Matya have this mark. My father said that any book that is trying to mislead you or is about the dark Matya will not have that mark. It’s placed there with the Matya, thus the energy you can feel. Those with their Matya awakened can feel the energy of the mark and therefor know it’s a real book that can be trusted.”

				Seth ran his fingers over the mark and said, “I can feel the energy. It’s very faint, but I can feel it.”

				Seth had had his Matya awakened as well, but it wasn’t a story he often shared. He was very secret about it as most people in the castle did not have their Matya awakened. It was also thought that if a ruler were to have the powers associated with the Matya, he would use the power to enslave the people and it would lead to their destruction.

				King Seathan had very powerful Matya. His primary gift was with strategy in war, a fact that very few people knew and a closely guarded secret. A secret that carried death as a penalty.

				Seth had not told his father about his Matya being awakened, since he really only understood some of his gifts, one of which was a gift relating to battle itself. Since his awakening, his skills in battle had grown quickly. Braon thought it was due to his excellent teaching, but Seth knew the Matya was helping him progress at the fast pace everyone saw. He also thought that a gift associated with strategy in war would be a natural gift he possessed since all the kings before and including his father had that gift. 

				His awakening had only occurred about a year previous and it involved his father. Seth was...well, being Seth and sneaking around the castle. He entered the King’s private quarters where his father often met with his military and other leaders. Laying on the table was his father’s sword. He thought it was very strange that his father’s sword would be lying on the table as Seth almost never saw his father without his sword. 

				He moved closer to examine the sword. The silver scabbard was inlaid with gold around the edges and had many rubies and other precious stones adorned down it’s length. The hilt was pure silver with circular patterns of inlaid gold. Attached to the bottom of the hilt was a smooth round silver ball. The blade was polished to a mirror finish and was made from a special hardened steel that wasn’t found anywhere in the surrounding kingdoms. He was told by his father that the sword was very powerful and that it could never fall into the hands of his enemies. 

			

			
				He had never been permitted to touch the sword. Actually, no one was allowed to touch it...ever. Even if the sword was lying on a table just like this, with no one around, it was still forbidden. He focused on the pure silver sphere on the end of the hilt. For a brief second he thought he saw some writing on the front of the sphere. That seemed odd to Seth and he rubbed his eyes. When he looked again, the writing was gone.

				He moved closer when he noticed the writing appear again. As he bent even closer to read the writing he accidently brushed the sphere with his hand. Immediately, a large shock shot through his entire body and knocked him backwards into a chair and left him stunned for several minutes. After regaining his senses, his whole body hurt… a lot! He felt like he’d been hit by a battering ram. After composing himself and allowing some of the pain to subside, he listened to make sure no one was around. Relieved that he was still alone, he quietly left the room. 

				Seth felt embarrassed by this incident, so only Ailish and Tureis even knew about the events of that day. He had never even told his parents about what happened, partly from embarrassment, and partly from the fear of what his father would do knowing he had disobeyed such a strict rule. The incident, although painful and embarrassing, had awakened his Matya and for that he was grateful, but if Seth had his preference, he would rather not have experienced so much pain.

				He sat back in his chair as his thoughts of the past faded and looked at his two friends. “So...what is this idea of rescuing Braon?”he asked.

				Tureis shrugged his shoulders as if to give Ailish permission to take the lead in the discussion. “Well...it’s sort of an idea, but we don’t actually have a plan yet.” said Ailish.

				“We know we need to be able to get into the castle and find Braon; free him from the stockade and get out of the castle. All of this without being detected,” said Tureis.

				“That’s where the idea of using your secret entrance came into play,” Ailish added. “We were hoping to use it to get into and out of the castle.”

			

			
				“Ok,” said Seth.

				“Ok?” questioned Tureis. “Are you thinking of changing your mind?”

				“No. I’ll show you my entrance,” said Seth. “But you really can’t tell anyone.”

				“Seth! It’s us,” said Ailish. “We would never share a secret with anyone. You should know that.”

				“I know,” he said.

				“Now we need an overall plan,” said Ailish, continuing with the conversation. She began thinking out loud, “Once we are in the castle, how do we find Braon? Once we find him, how do we get him out of the stockades? Once we free Braon how do we get back out? Once we are out where do we go? Well?”

				“Let’s start at the beginning, where does your secret entrance put us in the castle?” asked Tureis.

				“Ultimately, we will end up in the kitchen,” said Seth.

				Ailish sat down and looked at the others. Secretly she knew this was her idea, but she worried inside that they would get caught. Something told her to trust her friends, but she couldn’t help feeling scared. 

				They just stared at each other for a full minute with no one saying a word. Then slowly, the discussion started and the plan began to take shape. After some time, Seth leaned back in his chair and stretched. “So we know what we’re going to do. What do we have to defend ourselves if needed?” he asked.

				Tureis stood up and walked over to a chest sitting on the floor near his small bed. He picked up the chest and set it on the table. Then he retrieved a key from a small stone ledge in the wall of the cave, and brought it back to the table. He inserted the key and lifted the lid of the chest. As they looked inside, Tureis said, “Not much to work with. But it’s all I have by way of weapons.”

				Inside the box, sitting on top of a small crossbow, were two daggers, a long knife, a pair of slings and a small hatchet. Before they could remove anything, Ailish reached over both of them and withdrew the crossbow and six bolts from the bottom of the chest. Neither Seth nor Tureis argued when she took it, since they both knew she was much better with a crossbow than either of them.

			

			
				Tureis took a dagger and a sling and placed them on the table. Seth took the remaining sling and the long knife. Ailish, in addition to the crossbow, took the remaining dagger. Tureis set the small hatchet on the table, closed the chest and returned it to the floor.

				“That’s it?” asked Seth.

				Ailish held up the crossbow, stroking the sides and manipulating the firing mechanism, a large grin on her face. “This is perfect,” she said.

				“Now I’m wishing we had kept the sword,” Seth said.

				With a plan in place and a few basic weapons to use if needed, everything seemed to be ready. Now all they needed was some rest, as this was going to be a long night. 

				When they awoke, the sun had set and the cave was dark. Tureis lit the oil lamp and double checked his bag to make sure all the weapons were still there. Then he closed the bag and sat for a moment rehearsing the plan in his head. Together, they all double checked their gear as they prepared to leave. 

				Tureis sat at the table, his mind racing and full of worry. This was not one of their normal excursions. They wouldn’t be simply exploring and observing the activities of those around them like they’d done on so many occasions. This was an idea that went beyond fun and went directly against the King himself. This wasn’t an excursion; this was treason. 

				If they were caught they would likely be hanged and their families would be shamed for generations. Tureis exhaled deeply as he considered the consequences of what they were about to do and what it could mean for him and his father. Braon had been a lifelong friend and was more like the older brother that Tureis never had. What had happened to Braon felt wrong, and his father appeared to agree. Tureis hoped the actions of himself and his friends tonight would right some wrongs. But more importantly, he hoped they wouldn’t be caught. 

				Out of pure instinct, Tureis reached into his pocket and felt the cool, smooth familiar silver sphere and he felt peace. Knowing the sphere could guide them, he hoped tonight it wouldn’t lead them astray. Their lives and the lives of their families depended on it.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 7

				- Escape -


				“Ok. Where do we go from here?” Ailish asked in a whisper.

				Tureis, Seth and Ailish were standing in the shadows of a large tree near the intersection of the road to Grinnurd and the town square. In the middle of the square is a bridge that leads over a river separating the castle from the towns. Somehow, without using the bridge, they had to get to the other side of the river.

				“Over here,” Seth whispered in response. Seth turned away from the town square and headed down the road toward Grinnurd. 

				“Where are we going?” asked Ailish.

				“Just follow me,” said Seth.

				They continued for some distance when Seth suddenly turned off the road. They walked through a field until they came to the river’s edge. This was not an extremely wide river, but the current was swift and swimming across was not for the weak. 

				“Are we swimming across? I don’t remember you ever being soaked when you meet up with us,” said Tureis.

				“No. It’s deeper than it looks and the current will drag you under. There’s a place upstream we can cross nearly dry,” Seth said.

				As they continued walking upstream, Seth periodically put one foot into the water as if searching for something. After several attempts Ailish asked, “What’s wrong? What are you looking for?”

				Seth looked up at the sky. “I’m trying to find a special step. It’s so dark I’m having a hard time orienting myself,” said Seth. The moon was very small tonight, just a sliver was visible.

			

			
				They continued walking slowly up the river bank with Seth randomly sticking his foot into the water. After a dozen attempts Seth finally stepped into the water and his foot didn’t sink. “Found it.”

				“What is it?” asked Ailish.

				“Just under the water’s surface are a series of stone steps. Each step is under water and invisible in the darkness. The stones are placed a few feet apart.” Seth explained.

				Ailish must have had a concerned expression on her face because Seth said, “Don’t worry, I’ve done this so many times I know where each stone is placed.”

				“Ok. So how do we find the steps after you cross?” asked Ailish.

				Seth thought for a moment as he scanned the water sizing up each step. “Ok,” he said with confidence. “The steps are pretty wide and the distance between them is roughly the same. I will step to the next stone and leave my back foot on the previous stone. Ailish, you place your foot next to my back foot. I will then take another step and you will follow, leaving your back foot in place for Tureis to follow,” he explained.

				Tureis and Ailish looked at each other and nodded. “Ok, I think we can do that,” said Ailish.

				“Let’s get moving,” said Tureis.

				Seth left his foot on the first step and blindly took another step out into the water. Tureis and Ailish were surprised when he didn’t fall into the water. Ailish placed her foot next to his back foot. Seth took another step and waited. Ailish followed closely behind. Seth continued and Tureis placed his foot on the first step. They continued this way, taking one slow step at a time, with a ripple effect of each of them moving. After several minutes and a few near falls into the river, they reached the other side.

				“Wow! You do that every time?” asked Ailish.

				“Yeah, but because I’ve done it so many times, I can do it at nearly a run.” Seth said.

				“Which way now?” asked Tureis.

				“This way,” Seth resplied.

			

			
				Seth led them toward some trees in the distance. When they reached the trees they realized they were actually standing at the edge of a forest. With so little moonlight tonight, it was hard to see clearly where they were going. 

				“This is Claggem Forest,” Seth explained. “It extends all the way around the castle. We are going to skirt the inside edge of the forest to not be seen. Let’s go.”

				He turned and led them inside the edge of the forest; deep enough to not be seen, but close enough to the edge to keep the castle wall in view. They walked briskly until they arrived at the south west corner of the wall. Guards posted on the wall were making their rounds.

				They slowed and moved deeper into the forest, walking quietly. Seth turned and put a finger to his lips. They nodded and continued walking along the west wall until they came upon the northwest corner. Just around the corner, they quietly made their way through the trees toward the castle until they stood at the wall. They were able to stay hidden as the trees continued right up to the wall.

				Seth looked up to the top of the castle wall and waited. After a minute, two guards walked around the corner and continued across the wall. As soon as the guards were out of sight, Seth motioned for them to follow. He crept closer to the wall and quietly moved some bushes aside revealing a door. Next to the door was a large tree with a hollow opening about five feet up. 

				Blindly, Seth reached into the hollow opening and removed a key. He inserted the key into the lock and slowly turned it until he heard a soft click. Seth opened the door very slowly to prevent the old rusty hinges from squeaking too loudly. When the door was opened just enough to pass through, Seth motioned them to follow and he went inside. Once inside, Seth closed the door and locked it with the key, then he placed the key up on a ledge above the door.

				“Where are we?” whispered Tureis.

				“This is a long forgotten and never used cellar,” said Seth.

				They couldn’t see much of anything as they looked around the dark room. Soon their eyes adjusted to the darkness and they could make out the rough outlines of things around them in stacks and piles, but they were unable to see determine what they were looking at. 

			

			
				“Follow me. We are going toward that light,” said Seth, pointing toward the other side of the large room.

				Ahead of them was a very faint glow coming from the ceiling. As they walked, Tureis realized the light was actually coming from in between the floorboards above them. Just enough light came through the boards to let them see which direction they were going and prevent them from running into things.

				They continued forward until they came to a staircase. Seth ascended the stairs as they followed. When they came to the top of the stairs, Seth paused and put his ear to the door. Hearing no sounds he quietly and slowly opened the door.

				Seeing all was clear, he motioned them to move forward. They entered the door and found themselves inside some sort of a closet. Looking around they saw breads on a shelf and bags of grain on the floor. “This is the bakers pantry,” whispered Seth. “We are in the back of the kitchen near the door to the outside.”

				“Which direction are we going?” whispered Tureis.

				Seth just motioned and opened the door leading from the bakery into the back of the kitchen. Looking around, they found it was empty for the night. Seth exited the closet and moved toward the door that led to the outside of the castle and into the inner courtyard. Opening the outer door just a crack, Seth peered out, looking side to side for any guards that might be patrolling the area. Seeing that the area was empty he opened the door and they emerged from the kitchen quietly closing the door behind them.

				They stood hidden in the shadows of the alcove in front of the door. All along the castle wall was a series of alcoves and doors that led into the courtyard from different areas in the castle. Right now they were located towards the back of the castle on the west wall. The stocks were usually located in a large open area towards the front corner in the middle of the courtyard. This area was also the location of many shops. The blacksmith was in the corner along the outer wall of the courtyard. The butcher was on one side of the blacksmith and on the other side was located the tack shop and a fruit and flower stand. 

				Next to these shops stood a small shack, which housed the guards that operated the large gate. Tonight the gate was closed and three guards were standing behind it at the entrance to the castle. Seth peered around the edge of the alcove and saw no guards. He motioned for the others to follow and together they moved along the castle wall to the next alcove and ducked inside. There was another door in this alcove as well. Seth placed his ear up to the door and all was quiet.

			

			
				Two guards were making their rounds along the top of the outer wall. They shrunk back into the shadows, deep into the alcove and waited for the guards to pass. When the guards passed, the three of them silently moved along the castle wall again ducking into the next alcove. As soon as they found the safety of the darkness in the alcove they heard voices just around the corner from them. “Ay there Braon. Figured one day I’d see you in the stocks, you miserable rat,” one of the guards from the gate said. 

				“You’re just mad because I gave you night gate duty,” Braon said.

				“I didn’t deserve it neither!” exclaimed the angry guard. “I’d been a good guard for a long time. I hate gate duty!” He took a breath, calmed down and spoke quietly into Braon’s ear, “Well, you got what ye deserved.” He spat on Braon’s head and stepped back.

				Again, Seth peered around the alcove and saw all three guards walking around Braon. They all mumbled things to him, spat on him, and a few times they even slapped him.

				“How are we going to get them to leave so we can get to Braon?” asked Ailish.

				Tureis placed his hand into his pocket hoping for the guidance the sphere could provide. But when his hand entered his pocket, nothing was there. Frantically, he searched the pocket over and over to no avail. He ran his hands into all his pockets, but still he couldn’t find the sphere. Where could it be? He remembered checking for the sphere before they left and it was in his pocket where it was supposed to be. But where had the sphere gone? Had he lost it? What would he do? How would they be led? What if they got caught? All these questions and more were going through his mind at once. 

				Tureis took a deep breath; this was not the time to panic. He had been in situations before that were tougher than this. Sure, he had his sphere to help him out those times, but he knew he could figure this out. He just had to stay calm.

				Tureis took another deep breath, “Can you get me closer to them?” He had an idea but they were too far away to ensure it would work. Currently they were about thirty feet away from the guards and the stocks. There was another alcove about twenty feet away. If he could to get to that alcove he felt he’d have a chance of getting the guards to move. 

			

			
				“Can we get to that next alcove?” Tureis asked in a whisper.

				“I think so,” said Seth and he looked around the corner again. Almost immediately he motioned with his hand and disappeared around the corner. Tureis and Ailish quickly followed behind. Safe in the next alcove, they huddled back in the shadows as to not be seen. “How’s this?” whispered Seth.

				Carefully, Tureis looked around the corner. The guards were still milling about, talking to and cursing at Braon. Tureis came back to the shadows, “I think it will work. They’re a bit of a distance away so I’ll need to really focus. Let me know if anyone approaches.”

				Tureis moved back to the corner and leaned his back against the wall. He bowed his head, placing his fingers on his forehead, and took a deep breath. As soon as he relaxed, his mind began searching for the thoughts and feelings of the guards.

				The first thoughts he came upon were not what he expected. The thoughts were clear and organized, with direction and purpose. To Tureis, this didn’t seem like the thoughts of a guard. He continued to probe deeper into the thoughts. He saw calmness and panic, order and confusion, peace and turmoil. Clearly these were the thoughts of someone conflicted. As he probed deeper...and deeper...something became clear.

				Tureis jerked his head up with a start and gasped.  He covered his mouth and bent over, nearly collapsing. Ailish and Seth each grabbed an arm and helped him back up. For a few tense seconds, they listened for any sounds of running guards. Hearing nothing they looked back at Tureis, “What happened?” whispered Ailish.

				“I don’t know.” answered Tureis. He was leaning in the corner and breathing heavily. “I was in Braon’s thoughts when I saw something. I can’t explain what it was just a feeling mostly. Then I was shut out of his mind. I’ve never had that happen before.”

				“Are you ok? Is this going to work? Do we need another plan?” whispered Seth.

				“I’m alright. Give me another try,” insisted Tureis.

			

			
				This time Tureis walked out of the shadows to the corner and leaned up against the wall. He took several breaths and lowered his head. As his thoughts reached out he came upon the same feelings again and was immediately shut out. He thought it strange that someone could sense him and could shut him out so quickly and effectively.

				He concentrated and continued to search. Within moments he came upon some feelings that were full of anger and bitterness. The thoughts seemed to be scattered and disorganized. Tureis realized this must be one of the guards. As he expanded his search he located similar feelings and determined he must have found the other two guards. 

				Tureis had never before connected with more than one person at a time. Whatever he suggested would have to be simple, he thought. He didn’t know if he would have enough energy to keep this up for too long. Tureis thought of what he could suggest to the guards that would get them to leave. The first thought that came to him would have to work. He focused on all three guards, suggesting pain, extreme discomfort and a sense of urgency.

				“I don’t feel so good,” said one guard

				“Me either,” said a second guard.

				Without saying anything, the third guard broke into a panic filled run straight toward the guards shack. The other two took off right behind him, shouting. Tureis took a deep breath and looked up. He was still leaning against the wall and feeling weak. “You better get moving,” he said between deep breaths. “You won’t have long. I’ll wait here and rest for a minute. I’ll be ready when you get back.”

				They took off running around the corner straight toward Braon. They paused as they approached him and stole a quick glance at the guard shack. Seeing there was no movement, they continued up to Braon. 

				“Hey there,” said Ailish.

				Braon looked up surprised. “What are you doing here?” Braon asked in a whisper.

				“Getting you out of here,” said Seth.

				“Yeah. This isn’t right. You shouldn’t be in here.” said Ailish.

				Seth went to work examining the stocks. Lucky for them, Braon was only placed in stocks reserved for minor offenses. These weren’t as heavily made as those reserved for criminals of a more serious nature. 

			

			
				The stocks had a sturdy base planted in the ground. A thick wooden post came up from the ground on the outside of the stock. From the post extended two large jaws with a hole for each hand and one large hole for a person’s neck. The two jaws were connected with a hinge at one end and a lock on the other. 

				Braon was a large man and the stocks fit snug over his wrists and neck. However, the stocks were tall enough that it allowed him to stand with only a mild hunch to his back. “I meant what are you doing?” Braon asked. “If you get caught they will kill you for treason. Even you, Seth. You’ll get severely punished and maybe even killed!”

				Seth wasn’t listening, he was busy examining the lock holding the jaws together. He set his bag down and opened the top. He removed a very small wire and bent it in half. He inserted both halves of the wire into the lock, closed his eyes and gently moved the ends of the wire back and forth. Almost immediately the lock snapped open and the jaws of the stock began to raise. Braon stood up and stretched for a brief moment “We need to get out of here,” said Seth.

				“Come on. This way,” whispered Ailish.

				She led them back to the alcove where Tureis was waiting. He was thoroughly searching his bag for the missing sphere. When they arrived, Tureis picked up his bag and slung it over his shoulder. He was full of frustration at the loss of the sphere, but he was ready to go.

				Seth caught up to them and entered the alcove. “Let’s go before they realize he’s gone and come looking for us,” he said. Without waiting for a reply Seth turned, looked around the corner of the alcove and disappeared. The others followed. They quickly made it to the door into the kitchen. As Seth opened the door, the hinges made a very loud squeak.

				“Hey! Who’s there?” shouted a guard from the top of the wall.

				Immediately, guards began running toward the sound. “Over there, by the kitchen!” another guard shouted from the wall. The commotion seemed to rouse the guards in the shack and they quickly came around the corner, running toward the group of fleeing people. Seth didn’t wait to see who was coming after him as he threw the door open and ran back into the kitchen. The rest of the group followed close behind. 

				“Quick! Hurry! Into the pantry,” said Seth.

			

			
				The guards were getting closer to the door. The group moved as fast as they could across the floor in the near dark toward the baker’s pantry. Tureis brought up the rear. As he was entering the pantry, Tureis heard the guards from the shack enter the alcove. 

				Tureis ran through the door and Seth quickly shut the door behind him. All of them had made it into the room without being seen. They all stood still, breathing heavily. Seth turned with a finger to his lips and gave a quiet, “Shhh!”

				They fell silent. Seth turned back to the door and placed his ear against it to hear the commotion outside. He placed his hand on the door over the lock, closed his eyes and took a deep breath. After a minute of trying to manipulate the lock, he opened his eyes and shook his head. More sounds came from the kitchen on the other side of the door and Seth placed an ear to the door again and listened. 

				When the commotion outside died down Seth placed his hand over the lock a second time, closed his eyes and took some deep breaths. After a brief moment a very quiet, “click,” was heard by everyone in the pantry. Seth backed away from the door into the back of the pantry with the rest of the group. “What did you do?” Ailish asked in a very quiet whisper.

				Seth leaned down and whispered into her ear, “Locked the door.”

				All of a sudden a loud rattle sounded and the door to the pantry shook violently. The guards were going through the kitchen and systematically trying and opening all the doors searching for them. After repeated attempts to open the door the shaking finally stopped and the guards moved on.

				A minute later Braon whispered, “I don’t hear anybody out there any longer. Normal protocol would have them move together to check another location. Should be safe to move.”

				Slowly, they all got to their feet. Seth moved over and opened the door to the cellar. He moved down the steps into the extreme darkness. Braon followed next, then Ailish with Turis in the rear. Tureis silently closed the door behind them and continued into the darkness.

				Together, they worked their way across the room to the outer door. They stopped and Seth retrieved the key from the ledge above the door. Before Seth could unlock the door, Braon placed his hand on Seth’s arm and whispered, “Not yet. They’ll be searching the forest around the castle for a while longer. We should wait.”

			

			
				Tureis sat down against the wall and placed his bag on the floor. Then he opened his bag and searched it once more, hoping to find the sphere. If there was ever a time he could use its help, it was now. How had they gotten this far without being caught? They had been very lucky. If there were guards out in the forest searching for them, they needed to know which way to go to avoid them. Tureis continued searching through his bag and the pockets in his cloak with no luck.

				“What are you looking for?” asked Ailish.

				“Oh nothing. Just something I misplaced.” said Tureis. He finally gave up searching and packed the gear back into his bag.

				“Since we’ll be waiting here for a while, I just wanted to say thanks for rescuing me,” Braon said. “I owe you all a great debt.”

				“We didn’t think it was right what they did to you,” Ailish responded.

				“I must admit, I was rather surprised myself,” said Braon.

				“So, we must know...did you do what they said you did?” asked Seth directly.

				“What did they say I did?” asked Braon.

				“They said you stole the king’s horse and went for a ride around the courtyard, then tied it up at the blacksmiths and went to sleep in the woodpile,” said Ailish.

				Braon stood up and took a few steps into the dark, thinking about what Ailish said. He returned rubbing his chin and staring at the ground thinking, “All I remember about that night is having a couple drinks with Emron and walking towards home. I woke up in the woodpile, but I don’t know how I got there.”

				Braon sat back down shaking his head. “I can’t imagine ever doing something like that,” he said quietly almost as if to himself. 

				“We knew it,” said Ailish.

				“You’ve been such a good friend over the years, we just couldn’t see you being treated that way,” said Tureis.

				“I tried to tell Emmett that same thing and he just asked me how else I could explain waking up in the wood pile,” said Braon. “I really had no idea. He said since there was no proof I was set up, then I must’ve done it.”

			

			
				“Well, you’re out now,” said Seth.

				“Yeah. Question is, where to go?” asked Tureis.

				“Why do you say that?” asked Ailish.

				“He can’t very well stay here,” said Tureis. “Do you have anyplace you can go?”

				“I think I will go to Kurith,” said Braon. “I have a friend there that’s a blacksmith and a former member of the King’s Guard. I can stay with him.”

				They sat back again on the wall and rested, all the while listening for any sound of the Guard getting close. 

				“What do ya think?” Seth asked Tureis after several hours. “We’ve waited for most of the night and It’s going to be light in a couple hours. I think we should get going.”

				“Yeah, I guess,” responded Tureis. Tureis was very unsure of himself. What he wouldn’t give to have his sphere with him right now.

				“I agree,” said Braon. “We do need to get going if we’re to get away from here in the dark.”

				“Ok then. Let’s go,” said Seth.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 8

				- Banished -


				Slowly, Seth cracked open the door and looked out. He saw no one, and heard nothing. Carefully, he opened the door further and they all exited the castle. Seth closed and locked the door behind them and replaced the key inside the hollow of the tree. They quickly moved into the forest and took cover behind some trees. Braon moved outside the trees slightly, surveying their surroundings. There was no movement in the woods and no guards visible on top of the wall. 

				Seth took the lead and headed back around the castle, toward the river. They stayed further inside the forest this time so they could better avoid anyone approaching. Moving quickly, they made their way toward the river. Tureis stayed in the rear, periodically turning around to check behind them, making sure no one suddenly appeared. He also continued to search his pockets, hoping he would somehow feel the sphere, but it was not to be.

				He was happy to follow Seth and valued him as a friend, but Seth tended to follow his gut without any thought of what was going on around him. He could be like like a bull in a chicken coop; somehow got inside, but not sure what to do now that he’s there except destroy the place. Where Seth was impulsive and bold, Tureis was careful and calculated. Because of this, they worked well together. Tureis just hoped Seth knew where he was going, because Tureis was truly lost, especially without the sphere.

				As they moved along, further away from the castle and deeper into the forest, Tureis became even more turned around. It was still dark and the castle was no longer in view. As they walked, Tureis continued looking around and behind them, but nothing looked familiar. 

			

			
				“Hey! Seth!” Tureis said in a muted shout. “Where are we?” They stopped walking for a minute and gathered around.

				“Do you know where we are?” asked Tureis.

				Seth looked around and then pointed. “The river is over there. I just figured we should get further into the forest to better avoid the Guard.”

				“Are you sure?” asked Ailish. “Maybe I’m turned around, but it seems like the river should be over there.” She pointed in a direction opposite of Seth. 

				Braon stood up straight and looked around. “I’ve been in this forest many times and I think the river is over there,” he said pointing in yet a third direction.

				Ailish looked around and noticed a large hill of boulders. “Hey! Over there!” she said pointing toward the boulders. “We can climb up the boulders and get a better view.” They followed Ailish as she led them toward the hill of boulders. 

				As they walked, the hairs on Tureis’ neck suddenly stood up, causing him to stop and look around. He had a feeling that they were being watched, but he saw nothing. There was something familiar about the feeling, but he couldn’t put a finger on what it was. Satisfied, after scanning the area and not seeing anything, he turned back toward the hill catching up with his companions.

				Tureis froze. The feeling was back. Now the hairs on the back of his neck stood straight up. Slowly he turned around expecting to see someone standing there, but again saw nothing.

				“Who’s going to climb the hill?” asked Seth.

				“I’ll do it,” said Braon. “I’m a fast climber.”

				Before anyone had a chance to respond, Braon immediately began climbing the boulders. Tureis felt that uneasy feeling again and desperately wanted to get back to the safety of the cave. He turned around and jumped back as he saw two figures approaching. He nearly fell backwards over a small boulder trying to escape. Regaining his footing, he scampered towards the boulders in an attempt to climb to freedom.

				“Stop!” a voice said with some authority. They all stopped and turned around. Tureis thought the voice sounded familiar. It was still very dark and they could only see the outlines of two dark figures coming towards them.

			

			
				Reflexively, they all backed up, unsure who was coming at them. Seth already had his long knife out, ready for a fight. Tureis removed his dagger from his waistband and held it pointed toward the figures. Somehow, with amazing speed, Ailish had the crossbow out and drawn, with a bolt locked in place, and stood with it pointed at the approaching figures.

				Cautiously, the figures approached, their hands raised in the air. Tureis struggled in the darkness to make out any details as to who they were. As they got closer, it became clear they weren’t holding any weapons. Closer and closer they came. Suddenly, Tureis had another feeling come over him causing him feel calm and at peace. Almost at the same time, all three of them lowered their weapons and took a deep breath. Instantly, Tureis wondered if one of them was manipulating their minds, putting them at ease.

				“Tureis! Ailish! Seth!” said the voice.

				They all paused, Seth and Tureis looking at Ailish.

				“Father?” asked Ailish with some uncertainty as to why her father would be in the woods looking for them and how they could’ve found them.

				“Hello Ailish,” said Emmett in a calm hushed tone.

				“Hello Tureis. Seth,” said a calm second voice.

				“Hello father,” Tureis said, with no surprise in his voice. “Why are you here? More importantly, how’d you know we were here?”

				“You don’t sound too surprised to see us, Tureis,” said Elis. “Why is that?”

				Tureis answered with some boldness that was laced with frustration, “I felt something familiar a while ago; something with the Matya. I couldn’t place it exactly, but it seemed too familiar. What I was feeling must have been you.”

				“Very good,” said Emmett as he turned and spoke to Elis. “I was right when I thought it would be difficult to sneak up on them.”

				“So how did you find us?” asked Ailish.

				Elis smiled a half smile and slightly cocked his head to one side, all the while maintaining eye contact with Tureis. Then slowly and deliberately Elis placed his hand into his pocket. Tureis’ eyes got wide and his mouth fell open with an audible gasp. From his pocket, Elis removed a pure silver sphere, exactly like the one Turis was currently missing.

			

			
				More questions than answers came to his mind. Did his dad have his sphere? How did he know about the sphere? How did he get it? So many more questions needed to be answered. But before he could get his first question out he was cut off.

				“Where’s Braon?” asked Emmett.

				They all turned and looked up the hill of boulders. He was nowhere to be seen. It appeared as if he was gone, and given the fact that they had just been caught by the captain of the guard, it was probably in his best interest to keep running. Ailish turned around, dropped her shoulders, crestfallen, and said, “He’s gone. I can’t believe he left us.”

				“Given the circumstances, it’s probably for the best,” said Tureis, gesturing toward their fathers.

				“I guess so,” Ailish said, although not convincingly.

				Tureis turned toward his father and their eyes met. As their eyes locked on each other he got right to the point. “So. What are you going to do with us?” asked Tureis, maintaining the eye contact with his father.

				Elis broke eye contact with Tureis and turned to face Emmett with a questioning look. This situation was a little awkward. The captain of the guard just caught the people responsible for breaking a prisoner out of the stocks; a crime punishable by death or at the very least a long time in prison. The people caught just so happen to be the daughter of the captain of the guard and her friends; one of which is the king’s own son. And the person they helped to break free of the stocks has officially escaped.

				This was a dilemma. What would they do? Elis and Emmett continued to look at each other as if reading each other’s thoughts until they both smiled. “We’re letting you go,” said Emmett with a smile.

				All three of them gasped, “What?” they said simultaneously.

				“On one condition,” continued Emmett.

				Ailish, Tureis and Seth looked at one another, contemplating what the condition could possibly be. Tureis stepped up and became the spokesperson for the group. “What’s the condition?” he asked.

			

			
				Emmett motioned over toward the the boulders. “Why don’t we go over here and sit down?”

				Together they all moved over toward the base of the hill and sat down on some smaller boulders. Emmett and Elis stood off a short distance talking in hushed voices and making random hand gestures. They didn’t appear to be upset at each other, but they did seem to be having a mild disagreement about something. After a minute they both joined them and found a seat on the boulders. 

				By now the sky was becoming lighter. The stars were no longer visible and the moon was setting. The sun would be up soon. Emmett sat back and looked to the sky, as if hoping for help from above as he had this conversation. He looked back toward the group and took a deep breath. “It seems you have been caught breaking a prisoner out of the stocks,” he began. “In essence, this is treason, and in this situation is a crime punishable by prison.”

				“So here’s the dilemma,” Elis interrupted. “We know you three were the ones who broke Braon out of the stocks. The guards know someone broke Braon out of the stocks, but they don’t know it was you. The guards think, at this point anyway, that whoever it was got away. We caught you. Braon is gone and therefore can’t be brought back to….”

				“But, what you did to him was wrong!” Ailish interjected. “There’s no way he did it! He said it himself! You know him, father, and yet still you punished him like that!” Ailish was now on her feet and breathing hard as she faced her father. “How could you do that?”

				Emmett took a breath and said as calmly as he could, “I am not one to argue with the King’s wishes.” Emmett paused again, to prevent his temper from rising. “Besides, the reasons for determining his guilt are not anything I need to defend to anyone.”
  Elis spoke up, “Unrelated to the reasons, the fact still exists that you did actually break him out of the stocks.”

				“Thus the dilemma,” said Emmett.

				Elis continued, “We were speaking just now as to what exactly to do with you. We have decided to let you go on one condition. Emmett wants to let you go back to your normal life since no one knows about what happened. His condition was that you no longer associate with each other, including Seth not sneaking out of the castle any longer. In essence discontinuing your friendship and moving on separately.”

			

			
				“What! There’s no way I’m staying in the castle all day everyday!” Seth exclaimed.

				“I don’t know if I can do that either, father,” said Ailish.

				“Hold on. Hold on,” said Emmett, holding his hands up hoping to calm his daughter down.

				Tureis just sat there observing the situation, staring at Emmett. He sensed there was more to this than they were telling them. “What’s the real condition?” asked Tureis.

				“What are you talking about?” Seth asked. “They just explained it.”

				Tureis shook his head. He had been peeking into Emmett’s mind and could sense a feeling of uncertainty and conflict. He could sense worry over his daughter. He truly wanted to just let them go, but he knew there needed to be consequences for their actions.

				Maybe that was the conflict Tureis sensed. He didn’t understand the feeling, but he felt a similar feeling with Braon earlier this evening. When he felt they were being watched earlier there was also another feeling there he couldn’t explain. He was sure some of that was his father’s Matya as he had sensed it on many occasions the past few years. There was also a feeling from his father as well. He couldn’t tell exactly what it was, but it was internal conflict and uncertainty, similar to Emmett and Braon. For whatever reason all three of them felt conflicted and unsure. He would have to remember this and In time, maybe, he would understand why.

				Boldly, Tureis asked again, “What’s the real condition?”

				“Why do you say that?” Elis asked.

				“We just committed a high treasonous crime,” said Tureis. “You are both men of honor. To let us go with a slap on the hand would be dishonorable. You are also men who obey the law of the land and you have taught us to do the same. To turn your back on the law would also be dishonorable. Not only that, but if King Seathan were to find out what you’ve done, he could have you hanged.”

				Elis and Emmett sat there, speechless. They truly didn’t know how to respond to that statement. After a minute, Emmett put his head down and spoke slowly and directly, choosing his words carefully. “Ok. I’ll just say it then. The condition is...the three of you must leave the kingdom.”

			

			
				Emmett stopped speaking at that moment and looked up, measuring their reaction. The three of them were completely dumbfounded. No one spoke. After a minute, Ailish raised her head and in a hushed voice asked, “So are we being...banished?”

				Elis nodded slightly and said, “In a manner of speaking.”

				“Wait! What?” asked Seth, obviously confused.

				“What do you mean, in a manner of speaking?” asked Tureis.

				“It’s time for all of you to get some direction and training. By banishing you from the kingdom you are free to seek the training you need.”

				Seth, still very confused could only reply with, “Wait! What?”

				Ailish thought she understood what they might be talking about, thinking they meant training and direction with regards to the Matya. But, she had never told her father that her Matya had been awakened. How did he know? To test her theory she replied, “Do you mean training to fight to become a warrior or something?”

				“Something,” replied Emmett. “A warrior maybe, but not in the sense you may mean.”

				Tureis fully understood what they meant. At just this moment, he realized that if he could sense his father’s emotions and feel his father’s Matya, then it would also be possible that his father could sense his emotions and feel his Matya as well. It made perfect sense. He didn’t know why he didn’t realize this before.

				“The kind of training you say we need involves what then?” asked Tureis

				“It involves a journey, some learning, some guidance, and I am sure some tests along the way,” said Elis

				“Ok. Can you be more specific about the journey?” asked Tureis.

				Emmett stood up straight and cleared his throat, “The journey involves a specific destination. You must search for and find the Oracle. The Oracle will receive you, and while there, teach and help to train you and give you direction.”

				Elis continued, “It’s that direction we hope will contain your...how shall I say this... after hours excursions and improve your decision making...we hope.”

			

			
				“The Oracle?” asked Seth. “I thought that was just a story. Just made up to scare kids. Make them not want to use the Matya.”

				“I assure you the Oracle is real,” said Elis. “The stories are just made up by people looking for a reason to hate the Matya.”

				Ailish and Tureis looked at each other, both of them understanding where this conversation was going. “So what about the Matya?” asked Tureis. “Why are we discussing the Matya?” Tureis was probing for information. They seemed to know more then they were saying. 

				Elis looked straight at Tureis, “We are talking about this journey because we know all of you have had your Matya awakened and you all need guidance.”

				It was as if they’d been struck by lightning, freezing them where they stood. Each of them thought that no one other than their small group was aware of their awakenings. Tureis was the first to come out of the trance, “How long have you known, Father?”

				“Since the day it happened,” said Elis.

				This shocked Tureis even more. He hadn’t expected that answer. For a long moment Tureis just stood there staring at his father. So many questions filled his mind. Finally, he asked, “Why didn’t you tell me you knew?”

				“I figured you would tell me soon after it happened, because you were so young,” said Elis. “When you didn’t, I decided to let you to learn on your own. I thought when the time was right for you, you would tell me.”

				“Father. You knew?” asked Ailish.

				“Yes I did,” said Emmett with a smile. Emmett turned and spoke to Seth. “And yes Seth, King Seathan knows too. He also knows how it happened... and he’s not upset.” Seth took a breath and managed a weak smile.

				Elis looked at all three of them. “Just as Tureis could sense our Matya as we found you,” he said. “When you’ve had some guidance you all will be able to sense the Matya in others. When your Matya was awakened we could sense the difference immediately, because we knew what it felt like. It’s something you will learn as well...in time.” They paused for a moment, letting the information sink in.

			

			
				“And the guidance? What does that involve?” asked Seth.

				“You said “warrior of sorts.” What does that mean?” asked Ailish.

				Emmett paused for a minute, thinking of how to answer the questions. “As you meet with the Oracle, she will guide you, teach you, and help you understand the gifts you have with the Matya. She will also help give you a direction and teach you how to increase your power and focus.” Emmett paused for a moment. He could go on for hours about all the things the Oracle could teach them, but now was not the time to get into it. “As for the warrior idea,” he continued. “As your power and knowledge with the Matya increases, you can be a force for good in the kingdom and in essence become a sort of warrior. You just need to be patient and trust what I am saying.”

				Elis held up his hands before any more questions could be asked, “I know there are likely a hundred questions you have going on in your heads right now, but unfortunately, now is not the time to answer them. You three must get out of the city. The sun will be coming up soon and you don’t need to be seen walking out of the city.”

				“Yes.” Emmett agreed. “It will raise too many questions.”

				“We will tell people you have left the city on an errand for King Seathan,” Elis explained. “It will preserve your honor and prevent too many questions.”

				“We will also tell King Seathan, in its entirety, what happened here tonight,” added Emmett. “I know he will understand. King Seathan is an understanding and honorable king if the truth is told. He will understand, I am confident.”

				“When you have met with the Oracle and received her guidance, you will be free to return to Thaven, with this event behind you and your honor intact,” said Elis. “Until then, consider yourselves banished. Try to remain undetected as you journey to the Oracle. Too many questions...if you understand.”

				They understood. Tureis wanted to ask his father so many questions. He felt a thrill knowing that his father had known about his Matya, yet had allowed him to learn by himself. He didn’t know why this was a thrill to him, but for now he would choose to make it a good memory.

			

			
				“Tureis, can I talk to you in private?” his father asked, snapping him out of his thoughts. Together they moved into the forest a short distance and stopped. “Son. May I first say how proud I am of the progress you have made learning and studying on your own,” said Elis “You are very powerful with the Matya. I’ve known this for some time.”

				“Thanks, Father. That means a lot to me,” said Tureis.

				“We don’t have a lot of time, so I am going to give you some quick fatherly advice. First of all, you need to be a leader of this group. Your Matya is more powerful than anyone I have ever seen at your age. To be honest, I have rarely seen as much power in an experienced adult either. Your Matya can be a guide to you and your group. Trust it. Use it. Practice. Learn.”

				“I try to study any chance I get,” said Tureis.

				Elis continued, speaking quickly. There was so much he wanted to say to his son, things he’d meant to teach him for a long time, but the darkness was fading and it would be light soon. There just wasn’t time. “There are a couple wise sayings I have tried to live by,” he finally said. “Understanding the Matya as I do I have come to firmly believe that ‘knowledge is power.’ The second key to success with the Matya is to understand that ‘there’s no skill in life that is ever mastered without practice.’ I try to remember them even now. If you fail to learn or practice, your skills will drop. You will lose your power.”

				Tureis nodded and said, “Ok. I can remember that.”

				“Also you need to lead them throughout the kingdom so they won’t be seen or discovered. You know what you need to use to do that.” said Elis looking directly into his eyes in a way that actually scared Tureis a little.

				“And what is it that I need to use?” Tureis asked.

				“It’s in your pocket. Your sphere.” said Elis

				Tureis’ eyes widened at the surprise. How had his father known about the sphere, let alone that it should be in his pocket?

				Tureis hung his head, “I seem to have lost the sphere. I can’t find it.”

				Elis smiled and put a hand on his son’s shoulder. “I couldn’t have you using it to escape us finding you. I used my sphere to sort of hide yours so you couldn’t use it. It’s been there all along.”

			

			
				“But... you hid it even before we helped Braon escape the stocks? How did you…,” Tureis began.

				“With everything that happened around this dilemma Braon seemed to find himself in, we had a suspicion that you three would try something to help him. Although this was more than we thought you would do, but I’ve been monitoring you all night,” Elis admitted.

				“What happened with Braon? What are you not telling me?” asked Tureis thinking about his earlier feelings.

				“Unfortunately there’s not time now to explain it further,” said Elis. “It’s nothing you need to concern yourself with. Just find the Oracle and things should become clear.”

				Tureis put his hand into his pocket and, true to what his father said, the sphere was there. Tureis removed the sphere and gazed upon the shiny surface.. He felt the energy as he moved his fingers across its smooth surface. He was happy to have it back in his pocket.

				“How did you hide it?” asked Tureis.

				Elis smiled, “Not time today, unfortunately. Someday I will teach you how it is done.”

				“You have a sphere too?” Tureis asked in surprise.

				“Yes. We all have them,” Elis replied.

				“All? All of who?” Tureis asked.

				Elis patted Tureis’ shoulder, “Enough questions for now. You will understand what I am saying after you visit the Oracle. Now you need to get going.”

				Elis reached into his pocket and removed a bag of coins and handed it to Tureis. “Here, take this and use it to get the supplies and food you’ll need along your journey. There should be more than enough for all of you.” Tureis took the bag of coins and placed it in his bag. Together they walked back and rejoined the rest of the group.

				“You really need to get going,” said Emmett with urgency. “It’s getting light and people will be out soon. You need to get to a safe place to hide out today, then travel out of town tonight.”

				“We need to be going as well,” said Elis. “People will start asking questions if we don’t get back soon and we are quite a ways from the castle.”

			

			
				Emmett and Elis exchanged hugs with all three of them and wished them well in their travels. Then Emmett and Elis turned and walked into the forest, back to the castle. 

				“Ok Tureis,” said Ailish with her hands on her hips. “How do we get back to the cave?”

				Tureis looked at Ailish and then at Seth. “I don’t understand,” he said.

				Seth met his eyes, “Emmett said you could get us to a safe place. He said to follow you without question and we wouldn’t get caught.”

				“Yeah. Why did he say that?” asked Ailish.

				“How about we get out of here and when we’re back in the cave safe, we can talk about it while we wait for dark,” said Tureis.

				Tureis placed his hand into his pocket and felt the familiar energy. For a moment, Tureis just let the energy of the sphere flow into his hand, up his arm and warm his chest. He didn’t realize how much he relied on the sphere and how much he missed it. Finally, he closed his eyes and his mind opened to an understanding of where they were and how they needed to travel. After a minute, Tureis opened his eyes and said, “Follow me. Let’s go.”

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 9

				- Preparation -

				Ailish awoke from a long sleep. “Was that all a dream?” she wondered as she lay there in the small bed. She opened her eyes, rubbed them and things began to come into focus. Laying on her back looking up, she noticed the ceiling was solid rock. She sat up in bed with a start and surveyed the room. As her head began to clear, the memories came back to her and she sighed heavily as she realized this was not a dream.

				Seth was laying on his side, still asleep on the floor across the room. Tureis was sitting at the small table reading a book. He didn’t look up, but stayed focused on his reading. Ailish pulled back the light blanket, stretched and walked over to the table. She sat down and put her elbows on the table, resting her head in her hands. Tureis still didn’t react. Ailish leaned forward and whispered, “What ya reading?”

				Tureis jumped and let out a little scream, “Ailish! You scared me.”

				Ailish laughed. They looked at each other and Tureis laughed as well. “You sounded like a little girl,” said Ailish. 

				Tureis stopped laughing and shook his head. Ailish took a deep breath as she stopped laughing, “I was hoping this was all a dream when I awoke, but when I opened my eyes....”

				“Yeah, me too. But...here we are,” Tureis said as he looked over at Seth still sleeping.

				“So, what are you reading?” Ailish asked with genuine curiosity.

				Tureis closed the book so Ailish could see the title. “You’re reading a book called ‘How to Wash Clothes?’ Are you in need of doing your laundry?” Ailish looked very confused.

			

			
				Tureis took her hand and guided her forefinger to the bottom of the binding, along the back cover. He moved it around slowly until she felt the energy. She smiled and understood. “The mark,” she said.

				“Yes. It’s actually a book about the different legends that people afraid of the Matya have created,” Tureis said.

				“Aren’t those just scary made up stories?” asked Ailish.

				“Some of them. But my father always said that most legends have some truth to them,” Tureis explained.

				“Just fun reading or are you looking for something specific?” asked Ailish.

				“I am looking for any information about where we can find the Oracle. I don’t even know where to look for her,” said Tureis.

				“What do the legends say about her? Anything at all?” asked Ailish.

				“The legend I’m reading right now says she lives in her own town in an area completely surrounded by the Matya,” said Tureis. “Standing at the entrance are large evil half man half lizard creatures that stand guard with pitchforks.” 

				“It really says lizard men with pitchforks?” asked Ailish making a face.

				“Yeah. it even has a picture,” said Tureis as he slid the book over so Ailish could see the picture.

				Ailish bent over the book at the picture, “That’s just gross. I will say, though, that if they do actually exist, I’m not going to see the Oracle with you. You two can go on your own.”

				Tureis chuckled, “Yeah. Me too. Seth’s on his own.” They looked at each other and together they both laughed. “We both know they don’t exist, it’s just a legend made up to scare kids and others into fearing the Matya,” said Tureis. 

				“Anything else in there?” asked Ailish.

				“It also says, she is very powerful and very old,” said Tureis.

				“Like how old?” asked Seth, as he yawned and stretched after getting up from the floor.

			

			
				“I don’t know for sure how old the current Oracle is in these parts, but this suggests Oracles can live for hundreds of years,” said Tureis.

				“How do we find her?” asked Seth.

				“That’s what I am trying to figure out,” said Tureis. “I’ve read or at least skimmed most of the books I have here and can’t figure it out.”

				“Apparently Seth, you have to fight a bunch of lizard men to get into her private town,” said Ailish. She waited as Seth tried to understand what she was saying. 

				“Wait. What?” Seth said, now totally confused. Tureis and Ailish chuckled.

				“It’s just a story in this book. Pretty wild ideas in some of the stories,” said Tureis. “I don’t think you will have to fight any lizard men.”

				This time they all laughed. “Any real clues?” asked Ailish after the laughter died down again.

				“Just one, in this story here.” Tureis flipped through some pages until he came to the page he was searching for. “Right here it says, the Oracle can be found by going through the City of Rock.”

				Tureis laid the book on the table and sat back in his chair. “I’ve never heard of a City of Rock,” he said. “But it’s the only direct clue as to where to search in this entire book. But that’s not the only thing.” Some time earlier, Tureis had moved the wooden crate that held his books over to the table. Now, Tureis stood and looked through the crate on the table. He removed another book and opened it to a page he had bookmarked. 

				Tureis held up the book, “Listen to this. It says: Finding the Oracle is a journey of folly. The Oracle cannot be found by one that is searching; for the Oracle is never found, but finds the one she seeks.”

				Ailish sat forward in her chair, “It suggests that no one can find the Oracle, unless the Oracle is wanting to be found.”

				“That’s true,” said Seth. “When I was a boy, my father said someday I would meet the Oracle, but not until the Oracle invited me to meet her. I do remember him saying the word ‘invite’ as if I couldn’t just go and see her. She had to invite me in.” Seth paused before continuing. “I have to be honest, I thought the story of me meeting the Oracle was just made up—just my father using it to scare me into behaving.”

				The three of them sat back and pondered the things they had just learned. Overall, not much information to go on. They had been told to find the Oracle and that she would accept them, but they were still unsure where to look for her.

			

			
				“I guess the only thing we can go on is the City of Rock. We should search for that city and see what we find,” said Tureis.

				“Where do we look first? Which direction do we go?” asked Seth.

				“I have an idea,” said Ailish. “In the forest, my father said to find Braon and he could help us. Why don’t we go find Braon first? Maybe he knows.”

				“I’ve been wondering about that,” said Seth. “Why would Emmett say to find him and that he would help us? Didn’t he try to send Braon to prison?”

				Ailish paused and thought about that for a moment. “That’s a good question,” she said.

				“I sense there is more to the story than we know,” said Tureis. “For now I say we find him. I trust Emmett and my father not to lead us into trouble.”

				With that comment, Ailish stared at Tureis. She asked, not sure if she really wanted to hear the answer, “Why do you say that? Is there something you know you’re not sharing with us? What did your father say?”

				Tureis thought about the question for a moment. As he looked at Seth and Ailish, he wondered how much he wanted to share. After all he had no definite information, just some feelings and emotions he sensed both in Braon and in his father. The feelings had left him surprised and a bit confused. He was really unsure what it meant and he didn’t want to overreact, but he had to tell them something.

				“My father didn’t actually say anything,” said Tureis cautiously. “But as he spoke about Braon I was able to get a feeling from him.”

				“What kind of feeling?” asked Seth.

				“I’m not sure what it meant,” said Tureis. “It may mean nothing. It was a feeling more of being unsure than not trusting.”

				They all became quiet as Tureis had now cast a small bit of doubt on finding Braon. Tureis could sense the doubt and knew he needed to change their emotions if they wanted to be successful on their journey. “I don’t think it means anything,” said Tureis, “I really think Emmett is right and that Braon could help us. Emmett has known Braon for a long time and wouldn’t suggest we find him if he didn’t think Braon could help us.”

			

			
				“I agree,” said Ailish. “My father suggested to me that he also thought there was more to the story because the situation seemed very much not like Braon.”

				“But Braon is long gone. Besides, why do we need him?” asked Seth.

				“It might be nice to have an extra person to help on the search,” said Ailish. “Also, he’s a great fighter. He taught all of us most of what we know. We sure could use some help fighting if the need arises.”

				“We are going to be traveling in some areas out on the borders of the kingdom,” said Tureis. “I think Ailish is right that we could use an extra person should we get into trouble. And, again, if your father suggested it could be helpful, let’s go find him.”

				“Where do we look?” asked Seth. “We have no idea where he is or….”

				“Actually we do,” Ailish said interrupting Seth. “If you remember when we were in the cellar, he said he had a friend from the Guard that lived in Kurith. Let’s go to Kurith and look for him.”

				“Sounds like a good place to start,” said Tureis.

				Seth thought for a minute before finally nodding his head in agreement. “I can’t think of anywhere else to go. Let’s go tonight,” he said.

				They began going through their bags, taking inventory. Along with their few weapons, they had a couple blankets and one bed roll. Tureis went around the cave looking for anything they could use on their journey. He found another bed roll and another blanket. He also took the rope he had sitting under the stone shelf.

				After repacking all their bags, they sat down at the table to wait for sundown. “My father told Seth and I to follow you as we travel and you would make sure we don’t get caught,” said Ailish in a questioning tone.

				“Yeah,” said Seth. “When he said that, I remembered when we were in Freb you somehow figured out how to navigate a city we’d never been in and we escaped. How did you do it?”

				Tureis looked at Ailish and then at Seth contemplating if he should tell them about the sphere. So far these last two days had been full of secrets, one more wouldn’t hurt, he thought. Almost without thinking, he reached his hand into his pocket and pulled out the sphere. Tureis opened his hand and laid it on the table. Ailish and Seth leaned in close looking at the perfectly polished, smooth silver surface. For several minutes they looked at the sphere, no one saying a word.

			

			
				Finally, Seth asked, “Can I touch it?”

				“That’s a good question,” said Tureis. “Actually, I don’t know. I’ve never shown it to anyone before. I guess we can see what happens. Go ahead and try.”

				Seth slowly reached for the sphere. As his hand got closer a very low hum sounded from the sphere. When his hand was within six inches a blue spark erupted from the sphere and shot into Seth’s hand. Seth pulled his hand back, shaking it hard. “Ouch! That hurt.” he said.

				“I guess that means means you can’t touch it,” said Ailish smiling.

				“I wonder what would happen if I just grabbed it,” said Seth and he reached out his hand. After taking a moment to contemplate the potential consequences of this action Seth put his hand back down. “On second thought, I don’t think I want to find out.” They all chuckled at this comment. 

				“How does this work? I mean how can it keep us from being caught as we travel?” asked Ailish.

				Tureis picked up the sphere and held it in his hand. “When we are in trouble and I hold the sphere it opens my mind and allows me to see ways out I didn’t previously know about,” he said. “It also warns me of danger or people approaching. It will even tell me where to go and when to move. The amount of help it gives seems to depend on our need and my focus. The more focused I am, the more it helps.”

				“Yesterday, when we were leaving the yard behind your father’s store, did you use the sphere to help us escape the members of the Guard?” asked Seth.

				“Yes, I did,” said Tureis.

				With that explanation, they all fell silent and sat back on their chairs remembering the events of yesterday. Tureis put the sphere back in his pocket. They quietly began going through their packs again, making ready to leave the cave. They didn’t know when or if they would be back here, so they wanted to be as ready as they could.

			

			
				They packed up the blankets and the little food Tureis had in the cave. Tureis had also decided he wanted to take some of his books along. He split up the books among all three of them, but he had to make some sacrifices and leave a few books behind. They just didn’t all fit in the bags.

				Tureis had a bag of coins, as did Ailish. Apparently, her father had also given her a bag of coins to aid them on their journey. Between both bags of coins, there should be plenty to buy supplies and food along their way. As for the beginning of the journey, other than a two loaves of bread, some apples, blankets, a few weapons, and of course Tureis’ books, they didn’t have much.

				“There isn’t much food here,” said Seth as he packed his bag.

				“I agree,” said Ailish.

				“We will have to wait until we get out of town to buy supplies and food. We are too recognizable in Grinnurd or Darish,” said Tureis.

				“Where do you propose we get food?” asked Seth.

				“I had an idea about that. I was thinking…” Tureis trailed off, not sure how to finish that sentence.

				“Thinking what?” asked Ailish.

				Tureis paused. He was thinking about how to say this. Ever since talking to his father he had this nag inside of him. One of the reasons for this journey was to restore honor; that of his family and of him personally. Because of this, there was some unfinished business in Freb. Since Freb was on the way to Kurith, Tureis had been feeling he should somehow work to restore his honor for stealing the book. 

				“How about we pick up food tomorrow just before the shops close in Freb?” Tureis asked.

				“Freb!” Seth exclaimed. “Why would we want to go back there?”

				“For one it’s on the way to Kurith,” said Tureis.

				“Not really on the way. It’s more a roundabout way,” said Seth.

				“I was thinking, Seth, that you and I have some unfinished business in Freb. I would like to start in Freb to take care of that,” said Tureis as he looked at Seth. “We can also purchase some supplies and food from the people there. They really shouldn’t recognize us. After that we can travel to Kurith. I saw an old map that shows a small wagon road that cuts through the Poap Forest straight to Kurith,” explained Tureis.

			

			
				“Unfinished business?” asked Seth.

				“The book and the wooden frog,” said Tureis.

				“Frog?” asked Ailish. “Where is this wooden frog?”

				“It’s over on the shelf,” Tureis pointed toward the stone shelf.

				Ailish went over and picked it up and started to chuckle. “It looks like a frog doing a dance or something. It’s quite silly.”

				“Hey, that frog saved us from certain death,” said Seth, smiling.

				They rehearsed to Ailish the story of the frog and how it saved Tureis and Seth from being caught. After they all had a good laugh, Seth asked again, “Unfinished business?”

				“I was thinking about this trip and how it’s partly about our honor and that of our families. Knowing we stole things would go against our honor. I think we should fix things in Freb before seeing the Oracle,” said Tureis.

				“But no one knows it was us that stole them,” Seth said.

				“Yes but we will know. My father always said it doesn’t matter who knows what you have done, you will always know it. Making it right is the honorable thing to do, whether anyone knows it was us or not.”

				Seth thought about this for a moment. Looking at him, it would appear he was having a fierce internal debate as to what to do. Finally he said, “Yeah. You’re right. It is the honorable thing to do. I don’t want my honor to be in question over a dancing frog.”

				“Ok, Freb it is. Then on to Kurith along the old wagon road,” said Tureis.

				Ailish looked outside. “It’s getting dark, let’s get going.”

				They finished packing their bags and prepared to leave, then they walked out of the cave, unsure when they would ever see it again.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 10

				- Escape -

				They waited for the sun to go down before leaving the canyon in the direction of Tureis’ house. There were lights on in the windows suggesting Elis would be home. Not wanting to risk seeing Elis, they skirted along the base of the mountain, staying in the shadows until they reached the road.

				They continued east along the road, away from the castle, toward the end of town. The road to Freb took off from the Darish road towards the end of town, and went south. They walked along the road, scanning into each field and around each corner hoping not to be seen by anyone. They all wore cloaks with hoods pulled over their heads that covered their faces from the sides. Slung around their necks and over one shoulder, they carried their supplies in small bags. Ailish carried the crossbow equipped with a sling under her cloak, suspended over her shoulder and resting under her arm, ready at a moments notice. Tonight the moon was out, but only slightly brighter than the night before, making it easier to stay hidden and unseen.

				Approaching the road to Freb, there was a lot more activity than expected for this time of night. As they got closer they could see a number of the King’s Guard watching the road. The guards were searching anybody wanting to leave Darish. The three of them moved to the side of the road and stood under a large tree in some shadows observing the activity. When people approached the road to Freb, the guards searched their bags and their carts, prior to letting them travel down the road.

				“How can we get past the guards?” asked Seth in a whisper. “They’ll search us for sure.”

			

			
				“They’re probably looking for Braon,” answered Ailish. “He’s not with us so we should be fine. Right?” 

				“True,” said Tureis, “But how do we know they don’t know about us?”

				At that question they fell silent. Tureis had already been thinking of ways to get past the guards, but up to now was unsure how to get past them. As he thought about it even more he wondered if could they use the Matya. Would that even help? What would he do with the Matya to help them? 

				As Tureis pondered the problem, he let his fingers find the sphere. That familiar feeling of peace, clarity and confidence came to him as the Matya entered his mind. He focused on the problem at hand, searching for a solution.

				Focus was a key to using the Matya, but achieving that focus tonight, for some unknown reason, was turning out to be difficult. His mind seemed to be going all sorts of directions and solving this problem was proving to be harder than he imagined. Tureis took several deep breaths and closed his eyes in an attempt to gain more focus.

				Seth interrupted his thoughts when he tapped him on the shoulder, “Hey! What about doing that mind thing on the guards? Just get them to walk away. You know, like you did to that guy in the yard behind the bookstore.”

				“There’s a lot of them and we’re pretty far away,” said Tureis, unsure he even wanted to entertain the idea.

				As Tureis responded to the question he kept his hand on the sphere. As he thought again about what Seth said, Tureis still felt his idea didn’t seem to be the right answer to the problem. He felt frustrated and was still unsure what to do, which was not a feeling he was familiar with. He shook his head to clear his mind and focus again on a solution to the problem. 

				“I don’t know Seth. That doesn’t seem like a good idea,” said Ailish.

				“You can do it!” exclaimed Seth. “I know you can!”

				Tureis shook his head, “No...I agree with Ailish. I don’t think it’s a good idea.”

				Seth was exasperated with this whole process. It was obvious to Tureis and Ailish that he just wanted to move on. Patience had never been a virtue of Seth’s. When Seth made up his mind to do something he wanted to do it now. No waiting and no planning; just doing was Seth’s philosophy.

			

			
				With a slight edge in his voice, Seth said in a loud whisper, “Why not? You did it just fine last time. Just get these guys to move and let’s get going!”

				“Seth!” Ailish shot back in an equally loud whisper. “It’s not a good idea. Just leave it and let’s move on.”

				“Ok! Fine!” Seth said loudly. “What else can we do?”

				“Shhhhhhh,” said Tureis. “The guards can hear you.”

				Several members of the Guard had turned after hearing the loud exchange and had noticed the three people standing in the shadows with hoods pulled up covering their faces.

				“Shh,” said Ailish quietly. “They see us. Just act natural and maybe they’ll forget we’re here.”

				They stood still in the shadows and remained quiet, just observing the guards. Currently there weren’t any people in the area, so several members of the Guard stood and watched the three of them as well. Suddenly, one member of the Guard became curious and began walking towards them.

				“One of them is coming! What do we do?” asked Seth in a whisper.

				“Let’s start moving away...slowly,” said Ailish, as calmly as she could, given the fact that a member of the Guard was walking straight toward her.

				Ailish took a few more steps backwards, even deeper into the shadows. Tureis and Seth followed. The guard continued walking straight towards them. When he saw the three of them back up in an attempt to move away he began walking faster. “Hey! You there!” the guard shouted. “Stop!”

				Tureis tugged on the cloaks of Ailish and Seth and pulled them gently backwards with him into the trees lining the road. After they entered the trees they turned around and began walking quickly back toward Darish. They looked back to see the guard enter the trees and scan the shadows. Ailish pulled Tureis and Seth behind a big tree and waited. After a brief minute, Ailish peered around the tree and the guard was nowhere to be seen.

			

			
				“He appears to be gone,” whispered Ailish, as she turned back to face them. “But I don’t know where he went.”

				Ailish sat back down and both she and Seth looked at Tureis waiting for him to lead them past the guard. Tureis reached into his pocket and closed his eyes. He immediately opened his eyes with a start and put a finger to his lips and mouthed the words, “Wait.”

				Ailish and Seth froze and stared at Tureis waiting for further instructions. Tueris again closed his eyes and reached out with his Matya to the area around him. Quietly, he began to lay down flat in the tall grass. Ailish and Seth followed until all three of them were laying in the grass beneath the tree. 

				They froze in place, not wanting to rustle even a single blade of grass.

				They waited.

				Nothing. 

				Just a quiet, still, dark night. A slight breeze blew in the trees and through the tall grass around them.

				They waited.

				Still nothing. 

				Impatience was getting the better of Seth and he began to move. Tureis reached out and gently touched Seth’s arm and he became still.

				Again they waited. 

				Suddenly, out of nowhere came six members of the King’s Guard. They came up the small hill and walked around the tree right where they were laying. The six Guard members stopped and looked around. They were standing no more than a few feet from where the three of them were laying. Ailish and Seth held their breath. Tureis closed his eyes and focused on the feelings around him. 

				If he could connect with the minds of the guards around them he could get them to leave, but he was having a hard time focusing, as his mind seemed to be in a distant land. Tureis began to be filled with worry and doubt as he struggled to focus. After several attempts to connect with their minds without success, Tureis opened his eyes to see what was going on around them. The guards were now searching and were moving in and out of the trees, walking through the grass, looking for them. 

			

			
				Tureis placed his hand into his pocket and closed his eyes. He had to get the guards to move away from them. Suddenly, a way opened up to him. He knew how to get out of the trees and away from the guard...but not yet.

				They continued to wait. Tureis focused on the guard furthest away from them. The guards continued walking around searching the area. Finally, a small distance away from them, the furthest guard shouted, “Over here! I got something!”

				All of the guards began running away from them, following the shouts of the furthest guard. Tureis got up and began running the opposite direction, Seth and Ailish following close behind. They continued running until they reached a farm along the road. Before leaving the safety of the trees, they looked back and didn’t see anyone following them. They waited another minute to be sure no one was coming down the road, then stepped out of the trees and crossed to the other side of the road.

				“That was close,” said Ailish, as they reached a small stand of trees on the opposite side of the road.

				“Yeah! We were laying there forever. How did you know to just lay down and stay quiet? How did you know they were coming?” asked Seth.

				“I didn’t know they were coming. When I touched the sphere, I just felt like laying down and staying quiet. I didn’t know why,” said Tureis still with his hand in his pocket. “We need to go! Now!” He said.

				Along this side of the road was the entrance of the Poap Forest. The road to Freb cuts through this forest. Half way through the forest there’s another road that makes its way to Kurith. This is not the main road to Freb that Tureis and Seth took on their last adventure, as that leaves from the common square and travels straight to Freb. Tonight, the amount of traffic and guard patrols along that road would be even heavier, making it very difficult to pass.

				They hoped this less traveled forest road to Freb and Kurith was a better option. So far it was proving to be difficult to gain access to the road as the presence of the King’s Guard was heavy. 

			

			
				Tureis led them into the forest for a ways and stopped. He held up his hands in an attempt to keep the others quiet while he listened. Tureis then put his hand into his pocket and closed his eyes. After a minute, he opened his eyes and softly said, “I think we’re safe now. There is no one close as best as I can tell.”

				Ailish turned around and looked into the forest. It was dark and she couldn’t see anything. Nothing seemed familiar to her. “Where are we?” she asked.

				“About a quarter mile or so south of Darish. We’re currently walking parallel to the road to Freb,” said Tureis.

				“Where is the road to Freb?” asked Seth. Seth was turning around and looking up at the stars, trying to get any bearing on where they were. Tureis stuck both hands out and pointed east and west. Ailish and Seth looked confused. “That’s not funny,’ said Seth. “Which direction is it?”

				“Actually it’s both directions,” said Tureis. “We are currently in the forest that’s in between both roads to Freb. The main road from the town square that goes to Freb is west of us. The back road through the forest to Freb and Kurith is east of us.”

				Seth began moving east, “Let’s get going then.”

				“Hold on,” said Ailish, grabbing Seth’s arm, “There’s a reason we’re here. Let’s stop and make a plan. There are a lot of guards out there looking for us. We can’t just go walking down the road to Freb.”

				Seth stopped, looked at Tureis, and let out a large sigh. “Ok. What’s the plan?” he said, a slight bit of frustration in his voice.

				Tureis took a deep breath, trying to clear his mind and focus on what he knew. With his hand on the sphere he couldn’t detect any immediate danger, but danger was close. That he could feel. As he closed his eyes he saw the path to take, that if all went well, could get them to Freb, undetected. He just hoped Seth and Ailish would go along with him.

				Tureis opened his eyes, “We need to travel in the forest. We need to stay between the two roads.”

				Seth looked around, “There’s no one around, why can’t we just walk over to the back road and take that? It would be so much easier.”

				“Seth, did you see how many guards were on that road guarding the entrance?” asked Ailish. “There’s probably even more guards walking along the road just waiting for us to show ourselves.”

			

			
				“There’s also guards walking through the forest looking for us as well,” added Tureis.

				“What about the main road from the town square?” asked Seth.

				“Same, but even more guards,” said Tureis.

				Seth squinted his eyes and stared at Tureis not convinced, “And how do you know this?”

				“I just do,” responded Tureis. “I can’t explain it any other way. To be honest, I’m not sure how I know. I just do.”

				“He knew to lay down in the forest back there to avoid the guards. We didn’t get caught did we?” asked Ailish.

				“Yeah. I guess so,” Seth said, still unconvinced.

				“At this point, I can’t explain it any better,” said Tureis. “I will say that in all of our adventures we have never been caught. I have used this sphere every time to get us out of a situation and prevent us from being caught. It has never let us down.”

				Seth seemed surprised. “You used it every time?”

				“Yes. Every time,” said Tureis.

				“I, for one, trust him,” said Ailish. “I don’t understand how it works, but I trust Tureis. He trusts the sphere and it hasn’t let him down. So I say we follow the path the sphere says we should take.”

				“Well, let’s go then,” said Seth, after thinking it over for a moment.

				Tureis reached into his pocket and felt the sphere and the warmth of the Matya. “Ok. Let’s get going,” he said.

				After walking several miles they came to a large hill. They stood at the base of the hill, looking left and right as well as up the hill.  “Which way?” asked Ailish.

				“Go left toward the east. The main road to Freb follows that hill very closely. If we go right we’ll come out onto the road,” said Tureis. They turned left and began walking around the hill. Suddenly, they heard voices from above them. Ailish ducked behind a large tree up against the side of the hill. Tureis and Seth followed. 

				As the voices grew louder, it became apparent that there were members of the King’s Guard up on the hill, searching. The guards slowly came down the hill, searching through the brush and around the trees. Suddenly, dirt was falling onto Seth’s head. He looked up and saw the toe of a boot standing above him about six feet. The boot was part way over the edge of the hill and the guard was leaning out into the tree scanning the forest around them.

			

			
				“It’s so dark out here,” the guard said, “I can’t see anything.”

				Another guard walked up to the first and said, “Yeah, Emmett is a bit of a fool if he thinks we’ll find Braon and the three guys that helped him escape out in these woods.” Hearing the guard mention three guys that were helping Braon escape caused them to look at each other eyes wide.

				“It’s so dark out here, they could be right under our noses and we wouldn’t see them,” the first guard responded.

				“Come on. Let’s go look over here,” said the second guard. More dirt fell onto Seth as the first guard moved off the edge of the hill.

				The three of them sat there very still and waited. After several minutes of not hearing any more voices, they decided to make their way out from behind the tree. With his hand in his pocket, Tureis placed a finger to his lips and started walking around the hill. As they moved, voices could be heard in the distance moving away from them. The three of them continued single file through the forest, occasionally weaving between trees or around boulders. The sphere guided them through the maze of guards searching the forest.

				Finally, Tureis stopped and rested against a large boulder. With his hand still in his pocket he said, “We are clear now. That’s the worst of it.”

				“What was that? Why were there so many guards all of a sudden?” asked Seth.

				“That was the fork in the road. You know, where the road splits toward Freb and Kurith,” said Tureis.

				“It seems that we should be past it. The number of guards has gone down,” said Ailish.

				“I think you’re right,” agreed Tureis. “Passing that area also means we should be about half way to Freb.”

				“Let’s keep going. I really want to be done with this forest,” said Seth.

				“I agree,” said Ailish.

			

			
				After several more hours of walking through the forest they came to the edge of a clearing. It was the very early hours of the morning and daylight would be here soon. Tureis walked up behind a large tree near the edge of the clearing and looked for any movement. As he scanned the area he realized they were standing on the edge of a farm. 

				This farm was in a severe state of disrepair. The fences were broken and had fallen in places. Weeds were heavily overgrown around the edges of the planting fields. The ground was hard, heavily packed and likely had not been tilled in several years.

				Sitting in the middle of the two large fields was a very old rundown barn. The roof had several holes and there were missing pieces of siding. The wood was old and rotten in several places, but the double doors were in place and latched closed.

				Across the fields from the barn stood an old house. The structure seemed intact but very dilapidated. The long cover over the back porch had fallen down in two places and the back door leading to the house was cracked open and sagging.

				It had the appearance that this house and farm were abandoned...except for one thing. “Is that a garden up near the back of the house?” asked Ailish.

				“It looks like it,” said Seth.

				Ailish was confused, “Why would there be a garden growing near a house that appears to be abandoned?”

				“Why wouldn’t you just grow your crops in the fields? Why aren’t the fields even being used?” asked Seth.

				“I don’t know, but right now we need to find a place to wait out the day and rest,” said Tureis.

				The sun was beginning to rise and the shadows were disappearing. They had nowhere to go, but they wanted to be out of the forest today. It had been a long night of wandering. 

				“Do you think the house is abandoned?” asked Seth.

				“I doubt it,” answered Ailish. “Look at that garden. That says someone is here or at least comes here often.

				“I agree,” said Tureis. “What about that old barn? It definitely looks like it’s not in use. The area around it appears abandoned as well.”

			

			
				“It’s appears to be our only option. Let’s check it out,” said Ailish.

				Quickly, in the early morning light, they moved toward the barn. The doors were latched, but there was no lock. They easily opened one of the doors and went inside. Walking inside the barn was like entering a frozen moment in time. It was as if one day people placed their things in the barn after a long days work, closed the doors and never came back.

				In the middle of the floor sat an old horse drawn plow. The leather straps were folded neatly and laying on top. The hard packed dirt from the days work still stuck to the blade. Up against the back corner was a small pile of straw; the pitchfork standing next to it leaning against the wall. On the opposite side of the barn were two empty stalls, that likely held the horses used to pull the plow. Various farm tools, shovels, pitchforks and rakes were stacked neatly up against the wall near the doors. 

				They removed the blankets from their bags and made beds in the straw. It had been a long night and they were very tired. Sleep came quickly.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 11

				- Restitution -


				Tureis opened his eyes to the distant sound of scraping. He lay under a blanket in the soft straw for a moment listening to the rhythmic scraping noise before he sat up and stretched. Seth and Ailish were already awake and watching something through a hole in the siding. Tureis made his way over to where they were looking through the wall and asked, “What’s that noise?”

				  Neither of them spoke as Ailish pointed to the hole in the wall. Tureis positioned himself so he could see through another hole in the siding and discovered the origin of the noise.

				  Across the field a woman was working a hoe along one of the rows in the garden at the back of the house. She would work the hoe scraping at the hard dirt then bend over and pull out some weeds. The weeds were piled at the end of the row.

				  Very slowly, she moved along the row scraping, bending and throwing weeds into a pile. When the woman stood it was obvious she was very old, likely a widow. At one time this farm was possibly her livelihood, and had been for many years. Tureis guessed that her husband probably died some time ago and she never farmed again.

				  Tureis leaned back against the wall and looked out into the barn. It was late in the afternoon and he was hungry. He rummaged through his bag and found some bread and an apple hiding in the bottom. Seth and Ailish removed the food from their bags as well and added it to the pile. They divided what they had and ate what little food was there.

				  A short time later the woman finished her work in the garden and went back into the house. Together they sat on the straw quietly talking.

			

			
				  “We need to get some food,” said Seth.

				  “Yeah. I have nothing left in my bag,” said Ailish.

				  “I am empty as well,” said Tureis. “We also need to get into town and take care of paying for that book so we can get on our way to Kurith.”

				  “How are we going to do all of that?” asked Ailish.

				  Tureis thought about this for a minute. He really wanted to take care of the book when the shop owner was still in the store. “How about we leave well before dark, so the shops will still be open at the end of day?” asked Tureis.

				  “Sure,” said Seth. “My guess is we can leave in about an hour. That should give us enough time to do both before everyone is gone,” said Seth.

				  They fell silent and lay back, waiting for the sun to get lower in the sky. Tureis opened his bag and pulled out the book he had accidentally stolen from the shop in Freb and began reading.

				  Ailish slid over to look over his shoulder. “Anything interesting?” she asked.

				  “It’s all very interesting,” said Tureis. “I was looking through here again to see if I could find anything about my sphere. I really want to know more about it.”

				  Tureis continued turning the pages with Ailish reading along. He finally closed the book, unable to find anything about the sphere and placed the book back in his bag. “I think it’s about time to get going. What do you think?” he asked.

				  Seth sat up and looked out through a hole in the wall. “Yeah. It’s starting to get late,” he said. “Good time to get going. The store is on the other side of town if you remember.”

				  “How can I forget?” Tureis said more to himself than to everyone else. They gathered up their few supplies, cloaks and bags and prepared to leave.

				  As they exited the barn Tureis placed his hand in his pocket and paused for a moment. Without any warning, he turned and began walking directly towards the house. “Where are you going?” Seth asked in a hushed voice. Tureis didn’t respond, he just walked straight through the fields toward the house. Ailish and Seth stared in disbelief.

			

			
				  Tureis walked across the fields and for a brief moment stopped and looked at the garden. Then he walked up onto the back porch and bent over a chair. After a moment he stood back up and walked straight back to the barn. 

				  “What were you doing?” asked Ailish

				  “I felt we should do right by that old woman,” said Tureis.

				  “What do you mean--do right?” asked Ailish.

				  “After watching her work so hard today in such a small garden, I had a thought. We were sleeping in her barn. I understand it was without her knowledge, but we were still using her barn to hide out for the day.” said Tureis.

				  As he looked at Seth and Ailish, Tureis could tell they were not understanding where he was going with this conversation. Tureis continued, “I felt it would be the right thing to do to show her our appreciation for her hospitality. I left a gold coin on the chair by her door.”

				  Ailish and Seth fell silent as they walked toward town. Looking at them, Tureis could tell it hadn’t occurred to either of them to do something like that. He didn’t know where that feeling had come from either. It wasn’t normally like him to spontaneously help someone, but it felt good and he smiled at the thought.

				When they arrived in the center of town there were still a lot of people out and around. At first they tried hiding from everyone, but later they found it was easier to just blend in; basically hiding in plain sight. 

				  “I think we should split up,” said Tureis.

				  “What do you suggest?” asked Ailish.

				  “ I was thinking you could go for food and supplies while Seth and I take care of the book and the shop owner,” Tureis explained. Seth nodded his agreement.

				  “Ok. Where do you want to meet?” asked Ailish.

				  “How about right here? It’s enough out of the way that after all the shops close it won’t be very crowded,” said Tureis.

				  Ailish agreed and they separated. She went directly toward the shops in town to purchase food and supplies, while Tureis and Seth went to take care of their unfinished business with the shop owner. As they approached the shop, Seth turned to Tureis and asked, “How are you planning to do this. Just walk up and say, ‘Sorry I stole this from you. Here’s the money,’ turn and leave?”

			

			
				Tureis chuckled at the idea, “No, I had another thought.”

				They ducked into a side alley across from the shop and sat down on some crates. Tureis opened his bag and pulled out the carved wooden frog. Attached to the leg of the frog was a small bag. “We’re going to place this somewhere he will find it,” said Tureis.

				“What’s in the bag?” asked Seth.

				“Some money--enough to cover the cost of the book, and a note,” explained Tureis.

				“A note?” asked Seth with some hesitation.

				“A note explaining what happened and how sorry we are,” said Tureis. “That kind of stuff.”

				Seth just looked at Tureis. “You’ve really thought about this haven’t you?”

				“I have. It’s bothered me since that day,” said Tureis, his voice somber. “I know no one will ever know what we did, but I will know. That will always weigh on me. My father told me that personal honor is worth more than anything. I need to be able to look at myself and know I’ve been honest with everyone I’ve met. I don’t want a book to prevent me from that.” 

				As they approached the shop, they noticed the owner tidying up for the evening, preparing to close for the night. As he moved around the shop he kept going in and out of a back room, bringing out things and placing them on shelves. Sitting on a table near the door, he had stacked several packages. As he swept and tidied up for the evening, he would occasionally add to the pile. He continued sweeping with his back turned to the door. 

				As quietly as a cat hunting his evening meal, Tureis crept over to the door and placed the frog statue with the bag attached to its leg on top of a package sitting on the table. Then, just as quietly, he slipped away back into the shadows of the alley with Seth.

				They watched from a distance for a minute when they saw the shop owner go over to the table. Noticing the statue sitting there, he laid his broom against the table. He picked up the statue, removed the bag and set the statue back down. Finally, he opened the bag and removed the coins followed by the note.

			

			
				After reading the note he placed it back in the bag with the coins and placed the bag in his pocket. He then walked out the door and looked around. After a minute the shop owner raised his hands and waved, then placed his hands together and bowed. He then turned and went back to his work.

				“Ok,” Tureis said with a smile. “Let’s go.” Slowly, Seth and Tureis backed away and walked back down the alley. 

				After walking to the other end of the alley, Seth asked, “What was that whole wave and bow thing he did?”

				“He accepted our money and our apology,” answered Tureis.

				Seth didn’t respond as they walked back to the meeting place. Without thinking about it, a smile crossed his face for a brief minute. What they did was a good thing to do, whether anyone would ever know or not, it was still a good thing to do. Seth was convinced of that.

				Tureis and Seth arrived at the meeting place just moments before Ailish came walking back to meet them. She had her bag over her shoulder and her arms were full. “I put as much as I could into my bag and this is the rest,” she said as she set down the things in her arms. “I didn’t get too much. I figured we could get more supplies in Kurith. We shouldn’t be recognized there since we’ve never been there, so we can be out during the day and get what we need. This should get us there.”

				They quickly divided up the food and stowed it in their bags. “Apparently, there are guards still searching at this end of the road leading back toward the road to Kurith,” said Ailish.

				“How are we going to get around that?” asked Seth.

				“I was talking to the guy that sold us the food,” answered Ailish. “He said there’s another road leading from somewhere on the other side of town that goes straight to Kurith. It’s a small, rarely used road. Mainly people walking or on horseback or pulling very small carts will use this road, but not large wagons.”

				“Did he say where it was?” asked Tureis.

				Ailish nodded and smiled. “He said it was near a run down farm where an old widow lives. About a quarter mile before the farm the road takes off to the north. There’s a small wooden sign in the ground that says Kurith and has an arrow pointing to the road.”

			

			
				Tureis thought about that and asked, “Did he say anything about guards on that road?”

				Ailish thought for a minute and shook her head, “No he didn’t, but he seemed to think it should be easier than going through the guards on the main road. It’s also shorter since it leads straight to Kurith.”

				“We probably walked past it today while coming into town. We didn’t see any guards...but we didn’t see any road either,” Seth observed.

				“Well let’s see if it exists and get going,” said Tureis. 

				They started back toward the farm out of town. As they were walking they were grateful for the food, since they hadn’t had anything of real substance in almost two days.

				They continued up the road back toward the old farm. Off in the distance they could see the farm house and further in the distance, the old barn. Judging to be about a quarter mile from the farm, they stopped and looked around for any evidence of the road or the sign pointing to the road. Splitting up, they left the road and walked through the tall grass bordering the forest. 

				After several minutes Ailish shouted, “Over here! I think this is it!” Tureis and Seth joined her staring at two parallel tracks in the ground leading into the forest. The tracks were wide enough for a horse drawn cart and the dirt was hard packed.

				“Hey look at this,” said Seth. He had walked toward the main road and was holding up an old wooden sign that said “Kurith” and had an arrow pointing to the road. “I guess this is it,” he said and put the sign down. 

				“Let’s see where it goes,” said Ailish as she walked into the forest. “The man said it went through the forest so this must be it.”

				They walked into the opening between the trees leading into the forest. As they entered the forest, the grass became shorter and the way became clear. The road was hard packed and only wide enough for a small cart being pulled by one horse. Two horses wide on this road would be very crowded.

				As they traveled along the road the trees became increasingly dense along the edges, but the road was in good condition which made walking easy. They traveled for about an hour when it became dark and hard to see where they were going. They continued to follow the road as best they could, walking slower so as not to trip or hit a tree along the edges.

			

			
				“Ailish, did you get anything to start fires?” Seth asked.

				“I didn’t,” she responded, disappointed with herself for forgetting such a basic thing.

				“It’s to getting really dark. I don’t know how we are going to continue without some light,” Seth said.

				“I agree with Seth,” said Ailish. “Maybe we should stop for the night and continue in the morning.”

				Tureis placed his hand in his pocket and felt the warmth and energy of the sphere. The Matya felt much stronger than he was used to. Puzzled, he removed the sphere from his pocket.

				“Whoa!” exclaimed Seth. “What is that?”

				“It’s glowing!” Tureis responded, just as surprised as Seth.

				Ailish started to ask, “Is that the…”

				“Yeah. It’s the sphere,” Tureis said with amazement. “It’s glowing! It’s just a faint blue light but,” Tureis held up the glowing sphere and turned around. “I can see enough to know where I am. I think we can continue.”

				With Tueris leading the way, holding out the glowing sphere, they continued up the road towards Kurith. After another hour they sat down on a large boulder to rest and ate some food.

				“How did you make it glow?” Seth asked.

				Tureis held up the sphere and turned it looking at the blue light coming from the surface. “I have no idea how it works or why it started to glow for us,” he admitted. “I didn’t do anything to make it start glowing...at least I don’t think I did. If I did, I don’t know what it was that caused it to glow.”

				As they sat there looking at the light, a loud crack came from behind them in the forest. Seth stiffened, his ears listening and his face serious. After a moment of concentration, he whispered, “I don’t think we’re alone here.”

			

			
				Tureis put the sphere into his pocket, but kept his hand touching it, hiding the blue light. Tureis whispered, “I am sensing danger, but unsure what it is.”

				Seth closed his eyes, listening in the dark. He turned around slowly, straining to listen to every sound in the distance. After a moment, he turned back to face the others. He leaned in close and whispered, “We’re partially surrounded. There are two on horseback in the forest behind us and two more in the forest ahead of us and one on the side. They left the path back to the road open and will try to push us toward the road. There’s one more on the other side of the road waiting for us.”

				Ailish looked surprised and asked, “How do you know that?”

				“Shhh. It’s a feeling I get. In situations like this I can sense what’s around me. It’s one of my gifts with the Matya,” said Seth.

				“What do they want?” asked Ailish. “We don’t have anything.”

				Tureis touched his pocket, “They want this. They probably saw the light and want whatever it is making the light. Objects of power are worth a lot of gold.”

				Seth had been sitting on the ground, his back against the boulder, with his head down concentrating, focusing his Matya. After a minute, he held up a finger to his mouth and whispered very softly, “Shhh. I have a plan and we need to hurry to make it work.”

				Seth’s face was as serious as Ailish and Tureis had ever seen. Seth was totally and completely engaged; he was in his element. “How is it that you have a plan that fast?” asked Ailish.

				“We can talk about it after we get out of this. It’s time for you to trust me,” Seth responded.

				Seth explained the plan he’d developed. There were no discussions or disagreements as Tureis and Ailish quietly moved off to different parts of the forest. Seth stayed behind the boulder for now.

				Seth turned and looked toward the area where only one man was lying in wait for them. Almost imperceptibly there came a small sound of something hard hitting the ground. If Seth didn’t know to listen for it, he would never have known it occurred.

				Within moments of hearing the sound a blue light shone brightly in the distance. The forest came to life as the blue light quickly moved away through the trees and the horses behind Seth took off in pursuit. Within seconds a soft whoosh was heard, then another, followed by the cries of men in pain hitting the ground and free horses running deeper into the forest.

			

			
				Again, but this time near the road, the blue light appeared and moved closer towards the road. Footsteps sounded behind Seth running straight toward him. Seth picked up a long tree branch and closed his eyes. He listened, only hearing one set of footsteps. Focusing on the footsteps, he waited. As the footsteps got closer and closer, Seth gripped tighter on the branch in his hand. At just the right moment, Seth stood up and swung the branch with all his might, connecting with something hard. The man shouted in surprise and went down hard with a thud. No other sound escaped his mouth, as he was knocked out cold.

				Seth grabbed the man by the ankles and dragged him behind some trees, then removed a small rope from his pocket and bound the mans feet and hands. Seth returned and ducked behind the boulder and waited.

				Again the light appeared and footsteps ran towards Seth. He closed his eyes, listened and waited. This time there were two sets of footsteps running in his direction. 

				He still had the branch in his hands. He gripped it tight and waited, listening to the footsteps getting closer and closer. At the right moment he turned and stuck out his foot. The first man tripped and landed in some brush shouting as he went down. The second man slowed just enough after hearing the first man fall that when Seth stood up and swung the branch it just glanced off his chin. The man swayed, stunned, but didn’t go down. Before the man could regain his bearings, Seth swung and connected again, this time landing it solidly against his jaw and the man went down hard.

				The first man was quickly on his feet and grabbed Seth around the waist, pinning his arms and lifting him off the ground. Seth kicked his feet and swung his head backwards, nearly hitting him in the nose, causing the man to throw him down. The man was large with thick arms and before Seth could regain his feet, the man grabbed Seth around the neck with one arm lifting him off the ground. 

				With the large, meaty hand around his throat, Seth couldn’t breathe and struggled to pull the hand off of his neck. Using his free hand, the huge man reached into his belt and pulled out a dagger. He raised his arm, ready to plunge the dagger into Seth when a whoosh sounded in the trees and Seth fell to the ground.

			

			
				Seth struggled as he got to his feet and turned around. The man was laying on the ground rolling, screaming and holding his wrist. Sticking out through the middle of his hand was a bolt from a crossbow. After a minute of moaning, the man got to his feet and ran into the forest holding his injured hand.

				Ailish ran into the clearing just as the man went crashing through the forest away from them. “Are you ok?” she asked. 

				“I think so,” said Seth between coughs, as he attempted to breathe normal again. “Just some bruises and a small cut on my arm.”

				Ailish looked over Seth, assessing his injuries. She gasped, “You call this a small cut on your arm?”

				Seth’s arm was covered in blood and a deep cut extended across the middle of his forearm. Almost without thinking, Ailish took out her bag, grabbed her blanket and ripped a strip from one edge. She folded it over and tied it around his arm over the wound. 

				“Ah. That’s tight,” said Seth.

				“It has to be to stop the bleeding,” said Ailish. “Once the bleeding stops I’ll clean it up and put on a clean bandage.”

				“Now that I see it, it really hurts,” said Seth.

				Ailish reached for Seth, “Here let me see your arm.”

				She took Seth’s arm, placed her hands around the cut and held firmly. Since Ailish had had her Matya awakened, she had come to learn that she possessed several gifts. She was an excellent shooter with a crossbow and great fighter, but she also realized she had a gift of healing. She hadn’t used this gift too many times and had only used it on small wounds, but she had confidence she could help Seth. She closed her eyes and concentrated. 

				“Oooh, that’s warm. It feels nice,” Seth said after a moment. He took a deep breath and slowly exhaled. “The pain is going away.” Ailish released his arm and sat back against the boulder. She took a deep breath and closed her eyes for a minute to rest. 

				Tureis was still standing and had climbed onto the boulder to survey the area. He kept the sphere in his grasp, but left it in his pocket so the light would not be seen. After searching the area with his Matya long enough to feel at peace and with no apparent danger near, he climbed off the rock. “How are you feeling, Seth?” asked Tureis.

			

			
				“Better now, the pain’s gone. Ailish, how did you do that?” asked Seth.

				Weakly, Ailish replied, “Same as you...one of my gifts of the Matya.  I have abilities not only to fight and shoot but to heal as well.” Ailish took a deep breath and leaned back against a boulder with her eyes closed. 

				“Are you ok, Ailish?” Tureis asked.

				Ailish exhaled and replied, “I’m still not used to using the Matya for healing. It tends to make me tired for a minute.”

				“I don’t sense any danger, but I don’t know how long these guys will be asleep either. I really don’t want to be here when they wake up,” said Tureis.

				Seth looked back and forth between Ailish and Tureis. “So...what just happened here?”

				“We got ambushed!” exclaimed Tureis. “If it hadn’t been for Ailish’s amazing shooting skills and your plan we probably would’ve been captured...or worse!”

				Ailish sat up straighter, as she gained her strength back and asked Seth, “So, I guess military strategy is your gift with the Matya?”

				“Yeah. That and some enhanced fighting abilities,” Seth explained. “I have problems with focus so my fighting sometimes fails. Like it did just then when I missed the second guy and had to hit him twice. I really got lucky that I stunned him with the first blow. And if you hadn’t shot the guy trying to kill me, I might not have made it. By the way, what happened to the other guys?”

				Ailish chuckled, “Well, the first guy didn’t see us coming and I knocked him out with the back of my crossbow. I shot the guys on horseback in the leg and they fell off their horses and crawled off into the forest. The guy waiting for us on the other side of the road saw everything that was happening and took off running towards Freb. He’s long gone by now.”

				Seth just stood there speechless. This was a first for Seth, he truly didn’t know what to say. His friends had listened to his plan and it had saved their lives. He still marveled that it was his plan--and it worked. He had always wondered if he had it in him to be a military strategist like his father. Today, Seth had seen a glimpse of what he may become. The thought of this brought a smile to his face. He would remember this day for a very long time. 

			

			
				“Well, we’d better get going,” said Tureis. “If those guys recover enough they may try to find us again.”

				“Really?” asked Ailish. “Do you actually think they’ll try to find us again?”

				“With the way you can shoot, they’d be fools to look for us,” said Seth. They all laughed at this allowing the stress of the moment to dissipate. 

				Seth got up and he and Tureis helped Ailish to her feet. Tureis removed the glowing sphere from his pocket and together they walked back toward the road, continuing towards Kurith.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 12

				- Kurith -


				They entered Kurith as the sun began to peek out from behind the Cossack Mountains. The air was crisp and clear and it looked to be a beautiful day.  After last nights altercation with the thieves and a short night sleeping in the forest, it could only get better.

				Ailish stretched as she stepped out of the shadows and into the morning sunlight. “Look at all the people,” she said, her eyes wide, scanning in all directions.  “This is a larger city than I realized.”

				Kurith is positioned on the borders of three kingdoms. The largest of the kingdoms is Thaven to the east.  To the north is Zummot with King Hamish Eathain. To the south is the kingdom of Galaera with King Tomas Crosain.

				Kurith is a very large city and boasts many inns and boarding houses. People come from all the surrounding kingdoms to deal in trade and sell their various goods and it provides Thaven with a centralized area to export many of their vast resources. 

				Most of the trade in Thaven is with the Kingdom of Galaera, as the two kingdoms are friendly. Kings Seathan Branagain and Tomas Crosain were childhood friends, and have maintained great respect for each other throughout the years. People from Zummot also come to trade with the other two kingdoms, but their reputation is not one of fairness or civility.  Trade negotiations tend to become heated when Zummot is involved and altercations frequently occur.

				“I was here once when I was a kid, but I don’t remember this many people,” said Seth.

			

			
				They were walking down the road towards the center of town. People were running to and fro, in and out of stores and everywhere. Vendors with carts rushed throughout the city searching for the best locations to begin their day selling their goods. It was early in the morning, but Kurith was fully awake and ready for the day.

				“I think we need to get some food and supplies, and then we can work on finding Braon. How does that sound?” asked Tureis.

				“We also need some new bigger bags,” said Ailish.

				Ailish held up her bag. The bottom had a small hole and the strap had ripped. A large knot remained where Ailish had tied it back together. The volume of the bag was also very small, barely holding a couple books and some food. The bags of Seth and Tureis were equally small and ragged.

				“I agree,” said Tureis, holding up his bag, revealing a hole in the side.

				“I also need some more bolts,” said Ailish. “I used nearly all of them last night fighting those thieves. Wouldn’t be a bad idea to get some additional weapons as well.  Maybe swords or another crossbow or something. Oh, and some more twine.”

				Tureis looked at Seth, “What about you? Anything you think we need?”

				Seth smiled and closed his eyes, “I need a fresh piping hot bath and a hot breakfast, then a nap on a very soft bed with one… no, two quilts.”

				Ailish punched Seth on the arm, “Come on Seth. Be serious.”

				Seth rubbed at his arm, “How about breakfast?” he asked.

				Tureis nodded in agreement, “A hot meal would do us good. Let’s find a place to eat.”

				After consuming large amounts of fresh baked bread, eggs and stew, they began their shopping excursion with full bellies. Seth rubbed his stomach. “I really needed that.  It’s been a few days since I’ve had a proper meal.”

				“I agree. I haven’t tasted food that good in quite a while,” Tureis remarked.

			

			
				“Let’s get our supplies and then we can find Braon,” Ailish said as she began walking toward the center of town. 

				Kurith held many shops of various kinds. Where Darish had a few shops and a single blacksmith, Kurith had several blacksmiths and many shops selling all kinds of unique and high quality items. There were numerous bakers along every street and some of the Inns sold their breads as well.  

				In Kurith, whatever you needed, it was here...somewhere. You just had to know where to look.  The main problem they were facing, with so many options before them, was they didn’t know where to start. They decided to just start walking and see where it led them.  Soon they settled in and found many of the supplies they needed.

				“We have more bandages and some ointments for wounds and a few dried herbs,” said Ailish. “With all that and the twine my bag is full already.  I think it’s time to find a bigger bag.” 

				“The little food I am carrying has already filled my bag as well,” Seth added.

				Tureis pointed, “Look. There’s a shop over there that sells bags.”

				Ailish and Seth looked to where Tureis was pointing. Across the road from them and on the corner of a long row of shops was a very small shop that had travelers bags out on display.

				Seth looked surprised as they crossed the road and approached the shop. Looking over the items for sale he shook his head and said, “I’ve traveled around this kingdom a lot with my father and I can’t remember ever seeing a shop that only sold bags.”

				“Maybe it’s a shop you only see in large towns,” said Ailish.

				“Let’s just go see what they have,” said Tureis.

				They approached the shop and began looking at the various bags for sale. While browsing the merchandise, the shop owner came out to assist them with their purchase. Tureis noticed that he didn’t wear the common attire for people in Kurith.

				The shop owner was very tall with long black hair tied in a ponytail. He was dressed in what looked like a dark, long sleeved floor length night shirt. He also wore sandals on his feet instead of boots, something seldom seen anywhere in the kingdom that Tureis could recall. The shop owner stood behind a long table covered with bags of various colors and sizes.  He stood with his hands folded behind his back, observing the three of them, not saying a word.

			

			
				The bags were very high quality; made of fine leather, expertly tanned and crafted. The design was simple, just a single large open pouch covered by a thick leather flap. Each bag had a long leather strap attached to either end, making it easy and comfortable to carry the bag over the head and under one shoulder.  Ailish held up one of the bags and compared it to the one she was currently carrying. The new bag was easily three to four times the size and was a lot more durable.

				Tureis was drawn toward a bag made of thick, black leather. The flap was adorned with a 

				buckle that was made of some sort of a silver alloy. Other bags on the table had buckles made of various metals including iron or steel. Tureis held up the bag he was looking at and asked, “Excuse me, sir, how much are these bags?”

				The store owner came over and peered at the bag. When he spoke he formed his words slowly, his voice quiet and monotone. With a serious expression on his face he looked at Tureis nodded his head and said, “Hmmmm. Oh... young master, that...is a fine bag.  And the silver buckle is...very sturdy.”  He continued humming and nodded his head at the bag.

				“Would you say the silver buckle or the iron buckle is better?” Tureis asked.

				“Oooooh the silver, young master. Silver... for sure,” the store owner responded. By now Ailish and Seth had joined them and were listening to the exchange. Ailish had also picked up one of the bags and was examining the depth of the pocket.

				“Ok. Silver is best. How much does it cost sir?” asked Tureis.

				The shop owner continued to nod his head and hum to himself. “Yes...young master, very fine bags.” he responded. 

				Now Tureis was now getting impatient and asked again with a little more edge to his voice than he would have liked, “Sir! How much do they cost?”

				This time the man stopped humming and stood up straight. When he spoke he was deliberate in his speech and looked directly at Tureis. “Young master,” he said.  “These...are fine bags.  The best bags...you will ever find... in all the surrounding kingdoms.”

			

			
				   The store owner turned and went to the back of the store and bent down. From under a table he removed a small stack of bags.  He walked over and handed a bag to each of them. He then looked at each of the members of the group individually and said pointing to the three new bags he brought to them, “These bags are the best bags ever made.”

				The leather was the softest any of them had ever felt. The long flap was adorned by a large pure silver buckle. The inside of the bag was lined with a second layer of rough finished leather. But it was the stitching that really caught their eye.

				Each and every seam was double stitched with a silver thread. The thread appeared to be very fine and perfectly placed.  A double layer of stitching ran around all the seams and extended along the double thick leather strap.

				“This is beautiful!” Ailish said, almost with a hint of reverence in her voice. She ran her hands along the flap and the stitches on the leather strap.  She leaned over and whispered, “Tureis, we can’t afford these. Let’s just get some simple bags and get going.”

				Tureis looked up at the store owner and said, “These are truly the finest bags I have ever seen. But, Ailish is right, we can’t…”

				The store owner held up his hand cutting him off. He began humming again and shook his finger at Tureis. “No!” He said with some authority.  His face became very serious. “I never said...you were buying them.  There is…no price for you.  These bags are made special...only for you. They...are yours.”

				Ailish raised the bag in an attempt to object. “But…”

				“No! There are no buts. They...are yours.  Take them,” The store said as he stood up straight and looked directly at each of them. “You will need them...where you’re going.” He finally said.  With that he turned on his heel, walked to the back of the store and disappeared.

				They stood there for a couple minutes waiting for him to return. He never did.  Slowly, they backed away, placed the bags over their shoulders and moved on to continue their shopping.

				“So...do we know what just happened there?” Asked Seth.

			

			
				“That was a little strange,” admitted Ailish.

				“It seemed the more we pushed, the harder he pushed back,” said Tureis. “I wonder what he meant by we’d need them where we’re going.”

				As they walked in silence, Seth looked at Tureis with a huge grin and said, “Well at least no one is chasing us and shouting thief.”

				Tureis laughed out loud and Ailish just shook her head as they continued down the alley. It was now past mid-day.  They continued looking through shops, finding various supplies and food as well as purchasing some skins to carry water.

				Seth slowed his walking, “This is killing me! I’ve decided I hate shopping,” he said.  “Now I understand why my mother has people do her shopping for her. This takes forever and I’m starving.”

				“Yeah. I’m getting hungry too,” said Ailish. Tureis had stopped walking and was staring straight ahead.

				“Tureis? Tureis?” asked Seth as he poked Tureis on the shoulder.

				Tureis didn’t react and all of a sudden began walking toward a very small shop on the opposite side of the street. To say shop is more of an optimistic view of things.  It was more of a cart that had been modified with some makeshift tables attached like wings to the front and sides, with the cart in the middle. 

				Sitting on a rocking chair in the middle of the circle of tables was an old woman. She had weathered wrinkled skin and thin grey hair.  The dress she wore was old and tattered. She sat there, rocking in her chair, knitting as fast as her hands would move, and whistling a tune no one had ever heard.

				Tureis approached the tables with Seth and Ailish close behind. He began looking over the items she had for sale.  Most of her items appeared to be handmade. Knitted hats and sweaters and hand carved tobacco pipes.  There were also quilts and knitted shawls.

				“What are you looking for?” asked Ailish.

				Seth held up a pipe, “Are you looking to start smoking one of these? Very sophisticated.”  He held up the pipe to his mouth and tilted his head back, pretending to smoke like a noble.

				When Tureis didn’t reply Seth set the pipe down and looked over the items on the table, all the while keeping one eye on Tureis. Tureis moved over to the corner of one of the tables and picked up a hand knitted shawl.  Laying on the table, under the shawl, was a very worn book. Tureis looked at the book and then looked at the old woman, expecting some kind of response.  She just sat there knitting and whistling, as if no one at all was interested in any of her goods.

			

			
				Tureis looked down again and let his hand touch the book. The leather cover was very worn and dark with age.  There was no title on the front of the book or the spine as it had been worn away long ago. The edges of the pages were yellow brown and uneven.  At the sight of the book, Ailish and Seth joined him at his side.

				Seth let out a short cough and threw his hands in the air and said, exasperated, “It’s a book! It’s always a book.”

				Ailish looked closely at the book and said softly, “It’s a very old book.”

				She stopped speaking and stood there staring at the book as if in a trance. Tureis just kept rubbing his hand lightly over the front cover.

				Ailish reached out her hand and very softly whispered, “What is that…”

				Tureis touched her hand and she stopped mid-sentence. He turned his head and looked into her eyes, his expression serious. She looked back at him questioning, but said nothing.

				Finally, Tureis whispered, “Do you feel that?”

				Her eyes widened as she rubbed her hand along the spine. There was an energy coming from the book she thought she recognized. Unsure of exactly what it was, she asked, “You feel it too?  What is it?”

				Tureis took her hand and guided it to the lower part of the spine. When she lifted the book she felt it, the unmistakable energy coming from the lower spine. When she turned the book over there was nothing on the back, except worn leather.  There was no spot on the lower corner near the spine as Tueris had shown them in the cave, but the feeling was unmistakable. 

				She looked at Tureis, “Is that….” She didn’t finish the sentence as Tureis gave her a slight nod. 

				When they looked up, the old woman in the rocking chair had stopped both whistling and knitting and was now looking straight at them, her face serious. “D’ya wan ta buy shawl?  Fer the perty girl?” She asked.  Tureis couldn’t place her accent.  She sounded like she was from somewhere very far away; either that or she didn’t have any teeth. He couldn’t be sure.

			

			
				Tureis looked confused. The old woman smiled...she didn’t have any teeth! The sight of her red gums brought Tureis out of his trance and he looked down. He had forgotten he was holding the shawl.  “Oh.  No.  Not the shawl,” said Tureis. “The book.  How much for the book.”

				The old woman furrowed her brow and said, “Don shel books.” she said. “Shel shawl, hat, pipe.”  She moved her hand up and down the tables displaying her goods. “See.  No books!”

				Tureis held up the book in his hand. “This book,” he said.

				The old woman looked at the book and nodded her head. Then she looked at Tureis and said, “No books.  Don shel books.”

				“I found this book on your tables here. Under this shawl,” He held up the shawl.

				“D’ya wan ta buy shawl?” she asked again.

				Tureis put the shawl down, “No. I want to buy the book.”

				“Don shel books.” she said again, this time with a small toothless smile.

				The old woman moved back to her rocking chair and sat down. After she picked up her knitting needles she looked at the three of them and smiled a toothless smile. Then she winked her eye and said clearly, “Knowledge is power.”  Then immediately she began humming as her knitting needles began working.

				Now clearly confused, Tureis cleared his throat, “Excuse me. I would like to buy this book.”

				She put down her knitting, stopped rocking and looked at Tureis. “Don shel books.  You find book on table?” she asked.

				“Yes. I found it right here,” said Tureis.

				She smiled her toothless smile looking directly at Tureis. “Your book.  You take.  You read,” she said then looked at each them and winked again. “Remember, knowledge is power,” she said with a serious tone in her voice.  She then waved her hand, dismissing them, and went back to her knitting.

			

			
				They slowly turned from the old woman and walked away from the table. Stopping a few yards away, they turned back, just to make sure taking the book was alright. The old woman was still just rocking in her chair, knitting.  As they walked down the street, Seth asked, “Is it just me or does it feel like we’re stealing things in plain sight?”

				“Actually,” Ailish replied, “It feels like we’ve been given these things. But who’s giving them to us and why?”

				Tureis held up the book and felt the energy it contained. “That’s a good question,” he said.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 13

				- Braon -

				After enjoying a late lunch, they exited the restaurant and walked down the street browsing through the different shops. Occasionally they would stop, looking at different items for sale, even buying things from time to time. As they proceeded through town, acquiring food and supplies, it became apparent that even these new bags could be filled.

				“I think we have just about everything we’ll need,” said Seth.

				“I still need bolts for the crossbow,” said Ailish.

				“It might be worth looking at some other weapons as well,” said Seth “After the run in with those thieves last night, I’d like to be more prepared if there’s a next time.”

				Ailish looked at Seth with raised eyebrows, “If? More like when.”

				Seth stopped walking, and looked at Ailish with a serious expression, “You think it could happen again?”

				“Don’t you?” Ailish asked. Seth stood there, not quite knowing how to respond. Of course he understood they could face some more thieves, or even worse, but he hoped he wouldn’t have to.

				“What’s that noise?” asked Tureis.

				They stopped walking, stood in the middle of the street and listened. What sounded like shouting could be heard from a distance. The shouting was occasionally interrupted by a loud cheer. “I wonder what that is,” said Tureis.

			

			
				“It seems to be getting pretty loud,” said Seth. “Should we go check it out?” When no one objected, they walked toward the source of the sound.

				Turning the corner of the street, the scene before them was nothing they could’ve prepared themselves for. A short distance down the street a large crowd had gathered, facing away from them, shouting and raising their fists in the air. Seth and Tureis looked at each other unsure of what was happening. When they turned back to look for Ailish, they both became concerned.

				“Where’s Ailish?” Seth asked nervously.

				Tureis was scanning around him and into the crowd, “I have no idea. She was just here.”

				“Where would she go?” asked Seth.

				Tureis anxiously scanned the crowd hoping to see any glimpse of her. After a minute Tureis felt a hand on his shoulder. When he turned around, his eyes fell on Ailish. All the worry he was harboring inside came out sounding like a very concerned father, “Ailish! Where did you go?”

				She completely dismissed the concern and worry in his voice, as she was too excited to stand still. “Hey. Come on. You’ve got to see this!” she exclaimed.

				Seth turned with a start, “Hey! Where did you come from?”

				In her impatience, Ailish had grabbed Tureis’ arm and was leading him toward the crowd. “I went up to see what the commotion was all about,” she said. “Come on!”

				Ailish didn’t stop for any more conversation, but continued walking around the edge of the crowd until she found an open spot and went through. Tureis and Seth followed, a little unsure where they were going. After pushing through the crowd they came to the front. Tureis followed Ailish into an open area at the front of the crowd. He stopped, stunned at what he was saw. “Hey,” said Tureis completely surprised, pointing toward a man in front of the crowd, “Isn’t that…?”

				Just then a large man stumbled forward and came straight toward them. Ailish grabbed Tureis’ arm and pulled him to the side. The man continued to stumble and then fell right where Tureis had been standing, hitting another person in the front row. Together both of them hit the ground hard, a loud groan escaping their lips. The large man was knocked out cold and wasn’t moving. 

			

			
				Seth came through the crowd and joined Ailish and Tureis. “That was close!” he exclaimed.

				Tureis again pointed and said, “Isn’t that…?”

				“Braon!” Ailish said, cutting him off, pulling Tureis toward a safe side of the crowd.

				In the center of the crowd were the scattered broken remains of a small cart. Strewn about the street were broken bowls and plates, likely the wares being sold on the cart. The source of the shouting and cheering was due to the four large men fighting one smaller man in the center. It seemed the crowd liked the underdog, since every time he would connect with a good blow the crowd would cheer.

				“What’s Braon doing?” Seth asked.

				“I think a better question is why are four guys trying to kill him?” asked Tureis. They observed that two of these large men were already laying on the ground out cold. The two remaining men were upset that their friends had been taken out of the fight.

				Just then one of the men rushed toward Braon. Before they collided, Braon moved to the side and pushed the large man. His momentum carried him into the crowd, where he slammed into the people in the front and fell to the ground. As the man was attempting to get up, people in the crowd started to kick at his back and legs.

				Before the man could fully get to his feet, Braon ran over and hit the man in the side of the head with a wooden leg from the broken cart. This sent the man to the ground with an audible thud. A loud cheer erupted from the crowd.

				The lone remaining man, now realizing that he was the last one standing, decided to improve the odds in his favor. Reaching into his belt, he pulled out a large dagger and came straight at Braon.

				Braon turned to face the man with the leg from the cart as his only weapon. The man thrust out the dagger and with cat like reflexes, Braon stepped to the side and brought the wooden leg down hard on the man’s wrist with a loud crunch. The man screamed and dropped the dagger, grabbing his broken wrist.

			

			
				Braon picked up the dagger and faced the man. The man pulled his wrist in close to his chest and ran towards the crowd. The crowd opened up and, with one last cheer, let him run through. 

				Braon dropped the wooden cart leg and walked over to a small old woman sitting near the edge of the crowd. He reached into his pocket, pulled out a small coin purse and gave it to the woman. She smiled, nodding her head in appreciation.

				Suddenly there was a loud blast. The King’s Guard had just fired a small amount of gunpowder through a cannon. Several of the Guard were now running towards the crowd of people. Quickly the crowd began to scatter with men, women and children running in all directions. Ailish grabbed Tureis and Seth by the arm and moved backwards into the midst of the scattering crowd. They began walking down the street, away from the approaching Guard. 

				As they walked, Tureis looked all around and over his shoulder, searching for Braon. In the midst of the confusion, Braon had vanished into the throng of people running from the Guard. They continued walking with the group of people going down the street. As they approached the end of the street, they ducked into a side street behind some of the shops. ”Did you see where Braon went?” Tureis asked.

				“The last I saw of him was when he fell in behind that huge group of people walking away from the group of Guard members coming up the street,” answered Ailish.

				“How do we find him then?” Seth asked.

				Tureis closed his eyes, placed his hand into his pocket and felt the warmth of the energy in the sphere. His mind was opened and he saw the streets of Kurith. For a moment he focused on different areas in town, sensing the dangers. He then reached out with his mind, searching for Braon. Where had he gone? Was he hiding? Had he gone somewhere specific? Did he leave town? For several minutes Tureis kept trying to focus, searching for Braon, but nothing came. 

				He opened his eyes and took a deep breath, both in frustration and to clear his mind. “I can’t find him. I feel like it’s possible to find him, but I don’t know how to do it,” said Tureis discouraged.

				After a minute of silence, Ailish asked, “What do you suggest we do now?”

			

			
				Shaking his head, Tureis said, “I don’t really know. I suppose we can wander around and maybe something will hit me.”

				“Well, we can’t just sit around here. That won’t help us find Braon,” said Seth.

				Looking around carefully, they slowly exited the side street and made their way down the main street. They scanned both sides of the street and into the various shops, and there didn’t appear to be any of the King’s Guard around anywhere. If any member of the King’s Guard got a good look at Seth, they may recognize him. If this happened, it would become very difficult to move throughout the kingdom. They also didn’t know if any kind of report had been issued to be on the lookout for them. To play it safe, it was in their best interest not to be seen by the Guard.

				They continued walking through the streets of Kurith. Occasionally, Tureis would avoid a street or turn around suddenly. He even pulled them into a small alley to avoid some of the Guard coming down the street. All the while feeling nothing as to how to find Braon.

				They came to the end of a street where there were very few people. They stopped walking and moved over against an empty shop. “We’ve been walking for over an hour now and it’s getting late in the afternoon. Any idea where to look?” Ailish asked.

				“No. Not really,” said Tureis. “I can sense where not to go as we move through the city, but I have no idea where to look for Braon.”

				“Why is that? Why can’t you find him?” Seth asked.

				Tureis thought for a moment. “I think it’s because I don’t know the feeling of his Matya very well,” replied Tureis. He thought back to the night they had freed him from the stocks. As Tureis attempted to connect with Braon’s thoughts and interact with his Matya, Tureis had had a very strange feeling come over him. After that it appeared Braon had shut off his Matya completely so Tureis couldn’t sense it at all.

				“What does that mean?” Seth asked, now very confused.

				The question brought Tureis out of his thoughts. “I’ve been around you two so much, I can easily sense your Matya,” explained Tureis. “But I’ve not been around Braon enough to really get a sense of how his Matya feels, so it’s hard to find it in an area with so many people.”

				Seth now was beginning to understand. “Isn’t Matya just Matya?” Seth asked for clarification. “We know every person has Matya inside of them, whether it’s been awakened or not. Isn’t it all the same?”

			

			
				Tureis thought for a moment, searching for a way to explain this to Seth. To Tureis, this idea had become clear to him when he was young and had practiced using his Matya, but he’d never talked to anyone about it and was unsure of the exact words to use. Finally he said, “In one sense, the Matya is the Matya. But it’s also different in every person.”

				At first, Seth thought he was understanding this, but now Seth was even more confused than when he asked the question. Tureis thought of another approach. “It’s like an apple,” he said. “When you eat an apple, some would say it’s just an apple. But some apples are sweet and some are tart. Some are crunchy and some are soft. While an apple is just an apple to some, to others there are many differences in all the varieties that can take a while to fully recognize. The Matya is like that, each person interacts with the Matya in different ways and it feels different for each person. It takes a while for me to recognize a person based solely on their Matya.”

				Seth was nodding his head as he began to understand. “You know, as you explained that it reminded me of something,” he began. “I asked my father one time why I felt different inside when I spoke to different people in the castle. He told me it was the Matya. He said depending on how a person respected or feared the Matya would manifest in a feeling you get around them. I didn’t understand before, but maybe this is what he was trying to say.” Seth stopped and looked off in the distance lost in his thoughts; as if he’d just learned some great truth in the universe.

				Ailish turned and faced Seth, her hands on her hips. “This is fascinating information, but since we don’t know where to go to find Braon, I still need to get some bolts for the crossbow. Maybe we can find an armorer and get some weapons,” she said.

				“Good idea,” said Seth as he shook his head, clearing his thoughts. “We passed one a few streets over.”

				“Actually, I heard a guy talking when we were at one of the shops earlier,” said Tureis. “He said there’s a blacksmith on the edge of town that makes weapons as well. Some of the best in town.”

				Seth looked a little surprised, “A blacksmith? Really!”

				“Yeah. He said the guy could make anything and that his weapons were some of the best quality in town. Very reasonable prices too,” replied Tureis.

			

			
				Ailish reached into her bag and removed her bag of coins, shaking it. The sound of coins had become softer and the bag much lighter than when they began this journey. “We are getting low on coins,” she said. “We should try it out and see what we can get for the money we have left.”

				With the map of Kurith in his mind, Tureis continued to lead them through the city. With the occasional dodging into alleys, changing streets and ducking behind things, it took nearly thirty minutes to find the blacksmith. As they approached the blacksmith shop, they stopped outside and stared. 

				The shop was composed of three tents with four wooden poles each. The tents were connected together, forming one giant tent. The roofs were made of canvas and there were side walls on each. The two outer tents also had backs of canvas. The fronts were open to display all the goods for sale.

				In the center tent, sitting at the back, was a rock chimney extending out the back of the tent and high into the air. The front of the chimney contained a large rock forge. Attached to the base of the forge was a giant bellows. In front of the forge was an anvil attached to a tree trunk still planted in the ground.

				The front of the shop had various metal objects hanging from the tents and standing on the ground. Wind chimes and weather vanes as well as metal gates and decorative iron candle holders and lamps. It was what was in the back of one of the side tents that caught Seth’s eye. “Hey,” he said, “look at those swords.”

				Along the back wall of the tent at least two dozen swords hung from a tall rack. Below the swords were leg irons and chains, crossbows and various kinds of bolts with different tips. A table next to the rack held an assortment of various daggers and long knives, and even some maces. 

				Seth removed one of the swords from the rack and was swinging it, impressed with both the balance and the craftsmanship. Ailish was looking through the assortment of crossbow bolts and had already chosen several. Tureis was also impressed with the items in the shop, but was especially fascinated at the quality and beauty of the daggers. He was holding a dagger in his hand when a voice came from behind them, “Can I help you three?”

			

			
				Seth dropped the sword to his side, Tureis placed the dagger back on the table. Ailish turned with recognition in her voice, “Braon!”

				Reflexively, Braon stepped back, “Ailish? Is that you?”

				“It’s all of us!” she exclaimed. “We’ve been looking for you.”

				Braon backed up even more and looked around as if making sure no one else was coming to find him. Uncertainly, he said, “Looking for me? Why? You’re not trying to catch me again and take me back are you?”

				“No. No. Nothing like that,” said Ailish.

				Braon narrowed his eyes, not quite sure what to make of them. “Ok. Then why are you trying to find me?” he asked.

				Now it was Tureis who looked around not wanting to be overheard. “Is there anyplace we can go to talk about this other than here?” he asked quietly.

				Braon eyed them skeptically, looking back and forth between them. After a minute of considering the various reasons they might be here, as well as not seeing any of the King’s Guard coming through the tents, he said, “Ok. Sure. Follow me.”

				Braon led them out of the back of the shop. The blacksmith shop was located at the very end of all the shops, on the road that led out of the city towards the border of the kingdom. 

				Behind the shop was the beginning of a large forest that extended into the kingdoms of Zummot and Galaera. Behind the wood pile a small path led into the forest. Braon began walking up the path leading them deeper into the forest. 

				After several minutes of walking they came to a hill. It was here they left the path walking around to the other side of the hill, staying close to the rock walls at the base. They continued to walk for another minute or two when a cave opening appeared in the base of the hill. Braon went inside. Seth, who was following next in line, stopped and turned to face Tureis and Ailish. “What do you think?” Seth said, looking straight at Tureis. 

				Tureis had been walking this whole time with his hand in his pocket. He moved closer to Ailish and Seth and whispered, “I don’t sense any danger.” He paused and then continued, “Before we go in there, I will say that I feel it’s important to share with him everything we can. But no talk of the sphere. I can’t explain the feeling, but I feel we need to keep it a secret between the three of us only.”

			

			
				Tureis looked seriously at each of them. Together, they nodded their heads in agreement. Seth turned and walked inside the cave, followed by Ailish and Tureis. Tureis stopped at the door and looked at the dimly lit room. If he was expecting the comforts of home or even the comforts in his own cave, he was going to be severely disappointed. 

				The cave was lit by a single small oil lamp. Towards the front of the cave was a fire pit used for cooking and warming the cave. There were two bedrolls along one wall. A few logs sitting on end served as stools and were arranged around the fire pit. Along the other wall was a large pile of firewood. Braon was currently selecting branches and logs for laying a fire. After the fire was going, Braon sat down next to the other three and looked at each of them. “Ok,” he said, “I don’t think anyone will overhear us talking in here. So why are you here?”

				Seth and Ailish looked at Tureis. Who was going to be the one to start this conversation? They had searched for Braon for several days, and only now did Tureis realize they never discussed what they would say to Braon once they found him.

				Tureis looked at the other two unsure of what to say. Finally, Braon chuckled and said, “Ok. So you found me, and you know why you were looking for me, but you don’t know how to say it. Is that the problem here?”

				All three of them looked astonished that he would know exactly what they were all thinking. “Well…it’s just that,” Tureis’ answer trailed away.

				Braon chuckled again and looked at Ailish. “Ailish,” he said, “Out of all three of you, I know you best. We’ve trained many times. I’ve visited your home and ate at your table. Even after what your father did to me, over something I didn’t do, I still respect him. He did what he had to do in the presence of the king. I would have done the same thing if I was put in the same situation, and with no real evidence to work with.”

				He paused and let his words sink in. After a minute Braon continued, “Now you know how I feel about Emmett and that I hold no bitter feelings for him. Ailish, you’ve always been the most direct person I know. Just tell me why you are here?”

			

			
				Ailish leaned back on her log and took in a deep breath. She looked at Seth and Tureis who gave her a slight nod, prodding her to go ahead. Ailish looked at Braon and said softly, “We need your help.”

				Braon was silent and stared into the fire for what seemed like an eternity before he asked, “Help with what?”

				Again the three of them were silent, unsure how to explain. After a minute, Braon appeared to be losing his patience. He looked at Tureis and asked, “What do you need my help with?”

				Tureis took a deep breath, mustering all the courage he had. What if Braon wouldn’t help them? What if they had come all this way only for him to laugh at them and send them on their way? What if they got into another fight? There were many more ‘what ifs’ going through his mind. He pushed them out of his thoughts, sat forward and calmly said, “We need your help to find the Oracle.”

				Braon laughed out loud and stood up. He walked around the cave, laughing. Eventually, the laughing stopped and he returned to the fire. “The Oracle?” he asked still chuckling slightly. “Did I hear you right? You said the Oracle?”

				Tureis was shocked with the response, “Yes. The Oracle. We have been sent by King Seathan to find the Oracle for Seth.”

				“Seth has been sent to find the Oracle?” asked Braon. “Is the Oracle even real? There’s so much legend and myth associated with the Oracle, I don’t even know if she’s a real person. I always thought it was a legend.”

				Tureis had also heard some of those stories, although not from his father. There were well known legends of the Oracle. The Oracle was thought to be an all powerful holder and guardian of the Matya. She could wield the Matya for good or evil. It was said there were secret messengers of the Oracle that she controlled. These messengers would go around helping people and stopping evil based on the Oracle’s wishes. Some stories even suggested that King Hamish of Zummot was the Oracle; creating the fear of the Oracle and of the kingdom of Zummot.

				With these stories out there, it wasn’t hard to see why many people feared the Matya and were scared of the thought of an Oracle being real. When Braon could see the expressions on their faces hadn’t changed he asked, “So...then I assume the Oracle is real?”

			

			
				“We believe so,” Ailish said.

				“And you two?” Braon said, pointing his finger at them. They both nodded.

				Braon rubbed a hand over his short beard, considering the things he’d been told. He seemed to come to some kind of internal decision and asked again, “So...why me? I don’t know where the Oracle is. Legend says the Oracle finds you and not the other way around. So why me?”

				“Emmett asked us to find you,” said Tureis. “He felt terrible about what had happened to you, but asked us to find you anyway. He said you would be a great asset on our journey to find the Oracle.”

				Ailish jumped in, “We also really could use someone to help protect us too. After the fight we got into on the way from Freb, we need someone that can help us stay safe.”

				“Fight?” asked Braon.

				They rehearsed to Braon the events on the road from Freb. After they finished, Braon nodded his head, “First of all, that was amazing strategy. Second, I agree, you do need help fighting...well, if a fight arises that is.”

				They became silent for a minute, pondering over all the information that had been shared. Finally Braon asked, “You said Emmett told you to find me? When did you see Emmet?”

				This time it was Ailish that explained how after he escaped up the boulder hill that they had been caught by Emmett and Elis. She explained how they were banished from the kingdom until they could learn to make better decisions. She also explained how the king had wished for Seth to see the Oracle. Only then would they be allowed back into the kingdom.

				“So help me understand,” began Braon. “You got caught saving me? Because of that you got banished from the kingdom? After the Oracle talks to Seth you can go back? What’s the Oracle going to say to Seth that will change everything?”

				They all looked dumbfounded. This was something they hadn’t even thought about. They all shook their heads, speechless. “We don’t know,” Ailish finally said.

				“We won’t know until we find the Oracle,” said Seth somberly. “To be honest, I’m a bit nervous myself about what I’m going to be told.”

			

			
				Ailish looked back at Braon and asked, “So, will you help us?”

				Braon was silent for a moment. During this entire conversation, Tureis hadn’t removed his hand from his pocket. The Matya continued to help him clear his mind and focus on the discussion. As Ailish asked this question, something changed with Braon. When they first entered the cave, Tureis felt joy and comfort. As soon as Ailish asked if Braon would help, Tureis felt that same conflicted feeling he felt the night Braon was in the stocks. But no sooner had the feeling come that it vanished.

				“I think I will,” said Braon, holding up a finger, “But, I also think that I’m not going to be enough.”

				“What do you mean?” Seth asked.

				“I mean that me alone isn’t enough to keep you all safe,” said Braon.

				“So what are you asking?” asked Ailish.

				Braon smiled and said, “I’m asking for you to let me take one more person with us.”

				They looked at each other. “Who?” asked Ailish.

				“His name is Eamonn Phadraig,” explained Braon. “He’s the nephew of the blacksmith that owns the shop in town. Eammon’s just as good at making things as his uncle, maybe even better. He can make or fix anything. He’s also a good fighter and was in the King’s Guard as well. He quit the guard to come help his ailing father. After his father passed away he started working with his uncle.”

				“Do you think he’ll help us?” asked Seth.

				“I think the better question is why would he help us?” asked Tureis.

				“You can ask him that yourself,” answered Braon. “He’ll be here soon. He stays here with me. Usually comes in around dark and it’s nearly dark now. Why don’t we cook something for dinner.”

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 14

				- Eammon -

				As they finished cooking dinner, a rustling noise came from outside the cave. They looked up to see a man enter the cave, humming to himself. The man stopped and looked around as if he was unsure if he’d walked into the wrong cave. 

				Braon spoke up, “Eammon! It’s alright. You’re in the right place. Come in and have a seat. These are friends of mine from Thaven.” 

				Eammon sat down next to Seth on a short log, which seemed appropriate as Eammon was a very short man. In addition to being short, Eammon was also very round in the middle. He had no hair on his head, but had a long red beard, which appeared to carry remnants of what he had for lunch under his chin. His most striking feature, however, was his smile. He hadn’t stopped smiling since sitting down. When he smiled, his whole face seemed to light up and come alive. 

				Eammon looked at each of their faces and said with a chuckle, “Well who do we have here? Wait a minute,” He held up a finger, closed his eyes and tipped his head back. When he opened his eyes he looked at each of them again. “If I had to guess,” he started, “And if you subtract about five years from each of you...I would say you are Ailish, the daughter of Emmett.” Eammon turned and looked at Seth. “You sir need no introduction. It’s an honor to have you in my humble abode your highness-to-be.” Eammon pretended to remove a non-existent hat from his head and bowed as he sat there. 

				Eammon looked up again and pointed to Tureis and said, “I will say, you have a familiar face from my days in the castle, but I can’t place your name.” 

			

			
				“This is Tureis,” said Braon. “Tureis Atreyu. The son of Elis Atreyu.” 

				Eammon snapped his fingers and chuckled, “That’s right. The librarian in the castle.” 

				Tureis seemed to take offense at this disrespectful title he’d given to his father. “He’s not a librarian. He’s the keeper of the sacred texts and guardian of the vaults.” 

				Eammon chuckled, “I meant no disrespect. But really...how is that different than a librarian?” Tureis started to get up but Ailish put a hand on his arm and helped him sit back down again. 

				“One thing I didn’t tell you about Eammon is he’s a joker. It doesn’t seem to matter what situation I’ve found myself in, here’s Eammon making fun of something or making a joke.” Braon looked at Tureis and said, “He means no disrespect to your father, it’s just who he is. Actually he knew your father quite well...didn’t you? 

				“Yes I did,” said Eammon. “Actually, your father did a lot to help me. Sometimes when I’d been given a stupid assignment like standing guard near an outhouse or something, I’d sneak down to where your father worked. He’d let me read some of the books and he’d teach me things. I enjoyed listening to him. He used to tell me knowledge was power. I’ve a great respect for Elis.” 

				“Huh,” was all Tureis could manage to say. He couldn’t remember ever meeting Eammon at the castle. 

				“Most people thought I was stupid,” said Eammon. “Elis told me I wasn’t stupid, I just thought about things differently than other people.” 

				“What do you mean?” Ailish asked. 

				Eammon put his hand into his pocket and removed a small box. The box was ornate and looked expensive. It was only three inches square and looked as though it was hand carved. The designs on the box were made from dark pieces of a different wood carved into a lace like pattern. He handed the box to Tureis. “What do you see?” he asked. 

				Tureis turned the box over in his hand and noticed a seam near the top. Gently he felt around the seam until he felt a small round raised piece of the darker wood and pushed it. The box opened revealing a shallow compartment covered in felt. The compartment held a small polished metal horseshoe. 

			

			
				“It’s some sort of jewelry box,” Tureis said. Tureis touched the horseshoe for a brief moment and felt a familiar energy. The energy was subtle, but there was an energy to be sure. Tureis looked up and his eyes met with Eammon. As they stared at each other for the briefest of time an unspoken communication occurred. Tureis nodded his understanding, and he would talk to Eammon about this later and in private. 

				Eammon reached over and took the box back. He closed the lid and asked, “But is that all it is?” 

				“What do you mean?” asked Ailish. 

				Eammon turned the box around, then upside down. On the bottom of the box was more dark wood in a beautiful ornate pattern. At the top of the pattern was a small indentation. He put his finger into the indentation and the bottom opened, revealing a very small dagger laying at an angle, also sitting on a bed of felt. 

				He held up a finger again and said, “Wait.” He replaced the bottom of the box and turned it upright again. Moving his finger over the back of the box, again he pushed a small round button carved into the ornate design and a small door opened. He opened the door and removed a key. “This key,” he said, “Will open any set of leg irons or wrist irons.” 

				He replaced the key and removed a second larger key. “This key should open just about all the prison cells in Thaven, quite possibly any prison cell anywhere and, with the right touch, any lock as well,” said Eammon “I’ve designed the key to be adjustable.” 

				Seth took and examined the key. The end of the key that fit into the lock appeared to be a fixed solid piece of metal, but actually it was made of several small pieces of metal that turned on a central axis. To change the profile of the key, you simply rotated the small pins around the central axis to the opposite side. This created longer or shorter pins and thereby, adjusted the key to fit the lock. 

				Seth handed the key back to Eammon and asked in amazement, “Does it actually work?” 

				This time Eammon laughed out loud. “You bet it works. Had the unpleasant need to test it a few times. Worked every time.” 

			

			
				Eammon replaced the keys and closed the box. “So you see,” he said, “Elis understood that I wasn’t stupid, I just have a different way of seeing things. Just as you see a simple jewelry box, I see every part of a secret box with multiple compartments. I also see how all those compartments work and know how to build each one.” 

				He placed the box back into his pocket and they all fell silent. They stared into the fire, watching the flames dance over the wood. Tureis could still feel the energy contained in the horseshoe. He thought about the book in his bag about objects of power and wondered if there was a horseshoe in the book. 

				Soon Eammon was chuckling again. “So, I guess I should ask you why you’re here. I know Braon cooks a mean venison steak and his fame for cooking extends all the way to Zummot. But my guess is that you’re not here for the cooking.” 

				After explaining again their reasons for seeking out Braon, and retelling the stories of their travels to Kurith, they all sat back again and stared at the fire. Several minutes later Eammon started to chuckle. The chuckle soon turned into a laugh. The laugh became an enormous belly laugh that had Eammon bouncing his belly up and down so hard Tureis thought he might bruise his stomach. 

				A moment later the laugh died down and Eammon held his stomach as if trying to contain himself. He stopped chuckling and looked at Seth and said, “Your highness-to-be, it would be an honor to accompany you to the Oracle. I’ve always wanted to meet the Oracle, but more importantly, if King Seathan asked you to go, it would be an honor to serve your father, the great King of Thaven.” After speaking, he again removed his pretend hat and bowed his head. 

				“Would you please stop bowing,” said Seth. “And it’s not ‘your highness-to-be.’ It’s just Seth.” 

				“Are you sure?” Eammon asked. “You are the Crown Prince of Thaven. It just seems disrespectful.” 

				“And the phrase ‘your highness-to-be’ isn’t disrespectful?” asked Seth. 

				Eammon lowered his head and said “Good point. Please accept my apologies.” 

			

			
				“I would love you on this journey with us, but only if you call me Seth,” he said. 

				Eammon smiled and said, “Oh thank you your highness-to...I...I...I mean Seth.” He then winked and they all started laughing. After they all had a good laugh, they were once again staring into the dancing flames contemplating the evenings events. 

				Tureis stood and walked to the mouth of the cave and looked out into the night. He thought about their decision to include Eammon on their journey and smiled at the thought. He considered Braon and why was he so set on knowing why they had wanted him to go. Simply explaining their story didn’t seem to be enough. 

				While Tueris trusted Emmett and his father, he couldn’t help but wonder if there was something he wasn’t seeing, or maybe there was something they didn’t see either. What were the feelings he kept getting from Braon? It was an unsettling feeling that he didn’t understand. For now, Tureis would keep this to himself, since it may just be his own fears coming to the surface and really didn’t mean anything. When they met the Oracle, he would be sure to ask her about this. Hopefully she could help him understand.

				Ailish placed a hand on his shoulder and whispered, “What are you thinking about out here?” Tureis was leaning against the rocks at the entrance of the cave staring at the stars.

				Tureis took a breath and with his gaze still upward said, “I was wondering, now that we found Braon and have Eammon, how do we find the Oracle?”

				Ailish stood beside him and looked up at the millions of stars. “If it’s true that the Oracle will find you when needed, how do we know we’re needed and how does she find us?” asked Ailish. “My father also said we needed to find the oracle, so how does that work? Do we find her or does she find us? I guess I’m a bit confused.”

				“I’ve been thinking the same thing,” said Tureis. “As far as finding her, the only thing we know is that the Oracle lives in a place called the City of Rock. I don’t know what that means.”

				They stood in silence for several minutes. Ailish put her hand on Tureis’ arm and looked at him. “We will figure this out,” she said. “So far the pieces are all falling into place. Maybe a good night sleep will let our minds work it out. We’ll figure out something tomorrow. I’m sure of it.” She left and went back to sit by the fire. 

			

			
				The morning came and went and still the three of them slept. Finally, Tureis awoke and sat up. The sun was high and the afternoon heat could be felt coming into the cave. Tureis looked around and Braon and Eammon were nowhere in sight. He got up, walked to the mouth of the cave and looked outside, but saw no signs of either of them. A small voice came from behind him, “I’m hungry.”

				“Seth you’re always hungry. I’m hungry too,” said Tureis. “It’s afternoon, so we should be hungry.”

				“Afternoon? Really?” Seth asked.

				“Yeah. We slept for a long time,” said Seth. “Braon and Eammon aren’t here either. I don’t know where they are.”

				Ailish stirred and sat up. “Did you say Braon was gone?”

				“Yes. Both of them are gone,” Tureis replied.

				They all got up and found their bags. They removed some biscuits and hard cheese and ate. Seth took a bite of a biscuit and asked, “What did you think of Eammon last night?”

				“I like him,” said Ailish. “I can’t place a finger as to why exactly, but I like him. What do you think Tureis?”

				“I think he will make a good addition to the group,” said Tureis. “He seems very loyal to King Seathan and I think he’ll be able to be trusted.”

				Ailish spoke up, “I trust Braon and if he says Eammon would be a good addition then that’s good enough for me.”

				Seth and Tureis nodded and continued eating. After several minutes had passed, there came a loud crash outside the cave entrance. Seth and Tureis immediately pulled out their daggers, Ailish already had the crossbow up with a bolt locked in place facing the door. They waited, listening.

				Suddenly a loud laugh erupted, followed by more crashing. After a minute, Eammon came into to the cave, still laughing. “I don’t know if you saw that, but that bush attacked me! I barely made it out alive!” Eammon sat down on a stump and pulled some leaves and twigs from his beard.

				Seth and Tureis replaced the daggers into their belts and Ailish removed the bolt from her crossbow. They all sat down, watching as Eammon tried to remove all the plant material from his very bushy beard.

			

			
				“Where did you go? Where’s Braon?” asked Seth.

				Eammon made a gesture as if to bow and said, “Well, your highness...excuse me...Seth, I went into the shop to get some extra weapons and tools for the journey. Braon went to get some extra food and other supplies.”

				“Do you know when he might be back?” asked Ailish.

				“Come to think of it, I expected him back long before me,” said Eammon. “We left at first light this morning. Wonder where he went.” Eammon waved his hand and shook his head. “No matter. He’ll be back soon I’m sure.”

				Eammon then proceeded to remove various objects form one of his bags. He removed a couple crossbows accompanied by bolts of varying kinds. Several daggers, some short swords and a couple maces also came out of the bag. 

				He opened another bag and removed some hammers, plyers, files, and several other tools they didn’t recognize. He then removed a large salami and took a big bite. “Ah,” he said chuckling, “That’s what I was looking for.” He took several other large bites, just swallowing without any appearance of chewing.

				The others just stared at him with disgusted looks on their faces. Sensing the glares, Eammon looked up with a full mouth and asked, raising the salami, “You want some?”

				They shook their heads, sat back down and began looking through the various weapons and tools. Seth held up a small leather pouch with very small files and picks inside. “What are these?” he asked.

				“Those are for locks,” he said taking another bite of salami. “I made them to open locks, in case my secret key doesn’t work, but I’m really not very good at it. I may not have designed them right or they just might need some modifying or something. To be honest, I haven’t taken the time to figure them out. I’m sure they’ll work, just haven’t perfected them yet.”

				“Do you mind if I try them out?” asked Seth.

				Eammon thought for a moment and chuckled. “Go ahead. Maybe you’ll have better luck than I did.”

			

			
				“Thanks,” said Seth as he sat down examining the tool kit.

				Just then Braon entered the cave out of breath. “Hey there. I got some more food,” he said. “Between all of us, we should have enough to get started.”

				Eammon put down his salami and chuckled to himself. “This may be a dumb question, but where are we going?”

				All eyes went to Tureis. “Any ideas?” asked Ailish.

				That was a question Tureis had been pondering for the entire journey. Ever since he found out they needed to go to the Oracle, he had been trying to figure out where to go. Thus far he’d only come up with the “City of Rocks,” and that didn’t seem to make a whole lot of sense. It wasn’t a city listed on any map and he couldn’t find any further reference to it in any book he brought with him.

				Tureis looked back at each of them, not sure what to answer. Then he felt it. Somewhere deep inside of him, a sort of light turned on and a warmth came upon him. He knew the feeling now, as he’d learned to recognize it these last few years. The light had come, the Matya was opening his understanding.

				Somewhere inside him he knew what to say, but he didn’t understand why he was saying it. He had learned enough about the inner light that when he felt it and it told him what to do, if he listened to it, it would all work out. He looked at his friends and said, “I’ll know in the morning. We need to prepare tonight and tomorrow we’ll depart.”

				The remainder of the evening they packed and prepared everything for the journey. Tureis sat and stared into the fire trying to figure out the answer to the question of where they would go. He sat there with his hand in his pocket rubbing the sphere and feeling its energy, thinking and hoping he would figure it out. 

				Everyone had gone to sleep and still Tureis sat by the fire. The thought came to him again and again. He pictured in his mind the old toothless woman from the small shop in Kurith. She would wink and say, “Knowledge is power.” He also remembered times at home when he would ask his father questions, his father would say, “When you need an answer, all you need to do is look. The answers are always there.” He stood up, walked over to his bag and opened it. As he looked inside, immediately he knew what he needed to do. 

			

			
				Quietly, he picked up his bag and left the cave. The moon was bright tonight and Tureis could see enough to move into the forest a short distance from the cave. After he felt he was a safe distance away he sat down next to a fallen tree and opened his bag. Staring back at him was the book he got from the old lady in Kurith who apparently didn’t sell books. He remembered her words, “Your book. You take. You read.” 

				Removing the book from the bag, he could feel the energy it contained. He rubbed his hand over the cover of the book, hoping to find a title. The worn leather was completely blank, not even a hint of a previous title. The back cover was equally blank. He opened the book and there was no title page either. The strangest part of the book was the very firm spine. Very worn leather covered the spine of the book, but the spine was very hard, almost rock hard. Much harder than the could be explained from the worn leather. Tureis rubbed his hand up and down the spine and as he did so the energy seemed to increase. It was a though the spine contained Matya. 

				He opened the book again, anxious to learn the secrets it contained. His father always said that all books contained knowledge and the use of that knowledge led to power. This book contained knowledge for sure, but it also had a strong energy that could be felt. Whatever it contained, Tureis knew it was strong and should be learned and used.

				He removed the sphere from his pocket to find it emitting a soft blue light. Looking at the glowing sphere, Tureis noticed something new. Across the face of the sphere appeared several shapes. He had looked at this sphere countless times and had never seen them. He turned the sphere around in his hand. As he came back to the shapes, he noticed they had changed. They were still there, but now were different.

				Startled, he almost dropped the sphere. This time in place of the original shapes were different shapes and what appeared to be writing or letters. But the language was nothing he understood. He opened the book and the writing vanished. He turned the sphere around in his hands but no further writing appeared on the surface. 

				Setting the sphere close to the book and using the light it emitted, he began to read. The power of the words entered his mind and thoughts and ideas came to him. He continued to read throughout the night, hoping this would give him the answers he sought.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 15

				- Border -

				The sun was just beginning to rise above the mountain in front of Tureis when he closed the book. Placing the book back into his bag, he sat back against the tree and smiled, taking in the beauty of the spring morning. It was a beautiful day and he’d found his answer. He understood more now than he ever thought possible. It also became clear to him there was a lot he still didn’t know.

				Entering the cave with a smile on his face, he found everyone up and eating. 

				“Where’d you go last night?” asked Seth.

				“I went to figure out the answer to our question,” replied Tureis.

				“And?” asked Ailish.

				“And I think we’re ready to go,” said Tureis.

				Ailish was getting impatient. “You’re being very cryptic about this whole thing. Where are we going?” she asked.

				“We’re going to the City of Rock,” said Tureis with a smile on his face.

				“On the off chance you had to be a little more specific, where would you say the City of Rock is?” asked Eammon.

				At this question everyone stopped what they were doing and looked at Tureis for an answer. Tureis looked at each of them and smiled and said, “I don’t know.”

			

			
				Ailish jumped to her feet. “What do you mean you don’t know?” she asked, exasperated. “Which direction are we heading?”

				“We need to head toward Kerr,” Tureis said.

				“Kerr huh? If we take the road back to Freb and then over to Kerr it’ll take about three to four days to get there,” Eammon said.

				“No,” said Tureis, “We need to take the border road to Kerr.”

				“The border road?” Braon asked, looking over at Eammon. “Are you sure?”

				Sensing something in Braon’s tone of voice, Seth sat up. “Why’d you say it like that?” he asked. “What’s wrong with the border road?”

				Eammon looked at Seth and said, “I don’t fancy you’ve ever been on the border road.” He paused for a moment before continuing. “The border road is a sort of lawless zone. Since the road follows the border of two kingdoms, neither kingdom wants to monitor it. As a result it’s a bit of an unsavory area, if you gather my meaning.”

				Seth looked at Eammon waiting for him to laugh or even give a small chuckle; it never happened. Seth swallowed hard, “Are you sure, Tureis?”

				Tureis nodded, “If we want to find the City of Rock, that’s the closest we’ll get with the information I’ve found.”

				After a long look at Tureis, Ailish finally said, “Alright then, let’s get going.” Slowly, they all went back to organizing their supplies and placing them in all the bags. When they were finally ready, they walked out of the cave, on their way to Kerr.

				After walking a short distance, Ailish turned to Braon and asked, “Why are we going this way?” It had become obvious to Ailish that they were on the path back to town.

				Before Braon could say anything, Eammon cut in and responded, “I need to grab a couple more things from the shop. Besides the road out of town that goes past my shop leads to the border road.”

				They continued walking in silence. When they approached the shop Braon and Eammon entered while the other three stayed out of sight behind the shop. After several minutes, they both returned, each carrying an additional bag, this one strapped to their backs with a short length of rope.

			

			
				Eammon chuckled and said, “I think that’ll about do it. I can’t carry anything else. I really wish there was a better way to carry more stuff with fewer bags. Hmmm...I’ll have to work on that,” He said thoughtfully. “Anyway, shall we get going? The road is best traveled during the day.”

				They picked up their bags and readied themselves. Without saying a word, they turned and left the city of Kurith, on their way to the border road. Eammon led the group from the front; probably the best idea since he was from this area and knew the road well.

				Tureis purposefully stayed behind the group a little distance, watching around him, observing the interactions of the group. He couldn’t help but think that this was a good group. Everyone loyal to King Seathan and everyone believers in the Matya. Even though Tureis couldn’t sense the Matya with Braon, he still believed in the power and seemed to trust it. 

				Tureis pondered the new things he learned about the Matya the previous night. The Matya is the force found in all people, an inner voice, an inner light, a energy as real as the warmth of the sun. The Matya also guided and inspired, and if listened to could warn of danger, even save your life. Tureis knew this first hand.

				As he had searched the book, he’d finally found the information he so desperately sought and he’d learned about the sphere he carried. The sphere was called an Oracle Sphere. It was created and empowered by the Oracle herself. The sphere was made of pure silver, the most powerful of all metals, able to hold the power of the Matya indefinitely. 

				The sphere was created to serve the possessor and could only be held by one person at a time. The person receiving the sphere was chosen by the Oracle and the sphere found its way to the person, calling them to it. There were many functions of the sphere including guidance, as Tureis had already figured out for himself. He also understood how it could warn him and inspire him to do things he didn’t understand. 

				Towards the back of the book, he learned the writings on the sphere were actually a lost language. Very few texts existed that taught the language. The book he received contained some basic understanding of the language, such that Tureis now understood some of the symbols that could appear on the sphere and what they meant. As to where the symbols and writing came from, it didn’t say. Where one question was answered it seemed two more questions took its place.

			

			
				In addition to reading through the book he received in Kurith, Tureis had also searched through his book about objects of power. While there was no direct reference to a horseshoe that Eammon carried in his secret box, there were several references to objects that helped people with various things. Tureis guessed the horseshoe was this kind of object since the power it contained was not very strong. He also guessed the horseshoe had similar powers as Eammon himself that could enhance his personal Matya with regards to building and all things mechanical.

				The horseshoe appeared to be made from some kind of steel that had been polished. Steel was a good metal to contain the Matya, but the Matya would slowly fade over time. He wondered what Eammon did with the horseshoe but knew the object was not evil. For now he would pretend it didn’t exist and tell no one. He could honor the secret that Eammon appeared to be keeping to himself.

				As they walked towards the border road, Tureis maintained a short distance behind the rest of the group. Periodically, Tureis would remove the sphere from his pocket and look at it as if waiting for something to change. He’d hoped he would see a message or anything that could guide them towards the Oracle. 

				“I do have a question for us to consider,” Eammon said with a chuckle. “Shortly we’ll be coming to the border road. Which direction are we going?”

				“South, towards Kerr,” Tureis responded with confidence.

				“South? Perfect. It’s about a two to three day journey to Kerr,” said Eammon.

				“Longer if we find trouble,” Braon mumbled under his breath. No one seemed to hear, or at least no one chose to respond to that last comment.

				“We won’t make it to Kerr,” Tureis said.

				Seth wasn’t expecting that comment and said rather loudly, “Won’t make it to Kerr? What’s going to happen to us?”

				Realizing what Seth thought he meant, Tureis continued, “No. Nothing like that. We’ll be turning off the road onto the path that leads to the City of Rock.”

				“Where is this path?” Ailish asked.

			

			
				“Actually, I don’t really know,” answered Tureis. “The best I can tell, it’s somewhere before we get to Kerr. If we enter Kerr, then we missed the path.”

				They continued to walk in silence until Ailish asked, “Is there a sign or something to know where to turn?”

				Tureis thought for a moment, “If I remember correctly, there’s an arrow.”

				“Just an arrow,” said Eammon. “What? The Oracle’s not good enough for a full sign?” With the last comment they all chuckled and Eammon laughed out loud.

				“I guess not. What I read said if the Oracle will accept you, you’ll see the arrow pointing the way,” said Tureis.

				Again, they all fell silent and continued walking. After a short time had past, Braon announced, “That’s the border road up ahead.” They continued walking until they came to the road and turned south towards Kerr. Shortly after turning south, they came into a very dense forest. The sunlight was shaded and the air temperature seemed to decrease as they past under the trees.

				This forest had a different feel than the others they’d been in. The trees were very dense, even extending up to the roads edge. It seemed a person could get lost easily. As they walked they also noticed a profound silence. The stillness and lack of noise left the feeling very ominous.

				They continued for several more hours. Tureis would occasionally check the sphere, looking for any message he may be able to decipher. Up to now he’d seen nothing, but this time when he removed the sphere from his pocket and he noticed a small arrow pointing straight ahead. Could this be the arrow he was looking for? Or was this just one of the random messages that would appear? When he looked back at the sphere the arrow was gone. He placed the sphere back in his pocket and continued walking, feeling confident they were headed in the right direction.

				After walking all day, the sun was setting. “I’m getting hungry,” said Eammon. “What do ya think about stopping here for the night? I can fix us some dinner.”

				Tureis was walking much slower the past hour. Seth was walking with a visible hunch as he carried his bags and tried to keep moving, but Ailish seemed to have just as much energy as when they started out this morning. Eammon began to slowly migrate to the edge of the road. Suddenly, there was a loud crash and a low moan, just off the road behind some trees. “Ouch, that didn’t feel so good,” Eammon said as he sat up, looking at the scattered supplies. “How about we stop here?” Eammon said with a chuckle and began gathering up the supplies and things he’d dropped when he fell.

			

			
				The others came around the tree and stepped into a clearing, large enough for all of them. They were only several feet from the road, but due to the density of the trees, when they stood inside the clearing, they couldn’t see the road at all. “This looks as good a place as any,” said Braon as he set his bags down and stretched his back.

				They began setting up camp. Eammon quickly had a fire going and with three long sticks and some rope, had constructed a tripod. He then began to make a stew in a pot he had suspended from the tripod with a small chain over the fire.

				They all gathered around the fire smelling the wonderful aromas coming from the pot. “That smells amazing,” said Seth. “What’s in it?”

				Eammon chuckled, “Oh a little of this and a little of that. My own special recipe.”

				Braon interupted, “Oh, he’ll never tell you what’s in there. Just know all his stews are delicious.”

				“I can’t wait,” said Seth. “I’m starving!”

				Eammon stood up straight and pointed his wooden spoon in the air and said, “You know what I always say; hunger makes good sauce.” Eammon started to chuckle again, obviously pleased with the compliments, and stirred the pot.

				“Hunger makes good sauce?” asked Seth. “What does that even mean?”

				Braon chuckled and said, “It means it’ll be good.” They all laughed at the comment and couldn’t wait to eat the delicious stew.

				After eating a very appetizing meal they sat by the fire talking when Braon asked, “Tureis? When do you think we’ll find the Oracle?”

				Tureis looked at Braon and pondered the question, searching his thoughts and feelings for an answer. After a moment he replied, “Tomorrow we’ll find the turnoff, but as far as meeting the Oracle...I don’t know for sure. Maybe tomorrow, maybe not for several days. Why do you ask?”

			

			
				“Oh no reason in particular,” said Braon. “Just curious is all.”

				Tureis continued staring at Braon. Why did he want to know when they would get to the Oracle, he wondered. Dismissing it for just excitement and curiosity, Tureis thought about the feelings he had. He truly felt they would find the turnoff tomorrow, but he was still wondering how he knew that information. It had just felt like the right thing to say. 

				When studying about the Matya last night, he came across some information on promptings. Since the Matya was an inner light and a divine energy that connected to every living creature, it had the ability to prompt or influence thoughts, even place ideas in your mind. It didn’t, however, force you to think, feel or act a certain way, but merely placed throughs and ideas in your mind, that could be for your benefit. A person still had the agency to choose whether to follow the ideas or they could dismiss them and move on. 

				The skill to be developed with the Matya was to learn to trust the ideas, the thoughts and feelings. The Matya gave directions, ideas, feelings, warnings, and other promptings. If followed, all of them could be for a person’s benefit. However, some promptings were better than others, and it’s the responsibility of the person receiving the prompting to determine if it should be followed. 

				Tureis had come to understand a lot of the different promptings from the Matya when he traveled around the kingdom with Seth on their many excursions. So tonight, when he felt the impression they would find the turnoff tomorrow, he knew it could be trusted. His only questions now were where the turnoff was located and would they find it?

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 16

				- Ambush -

				“That stew was truly amazing,” said Seth. “I’ve never eaten anything so fine, even at the castle.” Seth sat back and rubbed his stomach. Eammon bowed and chuckled, grateful for the compliment. 

				Braon came into the clearing and sat down near the fire. “Where have you been?” asked Ailish. 

				“Looking around,” said Braon. 

				“Did you find anything?” asked Ailish. 

				“Actually, yes,” answered Braon. “Not far up the road a small group of travelers is camping in the forest. I counted a half dozen with horses. They appear to be from the kingdom of Galaera. Probably going to Kurith or Kerr to do some trading.” 

				“How do you know they’re from Galaera?” asked Seth. 

				“One of the horses had a saddle blanket with the yellow and blue emblem of Galaera,” said Braon. 

				“I’ve never met a person from Galaera before. What’re they like?” asked Ailish. 

				“I’ve met many from Galaera,” said Eammon. “Traded with many too. They’re usually kind and honest. I have met some spirited ones too, but most of them are very friendly towards Thaven.” 

				“So is there anything to worry about tonight?” Seth asked with some concern in his voice. 

			

			
				Braon and Eammon stared at each other, sharing a memory with the look. “We will likely have nothing to worry about, but we should probably set up a watch for the night, just to be safe,” said Braon. 

				“I agree,” said Eammon. “Never can be too careful.” 

				“I’ll take first watch,” said Braon. “How about Seth takes second and Eammon third. Tureis, what about taking the last watch?” 

				“What about me?” asked Ailish, feeling slighted. 

				“Uh...well,” said Braon, unsure of exactly what to say.

				“There’s only four watches in a night Ailish. Two hours each,” said Seth. 

				“Yeah,” said Braon with renewed hope. “Tomorrow you can take a watch. We all take turns.” 

				Not completely satisfied with that explanation, Ailish looked at each member of the group and smiled at Braon. “Tomorrow night then,” she said. 

				They all got up and made their way to their bedrolls near the fire. Braon sat next to the fire taking first watch as everyone settled in for the night. 

				“Tureis. Tureis. You’re up,” Eammon said while gently shaking him on the shoulder. Tureis rolled over and opened his eyes, trying to remember where he was and what was going on. When his eyes focused, he saw a giant red beard that startled him. 

				“Yeah. Ok. Any problems?” asked Tureis, finally remembering it was his turn to take watch. 

				“No. All quiet. I’m going to try to get a couple more hours sleep before the sun comes up,” said Eammon. 

				Tureis sat up and rubbed his eyes. He picked up his bag and went to sit by the fire. He stood for several minutes looking around and listening. When he was satisfied that all was quiet, he removed a book from his bag and began to read. After reading for a while, Tureis put the book back in his bag. He removed the Oracle sphere from his pocket and felt the familiar warmth from the Matya it contained. 

				Rubbing it with his fingers and rolling it around in his hand, he thought about what he’d been reading and pondered the meanings. Suddenly, the sphere became very hot. Startled at this sudden change, Tureis opened his hand and examined the sphere. Written across the middle of the sphere was a message consisting of a single character.

			

			
				Tureis stared at the character. From his studying, he knew this character. His heart began to race and he scanned the surrounding trees, looking for any signs of danger and listening for any sounds. Then he heard it, a faint whinny from a horse in the far distance.

				Quietly, Tureis got to his feet and made his way to Braon. He knelt down and gently shook him. Braon sat up with a dagger in his hand facing Tureis. Tureis backed up and held up his hands and placed a finger over his lips. He bent over and whispered to Braon in his ear. “Are you sure?” Braon whispered back to Tueris. Tureis nodded and tapped a finger on his ear.

				Just then, out of nowhere, Ailish appeared on the other side of Braon startling them both. Ailish bent over and whispered, “There’s six men. They have their horses tied up about a hundred yards to the east of us. They’re coming on foot slowly. Two from the road, two from behind and one from each side.”

				Braon whispered, “What? How do you know that?”

				“Later,” she said. “The two men behind us are guarding the horses and preventing our escape into the forest. One is a young kid, maybe nine or ten. The other one is an old man with a heavy limp.”

				Again, both Tureis and Braon were surprised at her information. Wondering if she had any other information for them, Braon asked, “What about the others?”

				“The leaders are the ones in the road,” she said. “The other two on the sides are large thugs. No brains, but huge arms if you know what I mean.”

				Braon thought about this for a minute. “Ailish, go tell Eammon to take the two in the forest and secure the horses. Seth and I will take the two in the street. You and Tureis each take one coming from the sides. We’ll get them before they know we’re coming. The surprise will be theirs.”

				Silently, Ailish vanished as she made her way to Eammon and Seth. Soon all of them were up and moving quietly toward their targets. For a very large man, Eammon can be very quiet when needed. After Ailish told him the plan, he used a combination of rolls and crawling to make his way to the trees. Once inside the trees, he looked back, nodded his head at Braon and was gone.

			

			
				Seth arose and moved over to Braon. Together they planned their surprise attack for the two men in the road. After getting Seth, Ailish vanished as silently as she had arrived. Tureis looked around and realized he was the only one still in the clearing. He made his way to the edge of the clearing and took a position behind a large tree, and waited.

				Ailish moved through the forest as quietly as a snake stalking its next meal. She stopped and listened to the large man moving through the forest. His attempts to be quiet were not working, as he lumbered around trees and over fallen logs. Compared to Ailish and her stealth, he sounded like a herd of deer being chased by a wolf through a forest of dry fallen leaves in October.

				As the man approached, Ailish climbed a large pine tree and positioned herself on a thick branch about ten feet off the ground. She stayed close to the tree trunk to better blend into the shadows. Quietly she waited, sure his path would take him this way as he approached the camp.

				It didn’t take long before the large man appeared twenty feet from her making his way around trees. The man carried a large sword at his side, but it wasn’t the sword that bothered Ailish. Her concern was the longbow he carried with an arrow already positioned to shoot. If he saw her in her perch, he could likely hit her before she knew the arrow was coming. She would have to be quiet and strike first; it may be the only chance she would get.

				Slowly, the man moved closer to her tree. Silently, Ailish loaded a bolt into the crossbow and took aim. She didn’t want to kill the large man, but she also didn’t want him to fire back. She needed to disarm him. She removed two more bolts and held them in her hand, to speed the reloading between shots. She would have to be fast and accurate.

				Ailish took a deep breath to calm her nerves and carefully took aim. As she focused her shot, she felt the Matya come alive inside her. As the warmth filled her, she was able to relax and calm her breathing as she prepared to fire. As she focussed on her target, she slowly increased the pressure on the trigger until the crossbow fired. The bolt flew through the air with a silent whoosh. The man screamed as the bolt found its mark, deep in the muscle of his shoulder. He made an attempt to raise the bow and shoot, but he howled in pain as he raised his arm and the arrow fell from the bow to the ground. Before he could figure out where the bolt had come from, two more bolts buried themselves into his leg.

			

			
				He fell to the ground, moaning loudly. Even before she could climb down from the tree, the moaning had stopped and the man lay unconscious. Ailish approached him cautiously to assess his wounds. Very little blood was present and the man was breathing. Leaving the man, Ailish made her way back to the camp to get some help moving him.

				Hearing a scream in the forest accompanied by a low moan, Tureis took one last look around. It was time to find the man in the forest heading towards him. Tureis removed the dagger from his bag and the sphere from his pocket. Focusing on the sphere, he saw a small message written on its face. Next to the message appeared an arrow. That was strange, he’d never seen this before. What was it telling him? Was it telling him to go the way the arrow pointed or that the large man in the forest was coming from that direction?

				Unsure of how to proceed, Tureis closed his eyes and listened. From behind him he heard a kid scream and a loud grunt from what was likely the old man with the limp. Then some fighting and shouting from the road. All the others had found their targets, it was time for Tureis to move, but which way to go?

				He looked at his sphere again and the arrow was now pointing in the opposite direction, further into the forest. Tureis decided to follow the arrow even though he didn’t know what the message meant.

				Tureis moved slowly in the direction of the arrow. He moved around trees and bushes, careful not to step on any branches or make any noise. Soon he heard the sound of deep breathing very close to him. With the denseness of the trees he was walking through, he and the large man could only be several feet apart and not know it, as the trees were hiding them both. 

				Right in front of Tureis, a large man carrying a mace stepped out from behind a tree and began moving in the darkness toward the clearing. Tureis didn’t think the man could see him, as he was moving at an angle slightly away from him. What could he do? This man was very large and he had a mace. Then he had an idea. He didn’t know how he could make it work, but he had to trust his feelings; that and he had no other ideas. Quietly, he made his way through the forest in the same direction as the man. After getting ahead of him, Tureis positioned himself behind a tree, and waited.

			

			
				Closer and closer the man came. Tureis focused inward and felt his Matya increase, and with it the confidence in his idea also increased. This had to work! He held the sphere in his left hand, his right hand was empty. As he waited he closed his eyes and concentrated on what he was about to do. He took some deep breaths to calm his nerves, silently hoping this would work. If it didn’t work the man would likely crush him. 

				The man was close enough now that Tureis could almost feel his breath. In one brisk move, Tureis turned, raised the sphere and opened his left hand. The sphere emitted a brilliant flash of pure white light, as bright as the sun, just inches from the man’s eyes, stunning him. Caught completely by surprise, the man screamed and staggered backwards raising the mace in defense.

				As the man staggered backwards, Tureis raised his right hand palm out. Tureis pushed his hand forward causing the man to move slowly backwards into the forest. As the man regained his sense of the situation he struggled against being pushed. Tureis then closed his right hand and raised it as high as he could. As his hand raised, the mans feet left the ground and he became suspended as if by an invisible string. Once the man realized his feet were not touching the ground he struggled even more. Tureis closed his eyes and immediately connected with the man’s thoughts and sensed a great deal of fear. Tureis suggested to the man that he relax and then he took away the fear. As he did this the man became very calm and began rubbing his eyes. Tureis slowly lowered his clenched fist and gently laid the man on the forest floor. The man was now fast asleep and began snoring as soon as Tureis released the hold on his mind. When Tureis was satisfied that the man was fast asleep, he bent over and picked up the mace and walked back to the clearing.

				Seth and Ailish were sitting by the fire while Braon was standing over four unconscious people with their hands and feet bound. A large man with two crossbow bolts in his leg and one in his shoulder was laying on the ground in pain, his wrists and hands also bound in front of him.

				At the edge of the clearing stood Eammon with six beautiful horses. He was stroking the neck of a large bay mare and feeding her half an apple while eating the other half himself.

				Ailish ran up to Tureis and asked, “You alright?”

			

			
				“Yeah. I’m okay,” replied Tureis.

				“Where’s the guy that attacked you?” she asked.

				Tureis and Ailish walked back to the large man. He was still laying in the same place, fast asleep and snoring. Seth joined them and together they dragged the man into the clearing. They bound his hands and legs together without even causing the man to stir.

				After securing all the attackers, Braon stood up and surveyed the area. “Everyone alright?” he asked.

				They all nodded as they looked at each other. “Hey Braon. Look at this,” said Eammon. “What do you think this means?”

				They all walked over to the horses to see what Eammon was talking about. He’d removed one of the saddles and placed it on the ground and was holding a saddle blanket with the colors of Galaera. He motioned for everyone to look at the saddle. The saddle was fine leather and the stirrups were made of metal encased in leather. The saddle horn was smooth black leather with a silver cap. On the left side near the rear of the saddle behind the seat was the symbol of the King of Zummot. Sitting on the ground next to the saddle were six pair of saddle bags.

				“What do you make of that?” asked Eammon. “Also, there are three more saddles that look the same. The other two saddles don’t have the mark of Zummot but they are also really high quality riding saddles.”

				Braon stood after examining the saddle and turned to look at the attackers. “The saddle blankets suggest these men are from Galeara,” he said. “But the saddles suggest that at least the horses are from Zummot. Which is it?”

				“Not only that, but these saddles have the mark of the King of Zummot. The saddles and maybe the horses are from the King’s personal guard,” said Eammon.

				“But all the saddle blankets appear to be from Galaera,” said Seth.

				“Maybe when they wake up they’ll tell us where they’re from and why they wanted to rob us,” Eammon said with a small chuckle.

				Looking at each of them, Braon said, “I don’t intend to be here when they wake up. They’ll be out for a while. I say we take the horses and anything else of value and be on our way.” Braon scanned the camp again and asked, “Where’s Ailish?”

			

			
				They all looked around until Seth said, “That’s weird. She was just here.”

				“Wherever she went, I’m sure she’ll be back soon,” said Braon. “Let’s get packed up and get out of here.”

				“Wait a minute,” said Tureis, “You said we should take the horses and valuables. We’re not thieves. Why would we do that?”

				Eammon began to laugh. “What’s so funny?” asked Tureis.

				“There’s a rule for travelers in these kingdoms,” said Eammon. “The three kings agreed that if any groups or individuals are attacked by thieves or whoever while traveling, and they survive the attack they are allowed the spoils of war.”

				Tureis looked confused. Seth patted him on the shoulder and said, “Basically what it means is that if you’re attacked and win, you get to take whatever you want as payback for the attack.”

				Braon interrupted, “And since they were attacking us, for what reason we don’t know, we can take their horses and whatever we want. They knew this when they attacked. If they’d won they would’ve taken all we had and quite possibly killed us too.”

				Tureis nodded his understanding and picked up one of the saddle bags laying at his feet. “Now you’re getting it,” Eammon said with a chuckle.

				Most of what was in the saddle bags was useless. They did find, however, several bags of gold coins, a few small weapons and some other items of interest. The rest of the things they dumped on the ground at the feet of the sleeping group.

				They quickly packed up their bags and the saddle bags and tied them to the horses. They saddled up the horses and prepared to leave. “Ok,” said Seth. “I’m starting to get a little concerned about Ailish. She still isn’t here.”

				At that exact moment Ailish entered the clearing holding a bag of something and smiling. “Where have you been?” Seth asked.

				“I went back to their camp,” said Ailish. “I was trying to figure out who they were and why they wanted to attack us.” Ailish set the bag she was carrying on the ground and opened it up. “Look what I found.” She reached into the bag and removed six large black and gold cloaks bearing the mark of the King of Zummot.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 17

				- Arrow -

				Braon took one of the long black cloaks and opened it up. “These are battle cloaks for the King’s Guard in Zummot,” said Braon, examining the cloaks again, making sure they did indeed bear the mark of the King’s Guard of Zummot.

				“Are you ok?” asked Ailish. “You look as if finding out they were from Zummot troubles you. What’s the problem?”

				Braon raised his head and replied, “Oh...yeah… no...uh…. I’m just surprised that the Guard of Zummot would be in some kind of disguise. It doesn’t make any sense.”

				“If the cloaks and the horses are really theirs, then they are from Zummot,” said Seth. “They’re guards of King Hamish.”

				“And they’re trying to disguise themselves as traders from Galaera,” finished Braon.

				“So we know who they are, but why did they attack us?” Tureis asked.

				Ailish chuckled softly. This caused Eammon to laugh as well, although it was clear he didn’t know why they were laughing. “I was waiting for you to put the pieces together,” said Ailish. “It was almost too hard waiting to tell you the rest.”

				“Tell us what?” asked Braon.

				Ailish reached into her pocket and removed a rolled up piece of parchment. It had been rolled up and tied with a string, but originally it held a wax seal. Ailish removed the string and placed the two ends of the wax seal back together. Some of the wax was missing, but enough of it remained to clearly tell in bore the mark of Zummot.

			

			
				A collective gasp escaped everyone’s mouth upon seeing the wax seal. Ailish unrolled the parchment and began to read, “...The Crown Prince of Thaven is no longer in the kingdom. He’s been banished and is seeking the Oracle. Find the Crown Prince before he reaches the Oracle and bring him to me. You will be rewarded handsomely.”

				Ailish looked up as she rolled up the parchment. “There’s more written about where he’s thought to be traveling and how many others are with him,” said Ailish. “The bottom of the letter bears the seal of King Hamish.”

				The color completely drained from Seth’s face. His mouth was open and he was breathing hard. He sat down on the ground and put his head in his hands. “Crown prince? I’m the crown prince. Why does King Hamish want me? It doesn’t make sense,” mumbled Seth.

				Braon interrupted the mumbling and said, “That’s a great question, but we really need to get out of here before they wake up. We can talk more on the road.”

				Everyone got up and finished preparing the horses. The mood had noticeably changed from excited and full of energy to solemn and concerned. Within several minutes they were on the road toward Kerr, only this time on horseback. The sun was just beginning to rise on what was sure to be a memorable day.

				They rode until mid day when they stopped to eat and rest the horses. As they ate they continued discussing the letter. “What I want to know is why me?” asked Seth.

				“Why indeed,” said Eammon.

				“Why did you say that?” asked Seth. “What’s on your mind?”

				“I’ve been thinking about that,” said Eammon. “Braon said you and Tureis liked to galavant all over the kingdom causing trouble. Maybe you upset the good King Hamish.”

				That caused Seth to pause and ponder for a moment. He looked at Tureis as if reliving past exploits. “I can’t think of anything we could’ve done to upset the not-so-good King Hamish,” said Seth, the last words spoken sharply.

			

			
				Ailish looked at Tureis, “You’ve been quiet this whole time,” she said. “What do you think about the letter?”

				Tureis didn’t answer immediately, but let the question hang there for a moment. “I really want to know how King Hamish knew all that information about us,” he said as he paused and let the statement sink in. “Are we being followed? Were there spies in each of the cities along our journey? How did he know where we were, who was with us, where we are going and that we’d been banished from Thaven? That letter contained everything about us except what we had for dinner last night.”

				“The letter specifically talks about them wanting Seth,” said Braon. “I agree with Seth that the real question is why him?” He paused and looked at each member of the group before he continued, “I think if we find that answer, we’ll likely figure out the other questions as well.”

				They finished their meal, mounted their horses and continued on their journey. They’d been riding for some time when Seth abruptly stopped. In front of them was a large rock formation that began on the side of the road and continued into the forest as far as the eye could see.

				Seth dismounted his horse and stood off the side of the road, staring at the rocks. Braon and Ailish rode up beside Seth, dismounting their horses as well. They stood next to Seth following his gaze and looking at the rock formation. After a minute Ailish asked, “What is it Seth? What are you looking at?”

				Seth didn’t respond, he just continued staring at the rock formation, occasionally following the rocks into the forest. Tureis followed Seth’s gaze into the forest, then returned his gaze back to the large rock formation just off the road. This time when Tureis looked at the rocks he stood there stunned. Then, just like Seth, his eyes followed the rock formation into the forest and back again.

				He and Seth continued to stare, mouths open, but saying nothing. Finally, Eammon came up behind them chuckling, “So, is this some kind of game we’re playing? Really, what’s going on?”

				No one responded to Eammon but just continued staring at the rocks. An audible gasp was heard as Ailish apparently saw it as well. Then she too followed the rocks into the forest and back again, maintaining her gaze on the large rock formation.

				Braon and Eammon were starting to feel uneasy now. Clearly the three of them saw something, but Braon and Eammon couldn’t see it. Eammon began to chuckle again when he suddenly stopped and took in a sharp breath. Then he too just stared at the rocks.

			

			
				Braon watched as all the members in his group became entranced in something he couldn’t see. Following the gaze of the others he stopped and stared at the rocks, wondering what it was he couldn’t see, hoping he would somehow see it.

				“Can you see it?” asked Tureis, still staring at the rocks.

				“Uh huh,” said Seth.

				“Yeah,” said Ailish

				“Whoa! Sure do,” exclaimed Eammon.

				“Sure,” said Braon, not sure exactly what he was supposed to be seeing other than rocks. 

				“I guess we have our answer,” said Tureis as he looked away from the rock formation.

				“Our answer?” asked Braon.

				“Tureis, you said we were looking for an arrow pointing toward the path to the Oracle, but that’s the biggest arrow I’ve ever seen,” said Seth. “How is it that everyone passing through here doesn’t see it?”

				“Yeah,” said Ailish. “With a sign like that it’s a wonder everyone doesn’t turn here to go visit the Oracle.”

				The rock formation extended upward forming a sheer rock wall fifty feet high. There were no trees or vegetation of any kind growing from the rock face. The rock formation was grey and the rock face very smooth. Sitting in the middle of this large grey rock face was an arrangement of red rocks that formed a nearly perfect arrow that pointed down the rock formation and into the forest.

				Tureis eased his horse forward very slowly, scanning the sides of the road for any path extending into the forest. When he got to the base of the rock formation under the giant arrow, he turned his horse and began moving into the forest in the direction the arrow pointed. The others followed close behind. Braon took up the rear. He wondered where they were going, for when he looked up he saw no arrow and when he looked down he saw no visible trail.

				They continued their journey in silence for an hour, constantly following the large rock formation. Tureis was still leading, with Braon now following right behind. “Tureis, Seth asked before why everyone couldn’t see the arrow,” said Braon. “I would ask the same question. If the arrow is so large and visible, why doesn’t everyone just follow it into the forest?”

			

			
				Tureis thought for a moment before responding, “The simple answer is they can’t see it. Not everyone can.”

				“What do you mean?” asked Braon.

				“Well,” continued Tureis, “The Oracle chooses who comes to see her. Remember, no one can search for the Oracle. She must invite you to visit her. The arrow is only visible to those she chooses to see it.”

				Braon fell silent as he thought about that answer. He was beginning to feel concerned, since he hadn’t actually seen the arrow and he wondered what would happen when they arrived at the Oracle. Would they simply lock him out, would they turn him away, or would they let him in anyway? Finally he asked, “Why did we see the arrow? Like you said, the Oracle couldn’t be searched for.”

				“My question as well,” replied Tureis. “This whole journey I’ve been worried we’d never find her. We were asked by the King to seek the Oracle for Seth, but the Oracle is not sought. She invites you to her, not the other way around. I’ve worried we’d never find her because she didn’t want us to meet her. I’m happy to have seen the arrow and to know that we’ve been invited to meet her.”

				Tureis was looking forward to meeting the Oracle. As he read the book he was given by the old lady in Kurith, he had come to understand more about her than he’d ever known. The more he learned about her the more he wanted to meet her. There were questions he longed to ask her and knowledge he’d hoped to gain. 

				“Although, just because we’re on the trail doesn’t mean we’re guaranteed to meet the Oracle,” said Tureis.

				“What do you mean?” asked Ailish. The rest of the group had ridden up close behind Tueris to hear what he was saying.

				“If what I’ve learned is true, when we get there we’ll be greeted by a servant,” continued Tureis. “We’ll be led to a place to rest and our horses will be cared for. After settling in we’ll have a meal. Either after the meal or the next day at some point the servant will come get us individually to meet with the Oracle. Only those invited will meet the Oracle. We may all meet her or only Seth. We won’t know until we get there.”

			

			
				Again, they fell silent as they continued riding deeper into the forest. It was nearing the end of the day when they emerged from the forest and the rock wall, that was their guide, abruptly turned.

				Looking around it appeared as though they had traveled to the top of a mountain. All around them were high snow covered mountain peaks. At the base of the mountains were large valleys filled with the most beautiful purple flowers as far as the eye could see. The spring air had a crispness that felt refreshing. This was in stark contrast to the road they began their journey on. 

				They continued on their way following the rocks in the new direction. It was approaching night fall as they rode along following the base of the rocks. Off in the distance they could see a small town come into view. As they got closer they saw fires coming alive and the smell of cooking was in the air. 

				“Is that where we’re going?” asked Eammon. He chuckled and continued, “I hope so. It smells really good.”

				“It would appear this is our stop for the night,” said Tureis. “Let’s see what they have to offer us. Maybe we can find a place to eat and sleep for the night.”

				They rode into town and dismounted their horses. No sooner had their feet touched the ground when a short thin man dressed in a long brown robe with a brown leather belt around the middle approached. He strode with purpose over to Seth and bowed. “Welcome young Prince,” the man said. He stood up straight opening his arms and gesturing to the rest of the group and said, “Welcome weary travelers.”

				“Thank you?” Seth said as more of a question. He looked around at his companions somewhat uncomfortable with the extra attention. He looked back to the short man and asked, “May I ask sir, where are we exactly?”

				The gentleman turned his head somewhat confused. He opened his arms in a welcoming gesture and said, “Why Saxon of course.”

				Tureis’ eyes widened at the mention of Saxon. Seth looked around still unsure and replied, “Saxon?”

			

			
				The gentleman chuckled and said, “Yes. Welcome. My name is Luram. We’ve been waiting for you and have anticipated your arrival. Your quarters are ready with a hot bath. After your bath, you will find a clean set of clothes on your beds. Dress and meet in the dining room for dinner. I will join you.” Luram gestured as several others approached. “These young men will take your horses and care for them. They will make sure all your bags arrive in your room this evening. Follow me.”

				Three boys of about ten or eleven years stood behind Luram. They walked forward and took the lead ropes attached to all the horses and led them away toward the stables. When they looked back, after watching their horses depart, Luram was already walking toward a building in the distance. The group quickly followed.

				The place they had been given to stay was the second floor of what appeared to be a hotel. Seth, Tureis, Braon and Eammon had one room and Ailish had the room next door. There was an adjoining room that contained large copper bathtubs separated by privacy screens. The tubs sat in trays full of hot coals to keep the water hot.

				After bathing and dressing, Tureis sat on his bed looking through his new book again. Seth emerged from the tub dressed in his new clothes and sat down on a bed across from Tureis. “I don’t know how long I was in there but it felt amazing,” Seth said with a large grin. “I really needed that.”

				Tureis laid down his book smiling at Seth. “Yeah. It felt really nice,” he agreed.

				Seth looked at Tureis with a serious expression. He looked around and didn’t see either Braon or Eammon. In a hushed voice he asked, “Do you know where we are? That guy...Luram or whatever his name is, seemed to think we should know where we are.”

				Tureis smiled and patted the book on the bed. “We’re in Saxon,” he said.

				“And...where is Saxon?” he asked, still not understanding.

				“Not where, but more of a what,” said Tureis.

				“Ok. What is Saxon?” Seth asked.

				“If I’m correct from what I’ve learned from this book. The ancient language uses the term Saxon to mean large rock,” replied Tureis. He let Seth think about this for a minute. Suddenly Seth’s face widened into a smile. “So, do you understand?” asked Tureis.

			

			
				“I think so. Does that mean we’re…,” Seth began to ask.

				Just then Braon and Eammon entered the room. Eammon chuckled and asked, “I don’t want to be stupid or anything, but where exactly are we?”

				Tureis smiled at Seth. “Saxon,” said Tureis as if it was obvious.

				“I don’t recognize the name of the city,” said Braon. “Which kingdom are we in?”

				“Actually,” said Tureis. “We’re not in any kingdom.”

				“Uh, ok,” said Eammon as he chuckled.

				Seth interrupted and explained, “This is the city of the Oracle. In the ancient language, Saxon means rock. We are officially in the City of Rocks.”

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 18

				- Saxon -

				As they entered the dining room together, servants immediately moved into action. Each member of the group was shown a place to sit along the sides of a table set for five. As they were seated, servants brought around cheeses and breads and placed them on the table. As they ate, a tall man with long black hair tied in a ponytail and wearing a long dark robe entered, stepped to the head of the table and bowed. He spoke in a low monotone voice and said, “Luram will be with you after your meal. Please enjoy his hospitality. He will join you following desert.” He bowed again, turned and left the room.

				Tureis looked at Ailish and shared a knowing look. Tureis pointed toward the door the man had come from and mouthed the words, “Was that…” Ailish nodded slightly, looking at Tureis perplexed.

				Tray after tray, the food kept coming. They didn’t talk much, but instead focused on eating the delicious foods offered by Luram. After considerable time and multiple courses, they sat enjoying a lemon custard for dessert.

				“That was quite possibly one of the finest meals I’ve ever had,” said Eammon as he sat back rubbing his large stomach. He pulled a small toothpick from his pocket and began to work it through his teeth. Braon sighed and sat back as well, satisfied with the meal.

				“That was truly amazing,” said Ailish. “I can’t remember eating a meal with so much wonderful food.” She looked over at Seth, who was eating a second bowl of custard and shook her head in disbelief. “Where are you putting it all? I can’t believe how much food you ate,” she said, looking at all the empty dishes around Seth. 

			

			
				A door opened and Luram entered followed by two servants carrying trays with large silver teapots on them. They set the trays down on a table in the corner of the room and proceeded to serve everyone a rich purple tea. When the tea was served, Luram sat down at the head of the table, picked up his cup and sipped the hot tea. “Oh that is good. And on a cold night like tonight, it’s doubly good,” he said. 

				Each member of the group watched as Luram continued to sip the tea, unsure if they should try it themselves. To Tureis, it didn’t look like any tea he’d ever seen. Feeling suddenly alone in his enjoyment of the tea, Luram looked up, chuckled and said, “Please enjoy the tea. Here in Saxon we drink tea after dinner. It warms us as we prepare for the cold night. This is Laviscus Tea. it’s made from the Laviscus flower that grows near here. You can’t find this tea anywhere else in the surrounding kingdoms.” 

				Tureis picked up the tea and smelled it. He couldn’t place the fragrance but it had a very inviting smell. He tasted it and instantly felt warm all over inside. It had a sweet taste with a hint of some kind of berry. “This is delicious,” Tureis said sipping the tea. “Is there a berry in this as well or something sweet?”

				Luram smiled, “The flavor is only that of the Laviscus flower and the flower is naturally sweet. We add nothing to the tea.”

				“It’s delicious. Thank you,” said Ailish. “And thank you for your hospitality and the delicious meal.”

				“It is entirely my pleasure,” said Luram.

				“What do we owe you for staying the night?” asked Braon.

				“Why nothing. You are my guests and you can stay as long as is needed,” replied Luram.

				They all bowed their heads and said, “Thank you.”

				“How long will we be staying?” asked Tureis.

				“Ah,” said Luram with a smile. “You will stay as long as needed, then you will go. You are in Saxon, which in the ancient language means large rock or mountain. It is an ancient city. A city that is not present on any map and cannot be found. You can only arrive in Saxon if you’re invited. We are in the top of the mountain; a mountain that is only seen by those allowed to see it.”

			

			
				Luram paused briefly allowing the information to sink in before he continued, “I’d like to reintroduce myself now that you understand more of where you are. I am Luram, servant to Sepi Neavitt, the Oracle. You are staying in Saxon, the City of Rocks. Everyone here works for and helps the Oracle. This area has been set up especially for you to stay as long as you need.”

				Everyone sat up at the mention of the Oracle. They looked at each other in disbelief. They had actually found the Oracle, the legendary person that oversees the Matya.

				“Tonight,” Luram continued, “You will rest. Tomorrow after the meal at mid-day the Oracle will meet you. She will only meet you as individuals at this time, but at some future time she may meet you together as a group. As the Oracle is the overseer of all the Matya, she will only meet with those of you whose Matya is awakened. This is not to say she won’t meet with those without an awakened Matya, that may occur at a future time. Take this evening and tomorrow morning to prepare to meet the Oracle and rest well.” After speaking, Luram stood and exited the room before any questions could be asked.

				Servants entered the room and led the group back to their quarters for the evening. Before retiring for the night, they met in a common sitting room between both sleeping quarters. “So I guess we made it...to the Oracle, I mean,” said Seth.

				“I honestly can’t believe we found it,” said Tureis. “I was beginning to worry if we’d find the arrow leading to the City of Rocks.”

				“This is the actual place then? The Oracle is actually here?” asked Eammon.

				“Yeah. I guess so,” replied Ailish.

				“Luram said to prepare to meet her tomorrow. What does that actually mean?” asked Seth.

				They all looked at Tureis. He cleared his throat and replied, “Well, I’m not completely sure. From what I’ve read, it’s not normal for the Oracle to meet with everyone in the party…”

				“She’s not,” interrupted Braon. “I don’t have an activated Matya. She’s not meeting with me.” At this comment a feeling came over Tureis, an uneasy feeling he sensed a couple times before when around Braon. He still wondered what it meant.

			

			
				As Tureis reached out with his Matya to connect to Braon he could sense...nothing. That was odd. Every time Tureis would reach out to get a sense of Braon’s Matya, he could never feel anything. Everyone had Matya inside of them, whether it was activated or not. And everyone’s Matya gave off a feeling that Tureis and others could sense. Why was Tureis unable to feel any Matya from Braon? Could it be that Braon actually had no Matya at all? That didn’t seem possible. Tureis couldn’t imagine the feeling he had was anything but his own uncertainty and lack of knowledge.

				“Really?” Ailish said surprised. “As well as you fight, I always thought your Matya had been activated for sure.” Braon just shook his head. “So if you don’t have any Matya, what about you Eammon?” asked Ailish.

				Eammon nodded his head, a little embarrassed. “A little,” he said. “Tureis’ father said that’s the reason I see things the way I do. It’s the Matya opening my mind to possibilities. Other than that, I can’t do much more.”

				“I think what you can do is amazing,” said Seth. “I have an ability to figure out locks and some things mechanical, but I’m nowhere near as amazing as you are.” Eammon chuckled at the complement and turned away, uneasy with the attention.

				Tureis interrupted the discussion to get back to the topic at hand. “As I was saying, the preparation is individual. When you meet with the Oracle, she will discuss your talents and gifts with you and you will have the opportunity to ask her questions and gain her advice and guidance as to how to better yourself with the Matya.” Tureis paused organizing his thoughts. “I don’t know how to suggest preparation, but I would suggest some time alone reflecting on what you may want to talk to her about. The Matya can guide you if you listen to it; it will help you know what to ask.”

				Everyone fell silent as they sat reflecting on what Tureis had said on everything they had learned this day. Braon got up and walked to the door. “I’m going for a walk outside,” he said. “I want to get a better sense of where we are and think about everything. Since I’m not being met with tomorrow, I’ll just leave you to your preparation.” He hung his head and slipped out the door.

			

			
				Eammon stood, “I think I’ll just go to bed. I can focus better in the morning better after a good night’s rest.” Eammon went into the sleeping quarters and closed the door.

				“What am I going to ask the Oracle tomorrow?” asked Seth. “I have no idea what to do here.”

				“There’s no right or wrong here,” said Tureis. “You can ask her anything you want.”

				“Ugh!” Seth said exasperated. “I really have no idea what to ask her.”

				Ailish moved over and sat next to Seth. She put her hand on his arm and said softly, “Seth. It’s ok not to know what to ask. If you just calm down and focus I think the Matya will tell you what to ask when you need to ask it.”

				“That’s my biggest problem. I have a hard time focusing,” said Seth.

				“Maybe just take some time and meditate. It’ll help you relax and let your mind open,” said Ailish. 

				Seth thought about this for a minute and nodded. Then he stood, and without a word, went into the sleeping quarters and closed the door. “Well, goodnight Tureis,” said Ailish.

				“Goodnight,” said Tureis. Ailish stood and went into her room, leaving Tureis alone in the sitting room. He removed his book from a pocket inside his cloak and began to read. There were so many things on his mind. He too was having a hard time focusing. He hoped he could read from his book for a while and that would help his mind relax. Tureis didn’t know everything he wanted to ask the Oracle, but he did have a few things he really needed to know.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 19

				- Sepi -

				The morning was picturesque. Tueris had been up early and had decided to take a walk. The sun was rising over the tops of the mountains to the east into a clear blue sky. The air was crisp and the sunlight felt full of energy. He walked a short distance from the dwellings and had come upon a large field of purple flowers intermingled with yellow sunflowers. Tureis smiled as he took in the beauty around him.

				Slowly, he made his way to breakfast. Plates of breads and meats and fried eggs waited for him as he sat at the table with his companions. Everyone looked well rested and full of energy, except Braon. Tureis had been up late the previous night reading and when he had retired for the evening Braon still had not returned from his walk. When Tureis left early this morning for his walk, Braon was fast asleep in his bed. Braon sat at the table looking as though he hadn’t slept well at all. “Braon, are you feeling alright?” asked Ailish.

				Braon waved his hand dismissively, “I’m just fine. Sort of got lost on my walk last night and I was out late making my way back.”

				After finishing breakfast, they all separated in preparation of meeting the Oracle this afternoon. Tureis went into the sitting room and scanned through some of his books. Ailish went into her sleeping quarters to meditate. Seth and Eammon went for a walk outside and Braon went back to bed.

				The meal at midday was more of a feast. This time Luram joined them for the meal. The meal consisted of several courses, beginning with cheeses and breads, followed by a soup. The main course was wild turkey, served with vegetables and potatoes. This was followed by a wild berry pie for dessert. 

			

			
				With the meal was finished and the table cleared, two servants appeared again with silver trays and large teapots. They sat the trays on the table and served everyone Laviscus tea. The hot tea warmed them on the inside and helped their bodies and minds to relax.

				“The Oracle will now meet with you,” said Luram. “If you will all please wait either here or in the sitting room, one of the servants will come get you when the Oracle is ready to see you.” He stood and motioned to Seth. “Seth, you will follow me please.”

				Seth stood and followed Luram out the door. The rest of the group finished their tea and moved into the sitting room to wait. Braon paced the floor uncomfortably for over an hour until he finally decided to go outside to check on the horses and to take another walk. 

				Finally, a servant appeared to usher Ailish in to see the Oracle. Eammon was next, nearly an hour later. Tureis sat in the sitting room alone for what seemed like an eternity before the servant returned. 

				Tureis followed the servant outside and they walked down a dirt road a short distance toward the stables. As they came around the stables, a large house came into view, sitting by itself a short distance further. The house had two long wings extending on either side of the entrance to a tall round tower. Around the top floor of the tower, just below a cone shaped roof was a ring of windows. A door was open at the base of the tower with a servant standing outside to greet them. 

				They entered the door to find a long spiral staircase. The servant stopped at the staircase and motioned for Tureis to ascend the stairs. He looked up the spiraling stairs and was amazed at the amount of light that entered the tower. He hadn’t seen it before, but there were several large windows positioned around the tower following the staircase letting in the natural light.

				When he reached the top of the staircase he was met with a closed door. Tureis paused, not knowing exactly what to do. Should he wait for someone to open the door? Was he supposed to knock? He waited for a moment staring at the door and focusing his Matya. There came an impression and general feeling to simply enter, but as he thought about it, he was unsure of the normal protocol and was afraid of offending the Oracle.

			

			
				After considering his situation for a moment, Tureis decided to go with his first impression and just enter without knocking. Slowly, he opened the door and stepped inside a very bright room. He closed the door behind him and looked around. The room was very bright, with high ceilings and white walls. The windows surrounding the room flooded the room in natural light. There were no drapes covering the windows, just light coming in from all sides. 

				In the center of the tall cone shaped ceiling hung a large crystal chandelier with numerous lit candles magnifying light throughout the room. There was a great peace in the room and the light provided much comfort.

				The room was furnished with simple chairs covered in a white fabric, arranged in a conversational setting. Tueris looked around the room, taking in the beauty when his eyes eventually settled on a person sitting in a chair near the center of the room. As their eyes met, the woman in the chair smiled and stood, holding out a hand to Tureis. 

				Tureis crossed the room and took her hand. “Tureis, welcome,” she said. Her voice was calm and airy and possessed a sincere tone. “I am Sepi Neavitt. The Oracle of the City of Rocks.” Tureis continued to stare at her, a large smile on his face. “You may call me Sepi,” she continued. “Won’t you please have a seat?”

				Sepi led Tueris to an area with several chairs and he sat down in a comfortable white chair with a quilted seat and padded armrests. Sepi sat in a chair opposite Tureis and folded her hands in her lap.

				“Thank you for coming,” she said.

				“The pleasure is mine...Sepi,” Tureis replied, unsure that he really should use her name.

				Sepi smiled at hearing her name and then closed her eyes for a moment. When she opened her eyes again she still said nothing, but simply looked at Tureis, her eyes focused. Tureis became nervous and shifted in his seat. “Do you know why I had a closed door when you arrived at the top of the stairs?” Sepi finally asked.

				Tureis shook his head. “I must admit, it caught me off guard,” replied Tureis.

			

			
				Sepi smiled warmly and said, “It’s an assessment of sorts. Difficult to explain but the results are always true.”

				Tureis immediately felt uncomfortable. “Was I supposed to knock?” 

				“You were supposed to do what you felt,” said Sepi.

				“I must admit I was unsure if the feeling was correct,” said Tureis. “It seemed rude to just walk in.”

				“But it was the proper thing to do,” she said. “Recognizing your feelings with the Matya and acting upon them is how you gain trust and comfort with the Matya. Recognizing the impressions of the Matya is difficult. It’s not usually a sharp or abrupt feeling, but rather a slight nudge or a whisper.”

				“How do I know if I should listen to the feeling or trust it?” asked Tureis.

				“It comes with study and practice,” said Sepi. “There are many feelings. Some are your own, some are the feelings from others, some are from the Matya. You must learn to recognize the difference and identify the Matya.”

				“You said the closed door was an assessment. What did it tell you about me?” asked Tureis.

				Sepi thought for a moment before answering his question. “Over the years, I’ve met with many individuals,” she finally said. “You are the first person to ever walk through the door on your first visit. As you approached the top of the stairs, I could feel your uneasiness with the closed door. I reached out to you, as I do with everyone, and suggested to you to open the door. After suggesting it, I left the decision up to you.”

				Tureis responded, “I did feel something tell me to open the door. I was unsure at first.”

				“But you did listen,” Sepi said directly. “Never have I seen anyone of your young age understand and trust the Matya as you do. I can feel the Matya within you, your inner light shines brightly. Others can sense it in you as well and naturally look to you for guidance without even knowing why.” Sepi paused and took a breath. “Your study and learning have helped increase your power much recently.”

				“I don’t seem to know why, but lately I seem to crave learning and study,” Tureis said.

				Sepi continued, “And that study will lead to more power with the Matya. The Matya is a divine energy, found in all of us. It is a real, tangible energy with substance. It is also an inner light. Light craves light, understanding craves more understanding. Never stop learning and your inner light will be felt by all who are near you.”

			

			
				Sepi stood and walked over to a pitcher of water and poured a glass for herself. She drank, set the glass down and returned to her seat. “What questions do you have for me today?” she asked.

				Tureis reached into his pocket and removed the familiar sphere. “I have wondered what this sphere is ever since I found it,” he said. “I only recently found out that it’s called an Oracle Sphere. Reading in a book I recently acquired, I learned of some of its powers and functions. I wondered if you could tell me more about it.”

				Sepi reached for the sphere. Reflexively, Tureis pulled it back and shielded his eyes, remembering the last time someone had tried to touch it. Sepi smiled and held out her hand, “It’s called the Oracle Sphere for a reason.” She moved her hand closer and Tureis placed the sphere into her hand.

				“This sphere,” she continued, “Is called the Oracle Sphere because it was created by an Oracle. Very powerful Matya was transferred into this sphere giving it its powers. There are many spheres, possessed by many individuals. Each sphere is intended for only one person at a time. When a person dies the sphere returns to the Oracle, unless the person is killed. If that were to happen, the link with the Matya is severed for a short time and any other person is able to pick it up. It will bind to that person and the powers will be accessible for that person, however they will not function as strongly as the person the sphere was meant for initially.”

				She handed the sphere back to Tureis. “How did one find me and why?” he asked.

				Sepi smiled and said, “The sphere did not find you, but was given to you...by me.” This caught Tureis by surprise and he sat up in his chair, eyes wide. Sepi continued, “I am just a person, Sepi Neavitt, but act as the Oracle. The position of Oracle is as the head of the Council of Matya, a secret council that oversees the Matya and its use. Everyone on the council has one of these spheres.”

				“Council of Matya? So am I on the council?” he asked. Sepi nodded. “But I was just eight years old when I found this...or rather it found me.”

			

			
				“Yes. Your Matya is very strong,” said Sepi. She paused for a moment collecting her thoughts. “I visited the castle in Thaven many years ago and met you. You probably don’t remember, but you were sitting amongst the books as you father worked. I visited and met you only briefly, but in that short encounter, I could sense the strength of the Matya within you. The Matya has chosen you to be on the council. If you do all you can to learn and practice using it for good, you will become very powerful.”

				Tureis sat back trying to understand all that he was being told. He and Sepi had been talking for nearly an hour when she asked, “Did you receive a book in Kurith?”

				He was a bit surprised with this question, but the more he read from the book, the more he thought there was more to this book than just being found under a shawl, on a table, in a random city. “Yes I did,” answered Tureis.

				“Will you show it to me?” asked Sepi. Tureis removed the book from his pocket and handed it to her. She took it and caressed the spine and ran her hands over the leather cover. She gave the book back to Tureis and said, “This is a special book.”

				“Special?” asked Tureis, unsure as to why Sepi had chosen that particular word.

				“Yes, special,” she said again. “That is not an ordinary book, but rather an object of power. It possesses the Matya from the same Oracle that made your sphere.”

				Tureis ran his hand over the cover of the book, feeling the power it contained. “I thought an object of power required metal to hold the Matya,” he said.

				“You are correct,” said Sepi. “An object of power is created by transferring Matya directly into metal. The metal will hold the Matya allowing the user of the object to add it to his or her own Matya, thus increasing their power.”

				Tureis held up the book and said, “But this one is covered in leather.”

				Sepi smiled and asked, “What do you feel when you rub your hand up and down the spine of the book?”

				“The energy seems to be stronger there than any other place,” replied Tureis.

			

			
				“Very good,” said Sepi. “The reason is that the spine contains a thin sheet of copper embedded into the leather. The copper is storing the Matya.”

				Tureis rubbed his hand along the spine again and felt the energy enter his hand. “What does the book do that is special?”

				“I would ask you that same question,” said Sepi. “What have you noticed when you have studied the book?”

				Tureis thought for a moment, but nothing obvious stood out in his mind that was different than any other book. “When I study from the book, I seem to find the answers I am looking for,” he said.

				“Correct,” said Sepi. “I am the one who gave you this book as well. This book has an ability to sense what information you need at the time you are reading the book. When you open the book or turn the page the information you seek will be there.”

				“Does it just work for me, like the sphere, or will it work for others too?” Tureis asked.

				“This will work for anyone possessing the Matya and in need of information,” answered Sepi. She paused briefly. “I sense there is something else you’ve not discussed with me. What is it and what information do you need?”

				Tureis had thought about this all night, wondering if it was the right place and time to discuss what was on his mind. He rehearsed to Sepi the altercation with the guards of Zummot and the letter Ailish found referring to the capture of Seth. He also discussed the concerns he’s had with Braon.

				“First, let’s discuss Braon,” said Sepi. “All I will say is to trust your feelings and see where it leads.”

				“Why can’t I feel his Matya? Does he not have any Matya?” asked Tureis.

				At this question, Sepi thought for a moment. Finally, she spoke, her voice low, almost a whisper. “If what you say is true, that you can’t sense any Matya in him, then I am truly concerned.” Tureis sat up at hearing this. “Every person possesses the Matya, whether it is activated or not,” she continued. “If you can’t sense it, there must be a reason.”

				Tureis swallowed hard. “What do I do?” he asked.

			

			
				“I don’t know what to tell you to do right now,” she replied. “You need to continue to trust him as long as he gives you a reason to trust him. As you learn more about why you can’t sense his Matya, it should become clear what you need to do at that time.”

				Tureis thought this was a very ambiguous answer, and he wasn’t entirely sure what to do with that information. When he tried to ask a follow up question, the look on Sepi’s face told him it was time to move on.

				“The letter is concerning,” said Sepi, changing the subject. “This is information King Seathan needs.” She reached into her pocket and removed a sphere. The sphere looked identical to the one Tureis carried in his pocket. She moved her finger over the surface, then closed her hand over the sphere and closed her eyes for a moment. When she opened her eyes Tureis was staring at her.

				“There. King Seathan is aware of the information,” she said.

				Tueris was puzzled and it showed on his face. Sepi smiled and said, “Reach into your pocket and remove the sphere.”

				Tureis did so. He looked at the sphere and noticed some symbols and writing that wasn’t there before. He recognized several of the symbols from his recent studying, knowing one of them meant danger.

				“The many spheres are connected and can communicate with each other,” she continued. “You simply write the message on the sphere you wish to communicate, close your eyes and focus your mind on the person or persons you wish to send it to.”

				Tureis asked, “About the language. I understand it’s an ancient language. Is it the only language you can use?”

				“Yes,” Sepi said. “It’s an ancient language and there are very few books that still exist with which to learn it. The book you received in Kurith can teach you the language. Study it well, you will need to know how to communicate.”

				“Communicate? With whom?” Tureis asked.

				“With me, or King Seathan, or your father, or Emmett. Any number of council members. And we may need to communicate with you,” answered Sepi.

				At the sound of his fathers and Emmett also being on the Council, he smiled. So his father did have a sphere, as did Emmett and King Seathan. The idea of this was creating even more questions in his mind. Tureis knew he didn’t have the time to ask everything, but he hoped the book would give him some of the answers. 

			

			
				“If I may ask, what else does the sphere do?” asked Tureis.

				Sepi held her sphere in the palm of her hand. “This sphere is quite an amazing object of power. All objects have powers given to them for specific purposes. Some have specific functions, like your book, where others have no main function at all, but are made to help provide the user focus,” said Sepi. “This sphere is special. The Matya used to create the spheres was so powerful that the they have no single function. Over the years, I’ve seen this sphere do many things. The secret to the sphere abilities lies in your personal Matya. There’s a connection that’s forged with the sphere and your Matya. The more your Matya is capable of, the more the sphere can do.”

				Tureis sitting back in his chair organizing in his mind all the information he’d just received. After a moment he asked, “My father’s on the Council of Matya?”

				“Yes he is, as are many others,” answered Sepi. “The Council is made up of many individuals in all the surrounding kingdoms. They monitor the Matya and its use. They are a relatively secret council, as many people are afraid of the Matya and its usage. Since all the king’s in the surrounding kingdoms possess activated Matya, the members of the council help to direct the kings as to how they can best use it to help their people and yet still keep it a secret.”

				“What about King Hamish of Zummot? Doesn’t he openly use his Matya and not always for the benefit of his people?” asked Tureis.

				“Unfortunately that is true. It seems King Hamish has become casual with its use and enjoys the power it gives him. He also has been known to use it in ways that go against the values established by the council. He’s repeatedly been counseled to refrain from using it for the purposes of personal gain and power, but he seems to conveniently ignore the counsel.”

				“Is King Hamish on the Council as well? Does he have a sphere?” asked Tureis.

				Sepi shook her head. “He is no longer on the Council. After repeatedly going against the directives of the Council, he was removed and his sphere taken,” replied Sepi.

			

			
				“What about him wanting to capture Seth?” asked Tureis.

				Sepi thought for a moment. “That’s a very good question,” she said. “It would be best to make a hasty return to Thaven for the protection of Seth.”

				“But what about King Hamish? What’s he planning? Why does he want Seth?” asked Tureis with some intensity in his voice.

				“I really couldn’t tell you. What he’s doing and why he wants Seth, I really don’t know. This is the first I’ve heard about it,” she said.

				Tureis sat back again looking up at the light coming in from the windows and said softly, almost to himself, “We need to know why.”

				“Excuse me?” said Sepi in a calm voice.

				“It’s like you said, understanding craves understanding. The feelings I’m having tell me I need to know why. It feels important to understand why King Hamish wants to capture Seth,” said Tureis.

				Sepi thought about this for a full minute. “What about this makes you want to find out why?” she asked.

				Tureis answered directly, “Because Seth is my friend and I’m concerned about his safety,” he said with some emotion in his voice. He took a deep breath and looked directly at Sepi. “Also, what does Seth have that King Hamish could even want? Nothing. He has nothing. But he is the Crown Prince of Thaven and that means he can be used for something. That’s what we need to figure out. Why does he want to use Seth and what does he ultimately want? I fear there’s more to it than a simple kidnapping.”

				Sepi took a deep breath. “I fear you’re right,”she said. She sat forward in her chair and looked directly at Tureis and asked in a very serious tone, “What do you propose?”

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 20

				- Training -


				Supper that night was very somber. After their meetings with the Oracle, each member of the group went off on their own, pondering the things the Oracle had told them. Since his meeting with Sepi, Tureis’ mind had not stopped turning. Over and over he replayed the altercation with the guards of Zummot and thought about every word of the letter. Could there be something he’d missed? Were there any other clues as to what King Hamish may want with Seth?

				Sepi had given Tureis the responsibility to discuss his idea they had agreed upon with the members of the group. He was waiting until after dinner and tea before discussing the idea. He was nervous, he didn’t know what the members of the group would say. Now that they had arrived in Saxon, there was no responsibility for any member of the group to stay. Seth and Tureis had only asked Braon and Eammon to accompany them to the Oracle and for protection along the way. They’d arrived in Saxon and had visited with the Oracle, so the task was completed and they were free to leave or go wherever they wanted.

				Tea was served and the servants had left the room. Finishing his tea, Tureis looked at the group and asked, “After tea would you all mind meeting me in the sitting room?” They all nodded as Tureis stood and left the room.

				Once the last person had arrived and had taken a seat they all quieted down and looked at Tureis. He was a little unsure of himself as he’d never done anything like this before. He cleared his throat and said, “I first want to thank Braon and Eammon for all the help in getting us here safely.”

			

			
				Seth and Ailish echoed the gratitude.

				Tureis continued, “Along our journey we came across a group of Zummot guards posing as traders from Galaera. During that altercation Ailish discovered a note from King Hamish calling for the capture of Seth.”

				At the mention of this, Seth shrank in his seat and mumbled something to himself. Ailish scooted over on the couch, placed a hand on Seth’s arm and said, “What’s your point Tureis?”

				“The point is that I feel we need to figure out why King Hamish wants to capture Seth,” said Tureis.

				“Why us?” asked Ailish. “Why not the King’s Guard?”

				“They won’t expect us,” said Tureis. “We can figure out why they want Seth and inform King Seathan.”

				“What if we just go back to Thaven?” Seth asked. “Braon and Eammon can make sure we get back safely.”

				Braon shook his head and said, “First, I can’t guarantee that we can get back there safely. If you’re being hunted, we may never make it back there. We don’t know how many people have been sent to capture you. Second, if I go back to Thaven they’ll throw me in prison. I’d rather stay out of prison.”

				They all fell silent. After several minutes Eammon spoke up and asked very softly, “Why do you want to find this out?”

				That caught Tureis a bit off guard. He looked at Seth and then at Ailish. Shifting in his seat he looked at Braon and finally at Eammon. “First, I want to say these past few days have been nothing short of amazing,” Tureis began. “I’ve done things I never thought I’d do in all my life; fought thieves and guards, spoke to and learned from the Oracle, so many things. But the most important thing to me through all of this is the friendships I’ve made. Braon and Eammon, I consider you close friends and I would do anything in my power for you--which is why I helped to break Braon out of the stocks in the first place. Ailish is my cousin, my family--again I would do anything for family. But Seth is my best friend and has been for many years. My father always said to be true to yourself and to be loyal to family. I would add to be to be loyal to your friends as well. I want to find this out because my friend is in danger and I want to know why.”

			

			
				Tureis sat back in his chair and took a deep breath. His hands were shaking slightly from the rush of emotion. After several moments of quiet, Eammon said, “I’m in.”

				This brought Tureis out of his thoughts, “What was that?”

				Eammon sat up and spoke more forcefully, “I said, I’m in. I’ll help you do whatever we need to figure this out. And I’ll help in any way I can to make sure Seth makes it back to Thaven safely.”

				This time it was Seth who sat up and spoke with calmness in his voice, “Thank you Eammon. And thank you Tureis.”

				Seth looked at Ailish. “What? Of course I’m in,” she said with a smile.

				Now the focus shifted to Braon. He looked uneasy as all the eyes seemed to bore into him. Finally he said, “I’m in as well. But I must be honest with you, I will do my best to also see that Seth makes it back to Thaven safely, but the fact is that I’m a wanted man in Thaven...no guarantees, but I’ll do the best I can.”

				All the eyes shifted back to Tureis. “Now what?” asked Seth.

				Tureis smiled in amazement as all of his friends had decided to follow him in his search to figure out the reason behind King Hamish’s desire to capture Seth. “Now we get some rest tonight,” said Tureis. “Luram said we could stay here as long as we needed. Sepi said we could as well. She recommends we prepare for the journey before we leave. We can stay as long as we need to but we should prepare in haste.”

				“The Oracle knows about this and she’s ok with it?” asked Eammon.

				“Yes she does,” said Tureis. “When we spoke earlier I told her about the note and King Hamish wanting to capture Seth. We discussed the idea of trying to figure out why. She contacted King Seathan and he’s given his blessing, including having Braon with us on the journey.”

				This caught all of the group off guard. Ailish seemed a little upset. “So you already had a plan and an idea before you spoke to us?,” she asked. “Why didn’t you talk to us first?”

				Tureis knew this question would come up. “I wanted to discuss it with you first,” he said. “But at the same time I wanted to do things the right way. When we got caught and banished for breaking Braon out of the stocks, one thing they said was we needed to learn to make better decisions.” Feeling emotion begin to well up inside him, Tureis took a deep breath. Calmly, he continued, “Well, I want to find out why the King of Zummot wants to capture Seth. No matter what we decided to do, I knew I needed to have the Oracle or the King’s permission first. That’s the right way to do this. And even if all of you said you wouldn’t help, I was still going to do it myself.”

			

			
				“I would do it no matter what as well,” said Ailish. “But, I agree, it’s good to have permission first.”

				“When do we leave?” asked Braon.

				“Sepi said she thinks we can be ready in about a week. I think that’s a good goal,” said Tureis.

				Seth looked at Tureis and asked, “Where are we going?”

				Quietly, Tureis answered, “Zummot.”

				


				After a good nights sleep and a chance to ponder the decision to go to Zummot, breakfast was very energetic. Everyone had questions and ideas on how to proceed. After the meal was finished Tureis stood, waiting for everyone to quiet down. “It sounds like everyone has thought about what we’re trying to do,” he said. “That is great. I liked the different ideas and plans being discussed this morning. I do think we need to prepare before we make a definite plan,” said Tureis.

				“What do you mean by prepare? How do we prepare?” asked Ailish.

				“Well for one thing we could work on fighting,” said Seth. “I know we could all use that.”

				“I would be happy to teach,” said Braon. “It would be good for all of us to work on fighting skills. You never know what we could come across where we’re going.”

				“I agree,” said Tureis. “Eammon, Luram said he wanted to show you something as well this morning. He’ll meet you down by the stables when we’re finished here.”

				For the next week they practiced fighting each other and some of the servants around the grounds. Tureis and Ailish also spent several hours each day reading and studying. During the week they had each gone to visit with Sepi on different occasions both individually and together as a group, without Braon. Sepi had given them good advice on what to look for and how to proceed. She also lent them books to read that would help prepare their minds for using the Matya to aid them along the way.

			

			
				One time during their visit, Sepi entrusted a bit of intelligence to just the three of them with the strict request they not to share the information with anyone, including Braon and Eammon. They were also to search for someone. Sepi didn’t give them many details, just a way they could recognize the person and what to do once they made contact. This person would give them vital information and could be trusted.

				Late in the afternoon of the seventh day, Sepi visited with Tureis alone. “Do you feel prepared for the journey ahead?” Sepi asked Tureis.

				“I think so. We’ve studied and practiced what we can. I think we’ve done all we can do here. The rest we’ll have to learn as we go,” replied Tureis.

				“One can never fully prepare for every situation,” Sepi agreed. “What you’ve done this week will help you greatly. I feel you’re ready to go.”

				“Then we’ll prepare to leave tomorrow,” said Tureis.

				“There’s one thing I feel I should tell you before departing,” Sepi began. “I wish to be clear that you are the leader of this group. There may come a time when as a leader you need to step aside and let Seth take the role as leader. You will know when the time comes. It’s important for the kingdom that Seth follow you on this journey, but anytime his title as Crown Prince is needed, you need to make it look as though he’s in charge. Seth understands this as well.”

				Tureis nodded his understanding.

				Sepi continued, “Keep the information you learn close. You may share parts of it with the members of your group, but be careful how much you share. Sensitive information may be best to keep to yourself and Seth or Ailish and not make it known to everyone.”

				“Why?” asked Tureis. “Is there something about Eammon or Braon I need to know?”

				Sepi shook her head, “It’s just good practice to limit who knows the information,” she said. “I would appreciate it though if you would share the information with myself and King Seathan as well, but no one else on the council—even your father.”

			

			
				“Really?” asked Tureis, a bit taken back by the idea of not sharing information with his own father.

				“Keep the information to a few certain people,” said Sepi in a serious tone. “King Seathan will share your information with your father and Emmett as well. Let the King share the information, that’s his role.”

				Tureis got up and walked to the window briefly looking out. He turned to face Sepi and asked, “I need to know something. What kind of person is King Hamish?”

				Sepi looked seriously at Tureis, feeling his concern, “King Hamish is a man who loves power and glory more than anything else. He didn’t used to be like that,” she said. “There was a time he was kind and generous.” Sepi paused, reflecting on a memory. She continued in a quiet, reverence. “His oldest son was killed by an executioner from another kingdom. King Hamish thought, and still thinks, it was King Seathan that sent the executioner. I firmly believe King Seathan would never do such a thing.”

				Sepi stood, walked over to the window and stood next to Tureis. She continued, “Ever since that day he became cold and bitter, and his unjustified lust for revenge on King Seathan has consumed him. He’s also figured out how to manipulate the Matya for evil and has become very powerful. Whatever he wants with Seth, you can be assured it’s evil.”

				“Did anyone ever figure out who sent the executioner to kill the son of King Hamish and why?” asked Tureis.

				Sepi shook her head and softly said, “No one ever did.”

				


				Tureis joined the rest of the group at supper. Everyone was already seated, talking and laughing when he arrived. As he entered the room, Ailish noticed a change in Tureis’ expression and asked, “What is it Tureis?”

				He announced to the group, “Tomorrow we leave. We’re ready, or as ready as we can be.”

				The supper that night was a feast in honor of their leaving. When Luram was informed the group was planning to leave in the morning, he had decided to prepare a large send off for the group. Luram even joined them, telling stories, answering questions and enjoying a merry mood. 

			

			
				While tea was being served, Luram stood and said, “In honor of your journey, Sepi requested that she give a gift to each of you. Earlier this week Eammon took your empty traveling bags and brought them to me. Eammon has spent many hours this week making this for you.” Luram paused and Eammon lowered his head, a large smile on his face. “This is the first time Sepi has done something like this for anyone visiting here, and I really don’t know if anyone other than Eammon could have made them.”

				Luram clapped his hands and servants came into the room holding their bags. Ailish and Seth had excited looks on their faces as did Tureis and Braon. Eammon sat back with a large grin on his face. “They look like our original bags,” said Ailish.

				Luram smiled, “Well, they are...sort of.”

				The servants handed out the bags and left the room. When Tureis opened his bag his jaw dropped, “What is this?”

				Eammon spoke up, “That is a new lining I sewed into each of the bags.”

				“It feels different. There’s an energy to it,” said Ailish.

				Luram interrupted before Eammon could start and said, “That’s the brilliance of it. Sepi had an idea to line the bags with pure silver, but we couldn’t figure out how to do it. Eammon was able to take the pure silver and make it into thread. He then wove the thread into a new lining and sewed it into each of your bags.”

				“Silver to line the bags? That seems different,” said Seth.

				“Pure silver is the best conductor of the Matya,” Luram continued. “The Oracle has great power with the Matya. She has transferred some of her Matya and made these bags into objects of power. These bags have a sole purpose, to hold whatever is placed in them. You can store as many things in them as you need and they will never fill. Also each bag is linked to your Matya, so even if someone else finds the bag they won’t be able to open it. Only your touch will open the bag.”

				Tureis bowed slightly to Luram and said, “Please tell Sepi thank you from all of us. She has done us a great honor giving us these bags. They will be a great help on the journey.” Tureis turned and bowed slightly to Eammon and said, “Eammon, thank you. Your skills truly are amazing!”

			

			
				“There is one other thing,” Luram interrupted. “These bags only work with your Matya. It is your Matya that opens the bag and gives you access to the contents.” He turned to Braon and bowed and said, “Braon, because you do not have an activated Matya, these bags will not work for you. For that I am very sorry.”

				Braon sat back in his chair and folded his arms, his mouth forming a straight line and his eyes hardening in their gaze. He slightly waved a hand as if to dismiss the comment and said quietly, “That’s ok.”

				Everyone except Braon returned to the sitting room following the meal, still marveling at the great gift they had received from the Oracle. Ailish looked at Eammon and asked, “Will it really hold as much as I can put into it?”

				Eammon started to laugh, “Oh yes it will. After Sepi transferred the Matya, I had to learn how they worked. Inside my bag are more tools than I had in all of the blacksmith shop in Kurith.” Eammon held up his bag and it appeared empty like the rest of them.

				He opened his bag and reached inside, closed his eyes and waited a moment. When he removed his hand he was holding a large bellows. He put the bellows back into the bag and closed it. “It’s really easy to operate. You simply open the bag and place your hand inside focusing on what you want. Then you open your hand and wait. Within a moment, whatever it is you want will suddenly be in your hand. It’s that simple.”

				“We can carry everything we need in one bag, and it won’t be heavy?” asked Seth. “This is wonderful. How did you make the thread out of silver?”

				Eammon chuckled, “That wasn’t easy. Maybe someday I’ll show you how I did it.”

				After getting comfortable with the operation of their bags, they each departed into the sleeping quarters to pack and get some rest. This would likely be the last night to sleep in a comfortable bed for a while.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 21

				- Gifts -

				The sunrise over the mountains to the east was as beautiful a sunrise as Tureis could remember. He had awaken early, before the rest of the group, to spend some time by himself to think and enjoy the quiet beauty of the morning. Nearly a week ago, he’d found this place by accident as he explored the area around Saxon. A half mile past the main part of town, the trees cleared to reveal a majestic snow covered mountain peak. Admiring the beauty of the snow covered peak, Tureis sat atop a small hill on the edge of a cliff overlooking a large field of purple and yellow that extended all the way to the base of the tall mountain. The sunrise in the mountains around Saxon was a beauty unparallelled anywhere he had ever been and something he wanted to always remember.

				Entering Saxon, Tureis saw that the horses were already saddled and ready for the upcoming journey. After a grand breakfast, Tureis finished packing his bag with the last of the things he had been given by Luram. Luram had been very generous, providing the group with large amounts of food and other supplies for the journey ahead. As he stood to leave, Luram entered the room and bowed. “Tureis,” he said. “The Oracle would like to meet one last time with you, Seth and Ailish.”

				This caught Tureis off guard as he thought Sepi had already said her goodbyes the night before. “Where shall we meet her?” he asked.

				“She will meet you in the room at the base of the tower,” replied Luram. Then he turned and left the room.

				Tureis went outside and found Seth and Ailish tending to their horses. Together the three of them approached the Oracles tower for a final meeting. The door at the base of the tower was open, and as they entered they noticed a door adjacent to the spiral staircase sitting open with light spilling out. Together they approached the door and entered.

			

			
				This room was smaller than the round room at the top of the tower, but it had just as much light coming in through several large windows along the back side of the tower. The furnishings were similar to the large upper room, the colors a light peach and blue. As they entered the room, Sepi sat on one of the peach colored couches in the center of the room. 

				Upon seeing them enter, Sepi stood, inviting them to join her. They walked across the room and she motioned for them to sit in the chairs across from her. As they sat, it was obvious Sepi had something on the couch next to her covered by a white blanket. Instinctively their eyes focused on the blanket wondering what it could be hiding. Sensing their curiosity, Sepi placed her hand on the blanket and smiled. “Thank you for coming to meet me one last time,” she said.

				Tureis raised his eyes from the blanket and looked at Sepi. “It is our pleasure,” he said. “What can we do for you?”

				Sepi smiled and took in a breath. “Actually, it’s what I can do for you,” she said. She’d already done so much for them. She had helped them train and gave them guidance with their Matya, not to mention the amazing bags she had given them.

				“I have a gift for two of you before you depart,” said Sepi. “Tureis has already been given some objects of power that can assist on your journey, the sphere and the book.” Both of them nodded their understanding as Tureis had already shared with them the knowledge of the book and the sphere.

				“However,” Sepi continued. “The two of you, I feel, also need something to help you as well.” She reached under the blanket and removed a leather quiver that held a single crossbow bolt. 

				She removed the solitary bolt from the quiver and held it out to Ailish. Ailish looked at the bolt with awe. The bolt was unlike any she’d ever seen. The shaft was a glossy black metal. One end of the bolt had metal fletch and the other end displayed a very shiny, round pointed tip. As Ailish reached out and took the bolt, she could feel an energy in the shaft that appeared to be stronger in the tip. She was also surprised at how light it felt. She turned the bolt over in her hands examining it closely, amazed at the quality of craftsmanship.

			

			
				As Ailish examined the bolt, Sepi explained, “This bolt, as you can feel, is an object of power. The tip is made of pure silver and holds a powerful Matya.” Ailish looked up, speechless; she just continued turning the bolt over and over in her hand.

				“This bolt is a one of a kind,” said Sepi. “It has been given a specific purpose. This bolt can never be lost, as it will always return to you, so long as you never lose the quiver.”

				“What do you mean when you say it will always return?” asked Ailish.

				“This bolt is designed to return to this quiver each and every time you shoot it,” said Sepi. “After it hits its target, the bolt will immediately return to the quiver, ready to be shot again. The bolt should never become damaged and will always remain sharp.” Sepi paused for a moment to let the information sink in. “One thing it won’t do is guide itself. You will use your own Matya for that, and the bolt will respond to you better than any other bolt ever has.”

				Feeling excitement rising within her, Ailish asked, “So what you’re saying is that if I use my Matya to guide the shot, I won’t miss?”

				“You shouldn’t miss is a better way to say it,” corrected Sepi. “If you become distracted and lose your focus you may miss. But the bolt will return regardless of where you shoot or what you hit.”

				Understanding crossed her face and she smiled as she placed the bolt back into its quiver. “Thank you,” said Ailish as she bowed her head.

				Next, Sepi turned her attention to Seth and smiled. Her voice was calm and direct as she said, “Seth, your fighting skills are becoming advanced quickly and I feel you ability to strategize will exceed your fathers. To help you along this journey and beyond, I want you to have this.”

				Sepi removed the blanket to reveal a sword inside a dark tanned smooth leather scabbard. The outside was adorned with ornate designs along its length. The belt attached to the scabbard was also made of fine leather, tanned a dark brown, matching the scabbard, and adorned with a pure silver buckle.

				Sepi held the sword and scabbard flat in both hands and presented it to Seth. Seth accepted the sword, admiring the decorated scabbard and the silver buckle. He then removed the sword from the scabbard and felt a great power. The hilt was made of high quality steel inlaid with gold throughout the grip and cross guard and the pommel was made of pure silver. The blade was razor sharp and made of the highest quality steel.

			

			
				Seth stood holding the sword in both hands. “I can feel the power it contains,” he said.

				Sepi stood and moved next to Seth. “This is an old sword, made a long time ago,” she said. “The history of the sword is rather unclear, but the legend says, it was made by a person very powerful in the Matya, possibly one of the ancient Kings. Unfortunately, no one is sure.”

				Seth continued holding it, staring ahead, his eyes focusing on a blank wall. “When I hold it… I don’t know… it’s different,” he said and continued to stare straight ahead.

				“That’s the power of the sword,” said Sepi. “When you wield it in battle, it allows you to see what’s about to happen. The sword acts to slow down the battle in your mind allowing you to sense what is about to happen and react in advance.”

				“That must be what I am feeling,” said Seth, still holding the sword and staring at the wall. “I will need to practice to understand how this works. The sensation is amazing.”

				Finally after another minute he lowered the sword and placed it back in its scabbard. “There is another thing,” Sepi continued. “The sword will work with your Matya, enhancing your abilities to fight. The sword will guide you. You need to learn to trust your Matya as it interacts with the sword and follow its lead. If you can become one with the sword, trusting it and your Matya, you will be a very hard opponent to beat.”

				“We don’t know who made it, but I can still trust it?” asked Seth.

				“Trust me when I tell you that you can indeed trust the sword,” answered Sepi. “If you search, over time you may be able to learn more about the history, confirming its legend. The one thing I do know and can tell you is the sword has a legendary name. Whether it is the actual name or not I do not know. But as long as I have known about this sword I have known it to be called Faithkeeper.”

				“Faithkeeper,” repeated Seth with reverence. Even as he said it, he felt the power inside respond to the name as he held it in his hands.

			

			
				“Use it well,” said Sepi. “It will help you prepare to one day take your father’s sword. His sword is the most powerful sword in existence, as far as I know. A person can’t just hold his sword, even if he is King. He must have very powerful Matya combined with a desire to use it for only good to truly wield the sword.”

				Seth became silent as he knew all to well that his father’s sword was not a sword that anyone could just touch. He had no desire to touch that sword again any time soon, but if Sepi said that someday it would be his, he needed to prepare and he trusted that Faithkeeper would help him.

				“It is time for you to be off,” said Sepi. “One word of caution. Be careful who you decide to share the knowledge about your objects of power. They are not tied directly to you and can be stolen and used by anyone. Keep them safe and guard them well, and they will not let you down.”

				The three of them bowed, thanking Sepi again for her help and generosity before turning to leave. Seth placed the sword in his bag for now, as he likely wouldn’t need it until leaving Saxon. Ailish placed her quiver on her back with the bolt in its place. Together, they walked back to their horses and prepared to leave.

				When they returned to the horses, they found Eammon attempting to push Luram away. “Thank you Luram. You have been too generous,” said Eammon as he pushed Luram away attempting to stop Luram from giving him a package. 

				“It’s the least I can do to show you my appreciation,” replied Luram, trying again to give Eammon the package.

				Reluctantly, Eammon took the package and held up his hand to stop Luram, “If I accept this will you stop giving me things?” asked Eammon.

				“Agreed. Thank you again. You’ve been a tremendous help,” said Luram as he stepped away to check on the horses. 

				Seth leaned over to Eammon and asked in a hushed tone, “What did you do for him?”

				Eammon laughed and said, “Oh nothing all that great. I just showed Luram how to spin thread out of pure silver and then I built him a loom to weave the silver thread.”

				“Wow. That’s impressive!” said Seth.

				Smiling, Eammon said, “He wants to make himself a bag to help him with his responsibilities. He’s pretty excited. Keeps trying to give me gifts. He already gave me lots of tools for blacksmithing and woodworking as well as other odds and ends. I think that’s plenty.”

			

			
				When it looked as though everyone was ready to go, Tureis turned to Luram and bowed. He said, “Thank you for all your hospitality. And thank you for all the food and supplies you’ve given us for our journey.”

				Luram bowed back and said, “You are welcome here anytime. Good luck on your journey and I wish you good fortune and safety in your travels.”

				They mounted their horses and rode out of Saxon. As they left the town they turned north. Luram had told them the path to Zummot led north across the Geen Valley and through Susdiac Mountain. They followed the path across the Geen Valley, traveling through fields of wildflowers. 

				As the flowers ended they arrived at the entrance to a canyon at the base of Susdiac Mountain. “It’s late in the day,” said Seth. “What if we camp here for the night and travel through the mountain tomorrow?”

				“Luram said the path through Susdiac Mountain takes a full day on horseback,” added Ailish. “If we start early in the morning we can be in Zummot by sundown tomorrow.”

				“I agree,” said Tureis. “Let’s set up camp for the night. We’ll leave early in the morning.” After a delicious meal made by Eammon, they settled in for the night.

				In the morning, after breakfast, they struck camp and prepared to depart. Today they would travel through Susdiac Mountain on a path that wound its way through and around the mountain. The other end of the trail would bring them to the edges of the Kingdom of Zummot. From there they planned to travel to the city of Purromp.

				The Kingdom of Zummot sits in a large valley high in the Cossack Mountains; higher even than the Kingdom of Thaven. On top of the largest hill at the north end of the valley, nestled up against the sheer rock face of the mountain, sits the castle of King Hamish, known as Droskyn Fortress.

				The remaining cities of Zummot are to the south and down from Droskyn Fortress. The entire kingdom was built on a hill, with all the cities spread out below the fortress. This established a tactical advantage as all the people in the kingdom lived directly below the fortress, making all would be attackers pass through the other villages and cities on their way to the fortress. In addition, all attackers would be running up hill.

			

			
				Their current destination is the town of Purromp, a border town with the Kingdom of Galaera. Purromp sits at the edge of the Gauldon Forest and is inhabited mostly by mercenaries, ruffians and criminals. There are no laws enforced in Purromp and if there are any disagreements, they are settled by those involved in the disagreement. The general rule in Purromp is to take care of yourself and try not to upset anyone or risk losing your head.

				They packed up their gear and supplies, mounted their horses and began on the path through Susdiac Mountain. The trail wound up and down through thick forests and beautiful large valleys. Towards the end of the path they came to a very narrow canyon with steep sides. Here they stopped for a meal before continuing through the canyon. As they sat on rocks at the edge of the valley eating their meal, Ailish said, “This has to be some of the most beautiful country I’ve ever seen.”

				“I would agree. The canyon ahead doesn’t look as nice though,” said Eammon as he gestured to a narrow canyon straight ahead.

				“According to Luram, when we enter the canyon we’re out of the Oracles domain,” said Tureis. “This canyon leads to Zummot and will come out slightly to the west of Purromp.”

				“Past this point, we could meet any sort of unsavory characters,” said Braon. “We will need to be ready for anything. I suggest we prepare ourselves with weapons just to be safe.”

				Ailish opened her bag and removed a beautiful new crossbow she had obtained from Luram. The stock was made from black walnut and had a long leather sling attached. The bow was made of steel. She patted her side, under her cloak, feeling the single bolt in its quiver. She placed the attached sling around her neck and adjusted the crossbow to be out of sight.

				Each of the other members of the group removed weapons of various kinds. Seth removed Faithkeeper, placing it on his side, fastening the buckle. Eammon and Braon also placed swords on their sides. Nearly everyone in Purromp carried a sword for protection, so to be seen without swords would call great attention to themselves.

			

			
				As Tureis removed his sword from his bag he felt the energy it contained. Sepi had given him this sword during one of their meetings, but she hadn’t told him much about it. She told him that it was indeed an object of power and that it possessed Matya from a previous Oracle. She also said the sword would help to enhance his fighting abilities, but other than that he didn’t understand any more about it. Trusting the Oracle, he placed the sword on his side as he prepared to enter Purromp.

				It took the rest of the day to pass through the narrow canyon. As the sun began to set, they emerged into a forest just west of Purromp. They stood in a meadow nestled in the shadow of the mountain, not far from the entrance to the canyon. Trees hid the meadow from the main road and the ground was covered in wild grasses. 

				Tureis placed a hand into his pocket and held the sphere. He closed his eyes, reaching out with his Matya, searching for the presence of other people. This was something new for him. One of the books given to him by the Oracle had taught him this skill and now he was trying it for the first time. After several minutes, he opened his eyes and said, “As best I can tell we’re alone here, I can feel no other presence. I suggest we camp here for the night and enter Purromp in the morning.”

				Braon nodded, “I agree. We should also set up a watch for the night. Ailish, you take first watch. I’ll go second and then Tureis and Eammon.  Seth, I would be more comfortable if you were not awake tonight, wandering around, accidentally bumping into someone looking to collect a bounty on your head.”

				“I think I’ve decided not to argue that point. I’ll just sleep tonight if it’s alright with you,” said Seth, trying to make light of his situation. He was noticeably nervous at being in Zummot.

				The next morning, after finishing their meal, they went about preparing themselves and their horses to appear as though they were ordinary travelers from another kingdom. They tied their bed rolls and some of their cooking supplies to the horses. They used the extra horse as a pack horse and they tied various items to its back. 

				“That should give the appearance of travelers and hopefully help us to avoid any questions and long looks,” said Braon.

				“What about the kings mark on the saddles?” asked Ailish. “What can we use to hide the marks and still use the saddles?”

			

			
				“Oh, I have just the thing,” said Eammon. He reached into his bag and removed six thick black burlap coverings and handed one to each person. “These are to place over the saddles. It will make it look like we are just using blankets to pad ourselves from a long ride, but they will cover the marks and the saddle horn.”

				Each of them placed the burlap coverings over their saddles, effectively covering the Zummot markings. With everything ready, they mounted their horses and rode toward Purromp.

				Throughout their journey to Purromp, Tureis took a position in the rear of the group. He’d been thinking about the journey and what they needed to accomplish. The more he contemplated the task at hand, the more overwhelmed he felt; but as he pondered the things Sepi had told him, an inner peace and confidence filled him. He just hoped he was up to the challenge and that he didn’t let Seth down. He didn’t know what he would do if Seth was captured... or worse. He tried to focus on something else, something happy. A smile crossed his face as he remembered his feelings while sitting on the rock cliff overlooking the valley of flowers near Saxon.

				“Hey,” Ailish said softly. “Hey! Tureis!”

				Tureis snapped out of his thoughts and looked to his side. He seemed surprised to see Ailish riding next to him. As Tureis looked ahead at the others, it was apparent that while he was lost in his thoughts the others had ridden ahead quite a distance. “Oh. Sorry. I didn’t hear you,” he said. “Do you need something?”

				“Last night Braon left the camp,” said Ailish in a hushed voice.

				“What are you talking about?” asked Tureis.

				“Last night during his watch. He left the camp...for a while,” she added.

				“That doesn’t seem like Braon,” said Tureis. “Was he sick or something?”

				Before explaining, Ailish paused for a moment and looked ahead at the others, making sure they weren’t being overheard. “I thought that too. After my watch, I couldn’t sleep very well so I just lay there awake thinking about things. I saw him take a gold coin out of his pocket and play with it for a while. Then all of a sudden he got up, looked around at all of us and left.”

			

			
				“Where did he go?” asked Tureis.

				This time Ailish smiled. “I followed him. He didn’t go very far, about a quarter mile. He just sat on a rock and played with the gold coin again. He would roll it across his knuckles for a minute, then he would hold it in his palm and use a finger to sort of draw across the front of it.”

				“Did you say draw on it?” asked Tureis.

				“It sounds weird, I know. Why?” Ailish asked.

				Tureis shook his head, “No reason. Anything else happen?”

				“No. He just played with the coin and then stopped and looked at it, drew on it again and waited,” said Ailish. “After he looked at it one last time he put it back into his pocket, got up and went back. I made it back before him and got into bed.”

				Tureis nodded his head and looked forward, contemplating this new information, and said nothing. What was this coin and why did Braon have it? After a moment, Tureis turned. “Ailish. We need to get that coin.”

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 22

				- Purromp -

				They had been riding for most of the day. It was late in the afternoon when they came up over a hill and saw a town appearing in the distance below. “Is that Purromp?” asked Seth. “It looks old and dirty.”

				Purromp was situated on the border of Zummot and Galaera in the Gauldon Forest. Ruffians and thugs as well as bounty hunters and just plain criminals liked to stay in Purromp, and the location in the forest left it feeling secluded and protected. It made them feel like they were in their own kingdom, which is fitting since they didn’t follow any of the laws in any of the other surrounding kingdoms anyway.

				Purromp had a reputation of being a dangerous town, but it could also be a wealth of information. With the right connections or the right amount of gold, a person may find out just about anything going on in the surrounding kingdoms. This is what they were counting on and why they’d come to Purromp. The trick will be finding the information they needed without getting Seth caught at the same time. This left Seth and Tureis worried.

				They stopped at the crest of the hill, looking down on the town. “That’s Purromp alright,” said Braon. “It’s been a long time since I was here last, but I still remember the smell. It’s just as bad as I remember.”

				Braon wasn’t kidding either. From their position at the top of the hill an odor seemed to rise from the town. The smell hovered over the area like a welcoming party at an outhouse. They looked at each other with wrinkled noses. “You’re not kidding,” said Eammon chuckling. “Makes me think I’m back home smelling my mother’s cooking. She was a terrible cook.” Everybody laughed at that comment.

			

			
				“Where are we going Braon?” asked Seth.

				“If we want information, we’re going to The Ugly Jug,” Braon replied. “It’s a tavern in the middle of town. Everyone goes there and virtually all business transactions happen there. If someone knows about King Hamish wanting to capture you, it’ll be in The Ugly Jug.”

				“They should call it The Stinky Jug, that would fit better,” said Eammon as they all laughed.

				“You say that now. Wait til you see it,” said Braon. “It’s pretty ugly...and the people themselves aren’t all that flattering either.”

				They urged their horses forward down the hill and into town. With each step forward, the smell seemed to increase ten fold. Seth hoped they’d find the information soon, he didn’t’ like being in a town with this many hardened criminals. He also didn’t know how long he could tolerate the smell.

				They entered the center of town, dismounted and tied their horses to a hitching post outside one of the shops. The shop owner looked their way, then turned back, apparently not interested in the newcomers. So far their disguise seemed to be working.

				The center of town was set up in a circle. A wide street came in from the north and ended in a large circular cul-de-sac. Shops lined the street and around the circle. Positioned in the center of the cul-de-sac was a large tavern. The outside of the tavern was covered in very old and tattered wood making it appear run down.

				“Seth, Ailish and Eammon, you stay here and out of sight,” said Braon. “Tureis, you and I will go in and see what we can find out.” Seth nodded and moved to stand between two horses, in an attempt to stay out of sight. He pulled his hood up over his head and kept his face down. Eammon walked around between the horses, making sure the packs were tied down.

				“I should come with you,” said Ailish. “I can find out things you won’t be able to.”

				“No. You should stay here,” said Braon. “Purromp is not a town for girls. If you walk in there it’ll cause such a shock that everyone will want to know who we are and why we’re there.” Braon turned and walked away, this was not up for discussion. Tureis locked eyes with Ailish and gave her a knowing look and a slight nod. She knew what to do.

			

			
				They entered the tavern and removed their hoods. A few people turned to see who had come into the door, then turned away uninterested. The inside of the tavern was not a pretty place. Broken glass littered the floors. There were broken chairs and smashed tables stacked in piles in one corner. Large ugly men drinking some kind of ale sat at tables talking loudly. The tavern had the same odor as the town, but mixed with sweat and heat from all the bodies in the room.

				Tureis and Braon found an old broken table and two chairs in a corner and sat down. From here they surveyed the room. Braon sat erect concentrating on a certain person sitting at the end of the bar. He removed a gold coin from his pocket and rolled it over his knuckles as he stared at the person.

				Tureis kept his hand in his pocket holding the sphere. “Do you know that person?” asked Tureis.

				The question brought Braon out of his trance and he looked at Tureis. “Huh?” he replied.

				“That man at the bar, on the end,” Tureis said, gesturing in the direction of the bar. “You’re staring at him. Do you know him?”

				“I think so. He looks familiar. I’m trying to figure out why,” said Braon. He continued rolling the coin over his knuckles. Then without a word, he stopped rolling the coin and held it in his palm. He looked at the coin and put it back into his pocket. “I remember where I know him from,” he said. “That’s Pol Scalaid. He’s a traveling merchant I’ve seen in Thaven. Occasionally he’s a merchant for hire, if you know what I mean. He used to be in King Hamish’s Guard. He may have some information. I’ll go talk to him and see what he knows. You stay here.”

				Braon stood and walked over toward the man sitting at the bar. As he did so, a person wearing a long dark cloak and hood moved in front of Braon, pushing him in the shoulder, causing him to change his course. Braon staggered slightly for a moment but then continued straight toward the man at the bar.

				Tureis looked at Pol, studying him. Pol Scalaid was sitting at the end of the bar, eating something from a bowl and drinking a large mug of ale. He was a large muscular bald man, and from the way people were giving him a wide berth, he appeared to be well respected...or feared.

			

			
				Braon approached Pol, they shook hands and began talking. Tureis looked around him and noticed one member of Hamish’s Guard sitting behind him. He was talking to another person in hushed tones. Tureis closed his eyes and concentrated on the conversation. He gripped the sphere tightly, focusing on their voices using his Matya to enhance his own hearing. 

				“Yes,” the guard said. “That’s right. The King said it would be that much.

				“Just for the Crown Prince—alive?” the second man said. “What if he’s dead...just askin?”

				“Nothing if he’s dead,” said the guard very seriously. “And if King Hamish finds out you killed him, he’ll hang you.”

				“Do you know where to look for him?” asked the second man.

				“I heard just today that he was seen in the forest near here. Didn’t hear which way he was going. Also he’s with four other people. Two guys that can fight and two others.”

				Tureis sat up straight. Who had seen them? How did Hamish’s Guard know they were in the forest and who was in their group? Tureis reflected on the people they passed on the road today. There weren’t many, and no one stopped them to talk or even gave them a second look. It just didn’t make any sense.

				“What about the other guys? What if they happen to die in the process?” asked the second man with a wicked smile.

				“That’s the fun part,” said the guard. “The King only wants the Crown Prince. He wants all the others dead. If you get the Crown Prince and can prove you killed the others, you get an extra bag of gold.” The men went back to eating and the conversation shifted to another subject.

				Tureis returned his attention to Pol and Braon at the end of the bar. Their conversation seemed to be taking on a more private nature as they were both leaning in, talking in hushed tones. Occasionally Pol would look up and scan the room, then look back, continuing the conversation.

				The conversation between Pol and Braon began gathering attention. From his table in the corner of the room, Tureis had a great vantage point and could see the entire room, as well as the exit doors and the bar. Tureis watched as slowly more and more men began entering through the doors, milling about around the outer walls. Others in the room had noticed the men entering the tavern and quickly got up and exited the bar. 

			

			
				The shift in people in the tavern was slow and appeared deliberate, leaving Tureis with an uneasy feeling. Tureis counted a dozen men standing around the edge of the room with more and more people leaving. It didn’t take long for the bartender to see what was happening as well. Quickly, he cleared off the bar of all things made of glass and left the bar unattended.

				Now there were about a dozen men around the edges of the room. Pol and Braon seemed to be completely oblivious to the change as they were still engaged in a deep conversation. As soon as the last person left the tavern, Pol stood and the conversation stopped. Braon looked around and realized what had happened. He turned to Pol and pointed a hard finger at him and said sternly, “You set me up!”

				Pol just smiled and said in a gruff voice, “I know he’s around here somewhere. You will give him to me...one way or another!”

				“I can’t believe you did this to me!” shouted Braon. He removed his sword and raised it level at Pol. Pol slowly removed the sword from his side and stood to face Braon. The men along the wall reacted to the action of their leader and raised their various weapons and began shouting. 

				Braon looked around surprised. It wasn’t until that moment that he realized he was surrounded by a dozen angry men brandishing an assortment of weapons and possessing a real desire to use them on him. 

				During this exchange, Tureis removed an eighteen inch steel rod from his bag and pushed it up his sleeve, keeping the end of the rod in the palm of his hand. As the tension level in the room increased, Tureis moved into the corner of the room, concentrating on the events as they unfolded.

				Braon looked around again and lowered his sword slightly. Pol raised his hand in the air and the men standing on the walls around the room advanced toward Braon, surrounding him. This caused Braon to chuckle a little. “You think I can’t take these guys?” he said in a mocking tone. “What is this?”

				Pol shouted, “I know you can’t take these guys! These are the toughest brutes in all Zummot. You will give me the Crown Prince!”

			

			
				During this exchange, Tureis quietly moved behind the group surrounding Braon. He slid the steel rod from his sleeve and gripped it tightly with his right hand and focused his Matya on what he needed to do. Quickly, the warmth entered his chest and he could feel the power rising inside him. He sent the Matya into the steel rod, and he heard a quiet hum as the power ran through it.

				Tureis positioned himself behind the largest of the brutes and waited. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. The brutes slowly moved into a tighter circle around Braon. With all the strength he had he brought the steel rod down hard on the back of the lower leg of a large man. 

				When the rod hit the man’s leg, a bright flash of blue light erupted from the end of the rod. The man screamed, fell to the ground and became still. Tureis quickly swung the rod and was able to connect with three other men the same way. Within a few seconds four large men lay on the floor motionless. 

				This caught the gang off guard and they turned to face Tureis. Tureis turned and ran across the room, a couple large men lumbered after him. He stopped and faced the two men raising the steel rod. The first man swung a large sword at Tureis. He dodged the blade and struck the man in the upper thigh. A bright flash erupted and the man fell to the floor unconscious. 

				The second man swung his mace in front of him as he advanced on Tureis. Tureis waited and when the man swung again, Tureis raised the steel rod and wrapped the chain from the mace around it. Then he sent a large burst of Matya down the mace and into the man’s arms. The man dropped the mace and fell to the ground. 

				During all the commotion, Braon and Pol began fighting, swords clanging. They were evenly matched as the fight went back and forth. Pol jumped up on the bar to gain the higher ground and an advantage, or so he thought. Braon blocked a strike and thrust his sword into Pols thigh. Pol screamed, dropped his sword and fell backward off the bar. 

				Braon lowered his sword and a large man grabbed him around the chest from behind, lifting him off the ground and squeezing him so hard, he couldn’t take a breath. As the darkness began to come upon Braon, he suddenly fell and was on the ground coughing. After regaining his breath, Braon turned and saw a crossbow bolt sticking out of the man’s leg. Braon quickly looked around for the origin of the shot, but was unable to identify the shooter.

			

			
				Two more men were on the ground holding various limbs after being shot as well. Tureis was standing over the remaining four men as they lay motionless on the floor. Braon scanned the room and got to his feet. He looked around, seeing all the brutes either lying motionless on the ground, or moaning and holding their hands over various wounds. “Whoa!” exclaimed Braon. “What in the…” He trailed off as he surveyed the scene and saw Ailish standing across from him. “Where did you come from?” he asked. Ailish said nothing but instead answered his question with a big grin. 

				“We better get out of here fast!” exclaimed Braon. “Within a few minutes this place will be full of people wanting our heads.” They gathered their weapons and together the three of them ran for the door.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 23

				- Trust -

				The three of them burst from the tavern door, stopping a short distance from the building and looked around. The horses they’d left across the cul-de-sac were nowhere to be seen. “Where did Seth and Eammon go?” asked Tureis.

				“Where are the horses?” asked Braon.

				“Hopefully they’re together,” said Ailish. “We’d better not sit out here too long. Let’s get going!” A loud noise sounded from down the street. Ahead of them twenty men carrying torches and weapons were coming down the middle of the street, walking straight for the them.

				Tureis put his hand into his pocket and grabbed the sphere. His mind opened and he could see the layout of the town as well as the people moving through the streets. He could see the approaching men and the buildings as well as the remainder of the city in the distance. “Come on. Follow me,” he said.

				Tureis turned and ran towards the shop next door with Ailish and Braon following close behind. They slipped through the gap between the buildings and stopped, leaning against the back wall. “We’ve got to keep moving,” said Tureis. He paused and closed his eyes concentrating. “They’re coming…. Ready…. Now!” Tureis rounded the corner of the building and stopped at the gap between the next building. 

				“Where are we going?” asked Braon. “We need to get out of here.” 

				“We are. Just follow me and we’ll be fine,” said Tureis.

			

			
				“We need to go into the woods. Come on let’s go,” said Braon.

				“We need to follow Tureis,” said Ailish.

				“Why? How is he going to get us out of here?” asked Braon, clearly getting annoyed.

				Tureis held up a hand to quiet them. “Wait… Ready….”

				Braon interrupted Tureis and declared, “I’m going this way.” When Braon turned to run the opposite direction, Tureis and Ailish ran through the gap between the buildings. Suddenly, a loud yell came from behind them. They turned around and went back through the gap. When they turned the corner, a very large man wearing no shirt and dressed in a pair of tattered pants and boots was kneeling on Braon holding a large club. Braon was struggling on the ground trying to get up, but was being prevented by the large man kneeling on his back.

				Feeling the Matya surge within him, Tureis raised his arms and pushed them towards the man. The Matya flowed from his hands and hit the man square in the chest, sending him flying backwards, hitting a tree and falling to the ground. He dropped the club and slumped over, knocked out cold. 

				Ailish grabbed Braon and helped him to stand. Tureis now held the sphere in his closed fist, “Come on.” While helping Braon, they quickly ran around the next building and came upon a trail leading into the forest. Tureis didn’t even slow down, but immediately turned into the forest. 

				They continued along the trail for a quarter mile before stopping to rest on a fallen tree. Listening intently and hearing no sounds of approaching men, they began to relax. “Where are we going?” asked Braon. When no one replied to his question, Braon asked, “Tureis, how did you get that guy off me back there?”

				Tureis thought a moment, “I just pushed him, I guess.”

				“Pushed him? He hit a tree ten feet away! That’s some push!” exclaimed Braon.

				“No one is following us,” said Tureis, changing the subject and focusing on their continued escape. “Let’s keep going.” Tureis stood and began walking up the trail, further into the forest, Braon and Ailish followed close behind.

				After several minutes Tureis stopped and listened. He turned his head to the right and left before he pointed, “This way.” Without waiting, Tureis straight walked into the forest, even though there was no trail.

			

			
				After several minutes, Braon asked “Where are we going? Are we lost?” 

				Tureis raised his hand to quiet him and continued listening. He turned and looked at Braon and whispered, “Can you hear that?”

				“Hear what?” asked Braon. 

				Tureis put a finger to his lips and whispered, “Listen.” Ailish and Braon closed their eyes and listened. Suddenly Ailish opened her eyes and whispered, “Horses.”

				“I hear them too. They’re over there,” Braon said, pointing in the direction of the sounds.

				“Let’s go,” said Tureis, and he continued walking toward the sounds of the horses. 

				They came around some rocks and found themselves looking straight at a fully drawn bow, with an arrow ready to fly. Tureis raised his hands, “Eammon! It’s us.” Eammon lowered the bow and blew out a long breath. “Wow! You scared us. I could hear something coming this way and had no idea it was you. How did you find us?”

				“We could hear the horses,” said Tureis.

				“Where’s Seth?” Ailish asked in a panic.

				“I’m right here,” said a muffled voice from under a pile of saddlebags. Seth poked his head out. “Did we find out what we needed to?”

				“That’s a good question,” said Ailish looking at Braon. “The whole thing ended sort of fast.”

				“Tell us what happened,” said Seth.

				“Lets gather the horses and supplies and move further into the forest,” Tureis interrupted. “There’s a few rather angry people still trying to find us.”

				“Really! I can’t wait to hear all about it,” said Eammon with a slight chuckle.

				They packed up the horses and moved a couple miles further into the forest where they set up camp and started a fire. After eating a well cooked meal, Eammon sat back and asked, “So how about that story now?”

			

			
				Braon rehearsed all that happened in The Ugly Jug, telling in great detail how he fought Pol and how Ailish saved him from being squeezed to death. Braon looked at Tureis and asked, “What exactly did you do to those guys in the tavern? You took care of most of them yourself and they weren’t moving after you finished. Did you kill them?”

				“No. They weren’t dead, just stunned,” said Tureis. “I hit them pretty hard with that rod. Those guys will be bruised pretty bad but they’ll be alright.”

				Seth was enjoying the story but seemed a bit unsettled. Finally he interrupted the story and asked Braon, “So what did we learn? What did Pol tell you?”

				Braon looked into the fire, contemplating what he wanted to say. After nearly a minute Braon finally spoke. There was a slight uneasiness to his voice. “I approached Pol at the bar while he was eating,” Braon began. “I introduced myself and he seemed to remember me. He also seemed to know I’d escaped from Thaven and he was wondering what I was doing in Purromp. I told him I wanted information about what King Hamish wanted with Seth.”

				Seth was leaning forward, hanging on every word of Braon’s story, hoping for an answer. Braon continued, “The only thing he said about the bounty on Seth’s head was that the king had his own reasons and he didn’t care. He just wanted Seth and that was it. He then said he wouldn’t tell me anything else because he didn’t want to help the competition.” Braon stumbled over that last word as if he intended to say something different.

				“Did you say ‘didn’t want to help the competition?’” asked Seth. “What did he mean by that?” Everyone fell silent and just sat there looking at each other.

				“Sounds like he thought you were trying to capture Seth for yourself,” Eammon finally said.

				Braon looked at each of them, laughed and said, “You can’t be serious. I’m not here to capture Seth, I’m here to help him.”

				“Then why would he say that?” asked Ailish.

				“How should I know? Maybe he thought since I’d escaped from Thaven that I wanted some sort of revenge,” said Braon. The group fell silent and stared into the fire. None of them wanted to continue this conversation. The idea that Braon was here to capture Seth seemed inconsistent with his current actions. Still... the question couldn’t be ignored.

			

			
				Ailish broke the silence, “Before the fight started you screamed something at Pol. What was it you said to him?”

				Braon looked up, a visible annoyance on his face. He didn’t like these questions, and he didn’t want to answer them. Taking a deep breath he calmly replied, “I said, I can’t believe you did this to me.”

				“What did you mean by that?” asked Ailish, with a slight accusatory tone in her voice.

				“The ambush with all those guys,” said Braon defensively. “We were just talking and then he had those guys in the bar just ambush us. Why would he do that?” Braon took a deep breath and stood up. “I’m going for a walk. I’ll be back in a while,” he said in a tone laced with frustration. Braon said nothing more, he simply turned and walked into the darkness.

				After a couple quiet minutes passed Seth said, “It appears the only information we gained from this is the entire Kingdom of Zummot is looking for me and we still don’t know why.”

				“We’ve learned something else as well,” said Tureis. “I overheard two guys talking in the bar and they seemed to know Seth was in or around Purromp and who was with him.”

				“How would they know that?” asked Seth. “We haven’t really seen or spoken to anyone, and no one’s recognized me.”

				“Could someone be following us?” asked Eammon.

				“I’ve been walking through all the forests around where we’ve been staying and haven’t seen evidence of anyone anywhere,” said Ailish.

				Tureis spoke up, “If anyone is following us, I can’t sense them or see them anywhere.” Since leaving the Oracle, Tureis had been constantly using his sphere to see what was around them. Sepi also taught him how to sense the Matya in others and use it to locate people around them. He’d been practicing on the members of his group without their knowledge. As he sent his Matya out around them, he’d been unable to feel the presence of anyone.

				“What do you mean by that?” asked Eammon.

				“It’s like how I found you tonight,” responded Tureis. “I knew where to look for you because I knew your Matya and how it felt. I used that to guide me through the forest until we found you.”

			

			
				“I thought you heard the horses,” said Ailish.

				Tureis smiled, “I did. But only once we got closer.”

				They fell silent again for several minutes as they stared into the fire at the dancing flames. Ailish spoke softly, “We also learned something else tonight.”

				Seth sat up anxious for any more information, “What was it?”

				Ailish looked up from the fire and cleared her throat. She looked into the forest and listened making sure Braon was out of earshot. “I was waiting for Braon to leave before mentioning this,” she said. “I also overheard some guys in the bar talking about Seth. They said the bounty on Seth is five thousand gold pieces.” An audible gasp escaped both Seth and Eammon at the mention of the gold.

				“Five thousand!” exclaimed Eammon. “That’s more than my uncle makes in five years as a blacksmith. No wonder everyone in the entire kingdom is looking for Seth.”

				Ailish continued, “I also learned the bounty was announced by the Captain of the King’s Guard, a man named Gavin Crosse.” Ailish paused, listening again for any sounds in the forest. “There was a guy sitting at a table near where Tureis was sitting,” she continued. “When Braon walked over to Pol, that guy sat up and took notice. I moved closer to him and listened. He told another guy that he knew Braon and that somehow Braon and Gavin Crosse knew each other. It sounded like they might be friends of some kind.”

				Eammon replied with some anger in his voice, “That could explain some things. When Braon met me in Kurith he said he’d escaped going to prison in Thaven and wanted to go to Zummot to meet someone. But he was going to wait for a while and let the search for him die down first. Right after that is when you three showed up.” 

				Tureis held up his hand to prevent this conversation from getting out of hand, and said “Ok. I think we’re starting to get ahead of ourselves here. We need to remember that the King himself, through my father and Ailish’s father, asked us specifically to find Braon and take him with us on this journey. They seemed to trust him, despite the whole stolen horse incident.”

				“What do you suggest?” asked Ailish.

			

			
				Tureis thought for a moment before replying. He remembered what the Oracle had told him about trusting Braon. “I think we need to trust Braon...for now. We can’t ignore the information we have, but we need to keep it to ourselves...also for now. We need to maintain a normal interaction with him until we have a reason to change. We also need to keep a close eye on him.” Everyone nodded and fell silent around the campfire.

				Suddenly they heard heavy footsteps coming through the forest. They grabbed their weapons and stood. “It’s just me,” said Braon as he entered the clearing in front of them. “Sorry to alarm you.” Braon came into camp and sat down by the fire. He said nothing, and just stared into the flames. The rest of them sat back down. 

				Finally, Tureis spoke up, “Tomorrow we will go to Zummot. We need to get into the fortress.”

				With the most serious expression they’d ever seen on Eammon’s face, he said, “Droskyn Fortress is not a place travelers just visit. They call it a fortress for a reason...it’s heavily guarded and the guards like to kill people for fun.”

				“Why do you want to go into the fortress?” asked Braon. “Everyone here is looking for Seth and you want to walk him right in the front gate?”

				“Sepi said the information we needed was in the fortress,” said Tureis.

				“What are we looking for? What’s the information?” asked Braon.

				Tureis looked seriously at Braon and softly answered, “That’s the big question. Seppi said we’d know when we found it.” 

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 24

				- Fortress -

				The next morning came early. Tureis was up before sunrise, mentally working through what may come this day. He didn’t sleep well last night as his mind replayed over and over the events of the day. He’d thought about the information Ailish shared the previous night and still something didn’t add up, but he couldn’t figure out what he was missing. He continued to ponder the conversation they’d had around the campfire the previous night. How did Baron know the captain of King Hamish’s guard, Gavin Crosse? Was that even significant? Something told him not to ignore the information.

				He thought about their plan to get into the castle and where they would go once inside. They would be looking for someone the Council had embedded into the fortress, someone working closely with the Queen of Zummot. Last night they had agreed that under no circumstances would they divulge their true purpose to Braon.

				After breakfast, they packed the horses and began their journey to Droskyn Fortress. Rather than taking the main roads, they stayed in the forest, following game trails, maintaining a northern direction. Shortly after lunch, they came to a large open area surrounding the front of Droskyn Fortress, crowded with people visiting the various shops and businesses.

				Before approaching the fortress, they tied up their horses in the forest. Tureis reached into his bag and removed the cloaks taken from the men that had attacked them along the forest road weeks before. They put the long cloaks on over their clothes and made their way to Droskyn Fortress. As they approached, Seth pulled the hood up over his head shielding his face.

			

			
				In front of the fortress was a large drawbridge that spanned a very wide, ice cold river with a swift current. They stood at the foot of the drawbridge, surprised at the large number of guards standing on the other side in front of the gate. “How are we going to get past all those guys?” asked Eammon in a hushed voice.

				They stood to the side of the drawbridge, observing the activities around them, wondering exactly how they would get past the guards. They were wearing the cloaks of the King’s Guard, but what if they were noticed or discovered? After all, they did have Seth, the prize of all Zummot, with them, as well as a girl; and there were no girls in King Hamish’s Guard.

				Suddenly, a loud rumbling came from behind them. They turned and a large number of men, dressed in the same familiar black cloaks, were approaching the fortress. Some of the men were riding horses and others were walking to the outside. As the riders passed on their way into the fortress, one of the men shouted down to them, “Are you coming in? Gavin requested all the members of the Guard be in attendance.” 

				Eammon looked up and responded, “Yes sir! On our way in now.” The man on the horse continued on and rode into the fortress. They looked at each other and smiled, then fell into step with some other men that were walking beside the horses.

				After entering the castle, the men on horses continued to the stables while the men walking beside them turned and went into an open courtyard to await further orders. Tureis and the rest of the group turned and went into a hallway leading away from the large courtyard. At the end of the hallway, they stopped as it opened into a small courtyard, adjacent to the fortress wall. There were various doors along a stone wall on the outside of the fortress, suggesting this area was where workers and servants met and entered the fortress. The courtyard appeared to be empty at the moment.

				Braon stopped and turned to face the group. Without any discussion or formal planning, he simply declared, “I think we need to split up. Tureis, you stay with Seth and keep him safe and out of danger. Ailish and Eammon, see if you can get into the fortress and find out whatever you can.”

			

			
				“Where are you going?” asked Eammon.

				“I’m going to see if I can figure out why the Guard is meeting,” replied Braon.

				Before Braon left, Tureis spoke up, “Let’s meet back here in an hour regardless of what we’ve learned. We can’t stay here all day, eventually someone will figure us out.”

				“Agreed,” said Braon as he turned and walked back down the same hallway they had entered through.

				“That seemed a bit abrupt,” said Ailish.

				“I agree,” said Eammon, concern in his voice.

				“What’s the real plan, Tureis?” asked Seth.

				“Eammon, Seth and I will go look for the person Sepi told me about,” said Tureis. “Ailish, follow Braon without being seen.”

				A grin crossed her face. She loved staying in the shadows, quietly observing and learning. Ailish removed her guards cloak and placed it into her bag. From her bag, she removed a long plain black dress, similar to what a servant in the castle would wear, and put it on over her clothes. She placed her crossbow into her bag and removed two knives, attaching them around her waist under the dress. Then she closed her bag and placed it over her shoulder. Finally, she pulled her hair back and tied it with a black ribbon. She looked at the group, bowed and with a smile walked back down the hallway.

				Tureis placed his hand into his pocket and took hold of the sphere. He relaxed and focused his mind. He saw the layout of the fortress, the hallways and rooms as well as the armaments and weapons. What he needed to find was the person with the information he required.

				Then suddenly she was there, as clear as anyone he’d known. He saw the familiar purple flower the Oracle had said to look for, adorned to her black bow, tied in her hair. He sensed her Matya and knew she was close. On the other side of one of these doors was an entrance to the kitchen. Tureis studied the doors, then moved toward the furthest door, Seth and Eammon following close behind. He reached out to open the door when a loud voice sounded, “Hey, you there. Why are you going into the kitchen and why are you not at the gathering?”

			

			
				They turned around, and came face to face with a short, slightly plump man dressed in servants clothes, carrying a tray of bread. Seth lowered his head and pulled his hood down further. Eammon laughed, “You caught us. We skipped out of the gathering for a quick bite. We had to walk all the way here this morning and didn’t have breakfast.” Eammon continued to chuckle. Tureis smiled and nodded his head in agreement.

				The servant gave each of them a stern look and said forcefully, “Well get back in there. They’re serving a big feast after the gathering to celebrate. You’ll just have to wait.” After the servant finished speaking, he stood there and waited. Eammon chuckled again and together the three of them walked up the hallway. When they were halfway up the hallway, they paused after the servant finally went back into the kitchen. “That was close,” said Eammon. “Where were you going?”

				 “The person we need to meet was on the other side of that door,” said Tureis.

				“I wonder what they’re celebrating,” said Seth.

				“I don’t know,” said Tureis. “But we need to figure this out in a hurry. We need to find that woman.”

				Seth looked up and quietly said, “We need a plan.”

				“What do you have in mind?” asked Tureis.

				Seth smiled, “I think I know how to get to her. Remember that mind thing you did in the back of your father’s store when that guy was running from the guard?” Tureis nodded. “Do you think you could lead her to us?” asked Seth.

				Tureis thought a moment. “Maybe...I think so. Where do you want her to go?” Seth explained his idea to Tureis and Eammon and they moved quickly down the hallway.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 25

				- Coins -

				Quietly, Ailish moved around the periphery of the large courtyard, staying close to the walls and remaining in the shadows. She came upon an alcove and maneuvered her way inside. From this vantage point, she could see the guards gathering in the courtyard as well as the front where Gavin Crosse was currently talking with some of his captains. 

				Ailish observed the group until she noticed Braon walking slowly around the outside of the assembled group, making his way to the front. As he came near the front he disappeared down a hallway. Making sure no one was around, Ailish came out of the alcove. She straightened her dress and the bow in her hair and walked with the quiet purpose of a servant toward the hallway. 

				Entering the hallway, Ailish looked around and noticed it was empty. Quickly, she moved down the hall. At the end of the hall, she walked through a doorway and entered a large banquet room. In the room were dozens of servants setting tables and preparing for a large meal.

				Ailish moved around the tables as she watched Braon pass through a doorway at the other end of the room and disappear down another hall. She stepped swiftly through the doorway and stopped as she entered the hallway. The far end of the hallway opened up to another small private courtyard that was located in the middle of the castle, surrounded on all sides by stone walls. Ailish moved silently down the hall and before entering the private courtyard, came upon a stairway. She considered her options for a moment, then turned and entered the stairway and ascended the stairs. 

			

			
				At the top of the stairs was a small porch with several chairs and tables set up for socializing. At the end of the porch was a short wall with several openings that overlooked the private courtyard. Ailish make her way to the wall and became invisible in the shadows. 

				She peered over the wall and could see Braon standing beneath her. He was talking to a woman and they were speaking very softly. Ailish closed her eyes, focusing her Matya in the direction of the conversation. She had learned from the Oracle that one of her gifts with the Matya was the ability to enhance some of her natural abilities. She focused her Matya hoping she could enhance her hearing. At first she heard nothing, but after a minute...

				“Caitlin! I’m glad I ran into you,” said Braon.

				“How did you get in here and where did you get that cloak?” asked Caitlin.

				Braon waved off the question, “I need to hurry. I have information for you to pass on to Gavin.”

				“But why are you here?” asked Caitlin. “Why didn’t you just use the coin?”

				Not wanting to explain too much, Braon simply said, “I lost it in Purromp somewhere. I had to come in person to tell you this.”

				“I still don’t understand why you’re here,” said Caitlin, now becoming a little nervous. “You’re supposed to be in Thaven, preparing.”

				“I know. I got banished from the city and made my way here,” said Braon calmly. “I told you all this with the coin. I had hoped you would be glad to see me. After this is over, I was hoping you would consider….”

				She bent over and kissed him. Softly, she spoke. “After this is over I would gladly consider...spending a lot more time with you. But 
first we need to get it done.”

				“Of course,” said Braon.

				“What is the information you have to pass on?” Caitlin asked.

				Braon smiled and whispered, “I have Seth.”

				“What?” she nearly yelled. Quieter, she continued, “What do you mean you have Seth?”

				“I have him and he’s safe,” Braon said. Then boldly he declared, “I am going to bring him back to Thaven and King Hamish can do whatever he wants to him, but I want the gold.”

			

			
				Caitlyn thought for a moment. “Why not do the exchange here?” she asked. “You would be a hero in Zummot.”

				This question caught Braon off guard and he stuttered as he thought of an answer. “Uh…. Yeah…. That would’ve been a good idea, but Seth’s not here. I have him somewhere else,” he finally said. “I wouldn’t be crazy enough to bring him here. If I tried, Gavin would just take him from me and claim the treasure himself. We will do this in Thaven and I will have the gold!”

				With a big smile on her face, Caitlyn leaned over and kissed him again. “You shall have the gold, that’s for sure,” she said. “I’ll tell Gavin you have him and to bring the gold to the exchange. Where will you make the exchange?”

				Braon thought for a moment. Finally, he grinned and snapped his fingers and said, “At the large square in front of the castle. I want to do it where everyone will see it. I will only exchange him for the gold there. And I want to exchange him with King Hamish himself.” Caitlyn nodded her approval. “Do you happen to have another coin I can use to communicate with?” asked Braon.

				Caitlyn reached into her pocket and produced a gold coin, identical to the coin Braon had lost in Purromp. She placed it in Braon’s hand, giving his hand a squeeze and said, “Use this to communicate with me. I will pass on your information to Gavin and we can work out the rest of the details with the coin.”
  “Don’t tell him just yet that I have Seth,” said Braon. “Just say I know where he is and that I will bring him to Thaven. I’ll let you know when to tell him the rest.”

				Caitlyn nodded and kissed him one last time. “Be careful. I hope you know what you’re doing.”

				“Just let him know when I tell you to,” said Braon. Braon pulled up the hood on his cloak and left, back down the hallway.

				Ailish sat there absorbing what she’d just heard, trying to comprehend. She had thought Braon was their friend. Why was he talking about capturing Seth and turning him over to King Hamish? It just didn’t make sense. 

			

			
				Ailish descended back down the stairs and entered the hallway, making her way to the large banquet room. When she arrived, the servants were just finishing setting up. She skirted around the walls and out the door into the large courtyard where Gavin was already addressing the assembled members of the King’s Guard. She found a deep alcove near the front of the courtyard and made her way inside. As she scanned the room, Braon was nowhere to be seen. Rather than search for him she decided to stay and listen to what Gavin was saying. 

				“...And when King Seathan is dead, Thaven will fall and Zummot will rule all the surrounding kingdoms!” announced Gavin while spreading his arms wide. The shouts and cheers were deafening.

				When the cheering died down, Gavin continued, “Our men have been in place for months now awaiting our arrival, waiting to come out of the shadows to aid in our victory. We will march on Thaven, Crown Prince or no Crown Prince and we will be victorious.” Again the crowd cheered. 

				Gavin continued, “Let us eat a feast to our victory and make preparations to march. We leave in one week. My brothers...let us feast!” The crowd quickly dispersed and entered the banquet hall.

				Ailish waited until all the guard members had entered the hall. She reached into a pocket under her servants clothes and removed a small gold coin. She rolled it over and over in her fingers, feeling the strange energy emanating from it. When she had taken the coin from Braon in Purromp, she had wondered what it was. Now that she understood what he was using it for, she wondered how it worked. She made her way slowly back to the arranged meeting place, hoping Seth was still safe.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 26

				- Secrets -

				Seth, Tureis and Eammon worked themselves around the edge of the large courtyard towards an exit in the corner. They exited through the doorway and found themselves in a tall, wide hallway with dirt covered floors. The hall led to an outdoor exercise area for the horses and then onto the King’s stables. Tureis stopped at the entrance and held his arm out signaling the others to stop and wait. Within a few seconds, several men rode into the exercise area and dismounted their horses. They tied the horses to a rail and exited through a different doorway.

				Tureis moved quickly through the exercise yard and into the stables. Near the back of the stables were large piles of loose straw used for bedding in the stalls. Each of them worked their way into the straw and waited. From here, Tureis closed his eyes and relaxed. 

				His mind reached out searching for the presence of the Matya for the woman. After several minutes he found the familiar feeling and concentrated his mind upon it. He reached out with his Matya it an attempt to connect with her. After several unsuccessful attempts, Tureis finally felt the connection. Fear and anxiety seemed to penetrate her feelings, and the thoughts caused concern for Tureis. He wanted to help. Maybe getting her here to talk could help her. Concentrating, he planted a thought in her mind telling her that she needed to go to the stables.

				When he felt he had successfully planted the suggestion, Tureis broke the connection and found himself breathing hard. He’d never connected with a person from this distance and it tired him. He opened his eyes and waited. “Did you tell her to come here?” whispered Seth from somewhere in the large pile of straw.

			

			
				“I think so. We’ll have to wait and see what happens,” said Tureis.

				They waited several minutes and she did not appear. As his breathing returned to normal and his energy returned, he again closed his eyes and concentrated. Now that he knew the feel of her Matya, he found her quickly. She appeared to be in the same place. 

				Concerned that his first suggestion may not have got through, Tureis again connected with her Matya. He sensed confusion now adding to the fear and anxiety he felt before. Could the confusion be due to the suggestion? Maybe she was unsure if the suggestion could be trusted. Tureis knew he needed to think of a way to clear her confusion and help her heed the suggestion. He thought for just a moment and this time he planted an urgent message in her mind to go to the stables. Before breaking the connection with her mind he sent one word he thought would help her with the confusion she felt. “Sepi.”

				He opened his eyes and again they waited. Within a couple minutes a short, slightly round woman wearing a black servants dress entered the stables. Attached to a large black ribbon in her hair was a small purple flower, just as Sepi had told him. Seth became excited, but quickly Tureis placed a hand on his arm and gave it a slight shake. Seth calmed and waited. The men in the exercise yard had returned and were mounting their horses. Within a minute they rode out of the tunnel exercise yard and exited through the hallway.

				Tureis let go of Seth and the three of them began emerging from the straw. The woman turned with a shock and started to back out of the stable. “Wait,” said Seth. “Please don’t be afraid.” Seth stood and removed his hood. The woman recognized him instantly and bowed slightly. 

				“What’s your name?” asked Seth.

				“Dealla Gille.”

				“Gille? As in Jason Gille, King Seathan’s blacksmith?” asked Seth.

				At the sound of that name she smiled. “Jason’s my brother.”

				“What are you doing here...if I may ask?” asked Seth.

				Dealla proceeded to give them a brief summary of her past. She had worked in the castle as a scullery maid. One day after cleaning for a royal dignitary from Galaera Kingdom, she was accused of theft. With her honor on the line, the Queen asked her to accept a special assignment; leave the kingdom and infiltrate the fortress in Zummot and just listen. When the right person shows up, she should tell him what she knows. She was instructed to always wear a purple flower to be recognized. 

			

			
				Seth was amazed as she recounted her story. “Well, we’re here and we are in desperate need of information,” he said.

				She spoke quickly, “We don’t have much time, I will be missed if I’m gone too long.”

				“Ok. So why does King Hamish want Seth?” asked Tureis.

				Dealla answered while looking at Seth, “He wants you for a trade, my Prince. King Hamish means to trade you for a heavy ransom. But the trade is a trick. He wants to get both of you in the same place and then he means to kill both you and King Seathan.”

				“He wants to kill us and take over Thaven? But why?” asked Seth.

				She shook her head dismissively, “What he really wants is the King’s sword,” Dealla answered.

				“His sword?” asked Eammon. “All that for a sword?”

				“That’s what the Queen says. She says with the sword, King Hamish can control all the surrounding kingdoms,” said Dealla.

				Seth and Tureis looked at each other, eyes wide. “Why the sword?” asked Tureis.

				“Apparently the sword has strong powers,” said Dealla.

				“I know those powers well,” said Seth. “The sword is said to have power strong enough to kill any person who touches it other than the King. I can tell you, having briefly touched the sword, that the powers are real. It threw me across the room.”

				Dealla nodded and continued, “According to the Queen, the sword is bound by Matya to only one person. If anyone tries to take the sword while that person is still alive, it will kill the person taking it.”

				“So by killing the King, the sword can be taken by King Hamish?” asked Tureis.

				“Yes,” said Dealla. “According to the Queen, for a brief moment after King Seathan dies the bond of the Matya is broken. If another person takes the sword at that time, it will bind to him and give him incredible power.”

			

			
				“Is there anything else you can tell us?” asked Seth.

				Dealla thought for a moment, “No. I think that’s all I know. I should get going.”

				Seth looked her in the eyes and said with sincerity, “Thank you for all your information. Now go before you’re missed.” 

				Dealla turned and ran from the stables back into the fortress. Seth turned to Tureis and said, “It’s time to go home.”

				They left the stables and made their way back to the private servants courtyard to await the others. When they arrived, Ailish was sitting on a bench in the corner. She was still dressed in her servants clothes and was rubbing a coin. Seeing them enter, Ailish stood and walked over to meet them. She held out the coin to Tureis. “This is how they’ve known where we were.”

				Tureis took the coin from Ailish and felt the strange power it contained. As he rubbed the coin between his fingers, he sensed the dark energy it contained. He turned it over and over in his fingers, examining the writing on the surface.

				“Is this the coin?” asked Tureis, sharing a knowing look with Ailish.

				“It is,” said Ailish with a nod.

				“When were you able to get it?” asked Tureis.

				“I got it in Purrump,” said Ailish. “I was unsure what it was at first, but learned today it’s some kind of communication device.”

				“But who did you get it from?” asked Eammon.

				“Braon,” answered Ailish.

				Hearing this, they all fell silent, staring at the coin. “What does that mean?” asked Seth, not really sure he wanted to hear the answer.

				Ailish looked at Tureis and said, “After what I’ve learned, it means Braon does actually plan to capture Seth and give him to King Hamish.”

				Seth’s face fell and his shoulders slumped. He blew out a large breath as he took in the information. “But he was our friend,” he said quietly.

				“After this, I’m not sure who he is anymore,” said Ailish.

				“What else did you learn?” asked Tureis.

			

			
				Ailish recounted the information she gathered while following Braon. After she finished she said, “I lost him before the Guard went into the banquet hall. Truthfully, I was so affected by the things I learned my mind sort of shut down and I forgot to follow him. Last I saw he was walking toward the front gate.”

				They all looked around, Eammon walked over to the hallway and looked up its length. “He’s not coming yet,” he said. 

				Ailish said, “What do we do?”

				“Currently, we have the upper hand as we know Braon plans to capture Seth. What we need is a counter plan,” said Tureis. After a brief pause he looked at Seth. “Seth, any ideas?”

				Seth sat up and shook off his haze. He paced back and forth for a minute. Eammon moved over to the hallway and guarded the entrance watching for Braon to return. 

				After a couple minutes Seth said, “I have an idea I think will work.”

				Quickly, he explained his idea to the other three and said, “Now the most important part of this plan is that Braon has to think we don’t know anything about his plan. The second most important thing is that we must be prepared, because we don’t know when he plans to capture me. We must be ready.”

				Eammon moved over near them and whispered, “He’s coming.”

				Braon entered the small courtyard out of breath. “Where have you been?” asked Seth. “We’ve been waiting for a while now. We need to get out of here.”

				Braon caught his breath and said, “You’re right. We do need to get out of here. The king is planning to invade Thaven. He wants to trade you for the kingdom, but if he can’t find you he’s just going to invade anyway.”

				Tureis wanted to find out what Braon was willing to share and asked, “We heard the same thing. Do you know why he wants to invade?” 

				Braon thought for a moment, “No idea actually. Power is my guess. But we should get out of here, the Guard will be leaving soon and we don’t want to be seen.”

				Together, they made their way out of the fortress and across the drawbridge. They walked through the shops and slipped into the forest. Fortunately, the horses were still where they’d left them. After changing clothes, they mounted their horses and rode deeper into the forest.

			

			
				“We should take the most direct route to Thaven,” said Tureis after they’d ridden for an hour. “Let’s go around Zafiat to the west and then down to the border road just north of Kurith. Then straight across to Darish.”

				Braon thought for a moment and said, “I like the sound of that, but we should avoid going into the towns. Let’s keep to the south of Zafiat and stay in the forest. It’s about a three day ride from here to Darish if we stay in the forest, maybe longer.”

				“It’ll be dark soon,” said Eammon. “We should find a place to camp, eat a good meal and get some rest.”

				That night after dinner Tureis stood and walked from camp. Upon his return, he noticed Braon was gone. He looked around camp and sat down. “Braon left a while ago as well,” said Ailish softly. “Were you able to send the message?”

				Using the sphere, Tureis had communicated with King Seathen and Sepi, as instructed by Sepi. He explained the information they’d learned as well as the plan to foil Braon in his attempt to capture Seth. With both the King and Sepi in agreement of his plan, Tureis was breathing easier. 

				Tureis nodded, “Yes. I also told them of Seth’s plan and they agreed it’s a good idea.” 

				Seth smiled, “That’s good to hear. Will they help?”

				“They said they will if they can, but since we don’t know when or where it will happen, that basically it’s up to us,” said Tureis.

				“What about Braon? What’s he up to?” asked Ailish.

				Tureis smiled and removed the coin from his pocket. Since the coin was thought to be lost, no one had taken the time to disconnect the Matya from the old coin. The new coin and the old coin were still connected to the other coin that Caitlyn possessed. As a result, every time either of them communicated, whatever they said would show up on the coin Tureis had.

				Tureis looked at the coin, reading the inscription on the face of it. “It looks like he just told Caitlyn where we were camping and the route we’re taking to Thaven. That’s all so far.”

			

			
				Ailish smiled at the thought of being one step ahead of Braon. For the next hour they sat by the fire and watched as Braon and Caitlyn communicated back and forth. Through this they learned that Braon had set up some kind of secret army in Thaven. This secret army had been slowly embedded into normal Thaven society as not to stand out. Over the past several months, hundreds of men from Zummot had joined the secret army and were currently in Thaven, awaiting the signal to attack.

				After the communication appeared to be finished for the night, Tureis used his sphere and communicated this last piece of information to King Seathan and the Oracle. When he finished, he placed the coin and the sphere into his pocket and stared into the fire. So much was happening in such a short time. What started out as a journey to see the Oracle, and a hope to learn about themselves and learn more about the Matya, had turned into a race to save the Kingdom of Thaven.

				The thought of what was about to happen in the next few days overwhelmed Tureis. The Oracle had told him he needed to be a leader on this journey and to protect Seth. He shook his head at the thought, wondering how that would happen. One thing he’d learned on this journey was to trust his friends. They were also powerful with the Matya and loyal to him, just as he was loyal to them. Tureis knew he couldn’t do it alone, but together with his friends, he felt confident they could accomplish whatever came their way.

				Braon still had not returned to camp. After staring into the fire for another hour each member of the group curled up into their bedrolls. Eammon stoked the fire one last time and yawned, “I’m exhausted! We all need to get some sleep. I have a feeling it’s going to be a long ride.”

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 27

				- Preparation -

				They made their way around Zafiat to the south and had been on the border road for the past day. To avoid unwanted attention, they were currently riding in the forest parallel to the road, heading south toward Kurith. If they stayed on this course, they would be entering Darish late tomorrow night. 

				It was twilight and they’d been riding all day. The horses were tired and everyone was hungry. “I think we should stop somewhere around here and make camp,” said Eammon. “I’m starving and my back side is sore.” 

				A collective groan escaped as they were all sore from the long ride. “I agree,” said Seth. They moved deeper into the forest until they found a large clearing surrounded by trees and set up camp. After a full meal, they sat around the fire talking. “That meal was amazing,” said Seth. 

				“Yeah. After a long ride, that stew was really something,” said Tureis. During this trip, Eammon had taken upon himself to be the designated cook. His meals were delicious and everyone was glad to let him continue cooking. 

				Braon stood up and stretched, “I need to stretch my legs a bit after riding all day. I’m going to take a walk for a while.” He turned and walked into the forest. 

				Everyone watched him go and then turned and looked at Tureis. They waited several minutes before speaking. Tureis had his eyes closed as he held the sphere. He was still unable to sense Braon’s Matya, so Tureis would just wait for his sphere to tell him there was no one around the immediate area. Finally, Tureis nodded, “He’s far enough away, we should be fine.” 

			

			
				“If we ride all day tomorrow we could be in Darish tomorrow night. If he’s going to do something it’s got to be soon,” said Ailish. 

				“I agree,” said Seth. “And the tactical advantage would be to do it in the dark when no one suspects. Are we ready if it’s tonight?” 

				Eammon nodded, “I have everything ready. Just say the word.” 

				“Ailish, would you scout around and see what we have in the area that could help us, if anything?” asked Seth. “I have a feeling it’s happening tonight.” Ailish nodded, got up and walked from camp. 

				“Eammon, get things ready. Maybe even set things up,” said Seth. Eammon chuckled, opened his bag and began removing various items. 

				Seth continued, “Tureis, is there a way you can you keep tabs on him and let me know if he gets close?” Tureis nodded, put his hand into his pocket and closed his eyes. 

				After a while, Ailish returned and immediately she left again, taking Eammon with her. Seth was huddled over the fire, working intently on something small. Tureis closed his eyes, concentrating on Braon, trying to sense his Matya. He had to have Matya, everyone possessed it. Through some of his reading, Tureis was convinced that Braon was somehow shielding his Matya from everyone, allowing himself to seem invisible. Tureis thought if he was able to focus hard and long enough, that eventually Braon would lose focus and his Matya would slip out. Tureis hoped he would be there when it did. For now, he just focused on sensing the presence of others in the area. As best as Tureis could tell, Braon was not moving, but appeared to be in one place walking in circles, and was quite a distance from camp. 

				After an hour, Eammon and Ailish returned to camp. “We’re set up about a quarter mile from here. It’s in close proximity to the border road but in an area dense with trees,” said Eammon. 

				“That should work well,” said Seth, still focused on his project. 

				“And provide easy access to the road, which will make things easier,” added Eammon. 

				Seth finished his project and placed it into an inside pocket under his cloak. He sat back, trying to relax. “It’s getting dark fast. Should be completely dark within the hour. If he’s going to do it tonight it should be soon,” said Seth. He paused a moment, “I just wish he would do this and get it over with. The anticipation is killing me.” 

			

			
				Just then Tureis sat up, “I think it’s time,” he said with some urgency. “I can sense three more people with Braon and they are moving this way.” 

				“Three more people!” exclaimed Eammon. 

				“Don’t worry, the plan will still work,” said Seth calmly. 

				“But there’s four of them. I didn’t plan for four people when I designed it,” said Eammon, sounding concerned. 

				Seth thought for a minute and said, “We will have to see if we can thin down those numbers somehow. When they enter, my bet is they will be ready for a fight. We need to be ready as well. It will be close quarters so I think swords will be best.” 

				Each of them retrieved their swords from their bags and attached them to their belts. As Tureis removed his sword, Eammon’s eyes widened. “Where did you get that sword?” he asked. 

				Everyone turned and looked at the sword. Tureis was holding a medium length sword made of fire hardened steel. The blade was wide and exquisitely sharp on both sides. The steel had been polished to a mirror finish and seemed to glow in the firelight. As Tureis moved the blade back and forth, light reflected off it casting rays into the darkness around them. The hilt was made of steel and the cross guard made of gold with two large rubies set on each side. 

				“That is one of the most beautiful swords I’ve ever seen. The craftsmanship is truly amazing,” said Eammon. 

				“I don’t think I’ve ever seen that sword before. Where did you get it?” asked Ailish, 

				“Sepi gave it to me,” said Tureis. “It’s not an object of power, but it’s made of very high quality metals which she said could be used to channel the Matya. She said the sword had been passed down to her from a previous Oracle. She told me she’d never thought of giving it away, but it seemed right for me to have it.” Tureis swung it a few times, getting a feel for the weight and placed it in the leather scabbard on his belt. 

				Seth felt the normal sword at his side and thought about his other sword, Faithkeeper, in his bag. He decided that for his plan to work, he should use a normal sword. He also didn’t want to lose Faithkeeper if Braon disarmed him during the fight. 

			

			
				Sitting by the fire, they just waited, trying to make it seem that they were oblivious to Braon’s plan and not wanting to lose their advantage. The anticipation was hard to handle. As luck would have it, they didn’t have to wait long before they heard footsteps in the distance, moving towards them. Everyone tensed up and looked at each other, waiting for the inevitable. Seth held up a finger and whispered, “They’re splitting up. Braon is coming straight towards us. The other three are circling around and will be coming in from behind.” 

				Seth turned to Ailish and Eammon and said in a whisper, “You two focus on Braon. Tureis and I will handle the other three.” They all nodded in agreement and waited, listening to the footsteps coming closer to them. 

				Suddenly, Braon ran straight out of the forest on a course directly toward Seth. Ailish jumped up and hit Braon with her shoulder as he passed, knocking him to the ground. Braon got to his feet quickly with his sword out. Ailish and Eammon had their swords out and moved to put themselves between Braon and Seth. Seth and Tureis backed up away from Braon. 

				Braon swung his sword at Ailish and Eammon lunged in front of her to block the strike. Ailish, steadied herself and struck at Braon, but he easily knocked her sword aside and out of her hands. Eammon stepped in and with two hands gripping the sword, swung and attacked Braon, driving him backwards into the forest. 

				Just then the three other men laying in wait in the forest bounded into the clearing. Without any hesitation they ran straight for Seth. They stopped suddenly when they saw Tureis standing there, his sword pointed at them. Tureis stood with both hands gripping the sword. His face was drawn into deep concentration and focus, his Matya fully activated and traveling down his arms flowing into the sword. The sword began to make a low humming noise and was glowing with a faint blue light. 

				Again the men raised their swords. One man came directly at Seth, but he was ready and easily defended the attack, blocking the sword and knocking it from the man’s hand. Tureis ran at the other two before they could swarm Seth. His blade was swift responding to his Matya, anticipating their moves. Tureis let the Matya guide him as he fought and he easily disarmed the men. When they turned their backs to him in retreat, Tureis turned the sword and hit each of them with the flat part of the blade on the back of the leg. A bright flash occurred along with a scream, then they both fell to the ground motionless. 

			

			
				Tureis turned to see Seth on his knees and the third man holding a knife to his throat. Tureis surrendered and placed his sword back into his scabbard and then he quickly placed the sword back into his bag. He then turned and shouted at Ailish and Eammon, who were still fighting Braon on the other side of camp. 

				The fighting stopped and Braon let out a victory yell. Eammon and Ailish dropped their swords as Braon forced them over near Seth. As Braon approached, the man removed the knife from Seth’s throat and forced him to his feet, the knife still pushed into his back. Seth stared directly at Braon and said, “I can’t believe you would sell out your kingdom for a sack of gold coins. Where is your honor?” 

				Braon laughed out loud, “I have none! I simply want to leave here and start a new life. The gold will help me do that.” 

				“What about loyalty? All that time in the King’s Guard,” asked Ailish. 

				Again Braon laughed. “I am loyal to no one but myself. Now move over there and sit by the fire. Try anything and Seth gets stabbed in the back.” Braon pushed Eammon towards the fire, Ailish and Tureis followed quietly. Seth was brought over and forced to sit. 

				Braon pointed his sword at them and said, “Now remove all your weapons and place them on the ground.” Slowly they complied with the request and placed various knives and daggers on the ground. Ailish lay down an old crossbow and several bolts as well. She had kept her new crossbow as well as the quiver with the bolt she received from the Oracle safely in her bag, as she had no desire to lose them in the fight. 

				The one remaining man retrieved several sets of arm and leg irons and threw them on the ground. Since the other two men were still unconscious on the ground, the remaining man pointed his sword at them and motioned for each of them to put the leg irons on themselves and sit back down. Then they all held out their hands and he placed the irons on their wrists. Finally, Braon and the other man connected all the leg irons together with a large chain and locked it with a large lock similar to the one attached to the prisons in Thaven. With their hands and legs bound and the weapons gathered, Braon sat down next to them. 

			

			
				“Why are you doing this?” asked Ailish. Braon didn’t answer, but instead began eating a biscuit. “We’ve been friends for as long as I can remember. I never thought you were capable of something like this,” she said. 

				“We’re all capable of many things,” said Braon 

				“Then why?” pleaded Ailish. 

				Braon though for a moment before he responded, “Because the King threw me out for not doing anything. I was set up! All those years of service meant nothing to him! He just needed to make an example of someone and I was chosen. I was loyal to him and he threw me out like a chamber pot.” Braon was breathing hard now and seemed to be upset. He stood and walked away from the fire out of earshot. 

				At that moment, when Braon’s emotions had boiled over, Tureis felt it. For a brief moment Braon lost his focus just a little, and a sliver of his Matya peeked out. Tureis had felt his Matya and it concerned him. He felt a mixture of good and evil Matya with a great deal of uncertainty and confusion stirred in. For a brief moment it was there, then just as quickly Braon recovered and his Matya was gone. How was he able to hide his Matya such that no one could sense it? This was something he would need to research. 

				In the shadows, Braon pulled out the coin from his pocket and moved his finger over the surface. After several minutes he returned to the fire and sat down. “Tonight you will sleep here,” said Braon. “Tomorrow we will ride towards Darish and await King Hamish. King Hamish will meet us three days from now and we will make a trade. If you don’t give me any trouble you won’t be hurt. I have no desire to hurt you. I just want my gold and I’ll be gone.” And with that he turned away from the fire and walked from camp.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 28

				- Caged -

				Chained together, they were forced to sleep sitting up against a large log. They stayed as quiet as possible, waiting for Braon and the other men to go to sleep. Soon, the soft sounds of snoring became rhythmic and steady. “I think they’re asleep,” whispered Ailish. 

				Slowly and very quietly they sat upright and brought the chains in close to their body. Eammon quietly reached into his pocket and removed his small adjustable key and went to work on the lock. Seth retrieved the key he had been working on earlier from an inner pocket and attempted to free them from the leg irons. After several attempts Seth finally adjusted the key into the right configuration and the leg irons opened. 

				Eammon was able to unlock the chain connecting them and quietly they all worked together to remove the chain. Eammon and Seth worked to remove the leg and wrist irons from each person before doing the same on each other. Eammon retrieved his bag from his horse and quietly deposited all the irons and the chain into its bottomless depths. Ailish shot him a questioning look and he replied with a smile and silently mouthed, “You never know.” 

				When they were out of earshot of the camp, Eammon whispered, “I’m glad that worked. That key of mine has never failed me.” 

				“Mine worked too,” whispered Seth. “Thanks for helping with the design Eammon. That thing’s amazing.” 

				“Let’s hope the next part goes as well,” whispered Tureis. 

			

			
				They arrived at the designated spot Eammon and Ailish had chosen the night before and began to make final preparations. After everything was ready, they sat waiting for sunrise. “Tureis, did Braon make contact with Caitlyn?” asked Ailish. 

				Tureis removed the gold coin from his pocket and looked at the face. He nodded and said, “Yes. He told her that he had Seth locked up. He also said the rest of the people would be dead before they traded Seth for the gold. He then told her to pass on that information to Gavin.” 

				Ailish looked surprised, “He really said that the rest of us would be dead?” 

				“Yeah,” answered Tureis. “The language they’re using on this coin to communicate is just our normal language and they’re doing nothing to hide what they say.” 

				Ailish’s cheeks were red with anger and she spoke resolutely, “That makes this all the more necessary to capture him. It appears it’s either him or us.” 

				“Knowing that King Hamish thinks I’ve been caught, means he will be at the exchange in the town square in three days,” said Seth, changing the subject. “We have that to our advantage. Tureis will know if Braon tells him anything different. Let’s get ready, the sun will be up soon and when Braon realizes we’re gone he’ll be upset.” 

				They all separated and moved to their positions in the forest to silently wait. It wasn’t long before they heard shouting coming from camp. It would appear Braon had awakened and realized everyone was gone. Between the shouting and cursing, everything seemed to be in utter chaos. During all the commotion, Ailish entered camp and untied all the horses, leading them away and into the forest toward the border road. There she met Tureis, where she handed off the horses. 

				Ailish then made her way back toward camp when she came upon two of Braon’s men in the forest, searching for Seth. She took up a position behind a large tree where she took aim and fired a single bolt from her crossbow. The bolt found its mark as it planted itself into the back side of one of the men in camp, causing him to cry out in pain and run the opposite direction into the forest. The bolt returned to Ailish and she quickly reloaded it and fired at the remaining man, striking a tree just inches from his head. Fearing the next shot wouldn’t miss, the last man ran took off through the forest before the next bolt had a chance to find its mark. 

			

			
				Braon stood in camp alone, breathing hard. He ran his hand through his hair and frustratedly kicked the log near the fire. He looked around, realizing the horses were gone, his help was gone and his prisoners were gone. This was not going well. But he did know which direction they were going. He thought about his options for a moment and decided his best chance of finding Seth again was to follow the horses. 

				Picking up his bag, he ran from camp in pursuit of the the horses. After a short distance he stopped suddenly, his training telling him he was being watched. He may be actively hiding his Matya, but he could still use it to sense things and this feeling had saved him many times in battle. 

				Slowly, he removed his sword and moved forward, his sword at the ready. He stopped and turned around, looking in all directions. He heard the horses snorting in the distance and turned back toward the source of the sound. Raising his sword, he began to move slowly forward toward the horses. 

				Suddenly there was a soft swoosh and then a bolt hit a tree not more than six inches from where he was standing. Braon jumped and began running again through the forest until the trees became even more dense. When he stopped he saw one of the horses standing and eating grass, not more than twenty yards away. As he scanned the area, the hairs on his arms stood up straight. He knew something wasn’t right, but he couldn’t figure out just what he was feeling.

				He focused his hearing and heard a hushed voice in the distance, “Come on! Hurry! We need to get out of here!” It was Seth’s voice. Seth must still be close. This caused him to pick up his pace and he ran straight toward the sound of the voice, hoping he could still catch him. He hadn’t run more than ten feet when the ground underneath him erupted. Leaves and branches that, just moments before, were laying harmlessly on the ground suddenly flew up, all around Braon, attacking him from all directions. During all the commotion, there was a loud clang of iron and suddenly his feet were no longer touching the ground. 

				After the leaves and other flying tree debris settled, Braon looked out from behind the iron bars of a cage suspended in a thick rope net, hanging from a tree. Braon and his cage were suspended ten feet off the ground by a large rope attached to a thick horizontal branch in a tree. During the commotion his sword fell through the openings in the floor and landed on the ground beneath him.

			

			
				From behind the trees, each member of the group emerged and stood watching Braon slowly swinging from a rope while sitting in the cage. “Should I let him down?” asked Eammon.

				“Can’t I just shoot him?” asked Ailish.

				Tureis stepped forward, “Let’s not shoot him yet, Ailish. Eammon, just let him most of the way down.” Eammon loosened the rope and lowered the cage until it was a foot off the ground. Then he stepped forward and placed steel rods in the top of the cage that connected to the four sides. He placed locks in various places around the cage connecting the sides and the rods holding them in place and securing the cage.

				Everyone backed away as Braon began thrashing about, yelling and cursing as loud as he could. When Seth entered the area and saw Braon swinging from a rope and thrashing about he just stopped and stared. Upon seeing Seth, Braon became even angrier and reached into his pocket and removed a knife. Without any warning and with amazing speed, he stuck the knife through the cage bars and threw it. The knife flew end over end through the air directly at Seth’s chest. Set just froze unable to move or react. The point of the blade rotated one final time diving toward Seth, when it suddenly stopped in mid air, just inches away from his flesh and fell harmlessly to the ground.

				Finally able to move, but still too stunned to speak Seth looked up in surprise and saw Tureis standing there holding his hand out. Tureis dropped his hand and said with a loud voice, “Stop!” This just made Braon even angrier, and he continued to thrash about, attempting everything in his power to break free. Tureis walked directly to the cage and grabbed one of the steel bars. He closed his eyes and transferred his Matya into the metal, causing the bars to glow blue. When Braon attempted to grab the bar,s there was a brilliant flash of light. Braon yelled one last time and then relaxed and lay back in the cage motionless.

				After Tureis leg go of the cage bars, Eammon stepped forward and secured one last steel bar down the front of the cage. Then he opened his bag and retrieved a set of irons, looked at Tureis and nodded.

				Tureis reached through the bars and grabbed Braon’s hands and pulled them back through the bars. Eammon stepped forward and placed the irons on each wrist keeping the chain connecting the two irons on the outside of the steel rod, thus preventing Braon from pulling his hands into the cage to retrieve any more weapons after he awakes. 

			

			
				Eammon then finished securing the sides of the cage and created a roof with the placement of more rods and locks. Eammon left and moments later returned pushing a small cart he’d made from large branches lashed together with rope. He placed it under the cage and lowered the cage onto the cart. After securing the cage to the cart he attached the cart to Braon’s horse.

				“I think that does it,” Eammon said with a chuckle. “We’re ready to go”

				“One question,” said Seth scratching his chin.

				“What?” Eammon said.

				“Where did you get those small wheels on the cart?” asked Seth, pointing at the cart.

				Eammon laughed and held up his bag, patting it. “Luram said take anything I thought might be helpful. You should see what I have in here. I love this bag!”

				They all chuckled. “We need to get going. We have a long way to go today,” said Seth. He paused for a moment, “Hey, where are the other guys that were with Braon?”

				Ailish responded with a laugh, “If they continue in the direction they were running, they’re probably on their way to Purromp. And one of them probably won’t be sitting much.”

				They all laughed. “Ok,” said Seth. “Let’s get going.” They mounted their horses and started through the trees. “We’ll travel along the border road for about an hour or two, I’m guessing. There’s a trail I’ve heard about that cuts through the forest straight to Darish. I think that’ll be the quickest way. What do you think, Tureis?”

				“Sounds ok to me,” said Tureis. As they rode, Tureis used his sphere to communicate with Sepi and King Seathan informing them Seth was safe, they’d captured Braon and they were currently on their way back to Darish. 

				It was well past midnight when they came to the outskirts of Darish. Seth was in the lead and stopped, allowing the rest of the group to gather around him. “What do you think, Tureis?” he asked. 

			

			
				Tureis thought for a moment, “We could go through the city, but I think it would be faster and less obvious to go around.” Seth nodded in agreement and Tureis took the lead. It didn’t take long to travel around Darish. As they approached the rear of Tureis’ house, they noticed light coming from all the windows. They came to a stop and dismounted their horses. Within a minute the back door opened and two people came out to greet them. 

				“Seth, Tureis, Ailish? Is that you?” asked a familiar voice. 

				“Father!” exclaimed Ailish. She dropped the reigns to her horse and ran into his arms. Elis walked over and gave Tureis an embrace as well. 

				After the quick reunion, Elis and Emmett approached Seth. “It’s good to see you too, Seth,” said Emmett. “King Seathan will be relieved to know you’re home safe.” 

				Together they all walked back to the cage and peered inside. “Welcome back Braon,” said Emmett, “This time we’ll try to make your stay a little more permanent.” Emmett stood and walked around the cart, inspecting every detail. “Hello Eammon. It’s very good to see you too. It’s been a while, but it’s a pleasure to see you with them,” said Emmett. 

				“Where did you get this cage and cart?” asked Elis. 

				Eammon chuckled, “I built it.” 

				“You built this? Impressive,” said Elis as he looked over the group and the weariness on their faces. “Emmett, we should do something about Braon for tonight.” 

				“Oh...yes,” said Emmett. “There’s a small group of the King’s Guard camped in front of the house. They’ll be happy to take Braon to the castle dungeon.” Eammon led the horse and cart around to the front of the house and returned. 

				“King Hamish is on his way here,” Seth said in a slight panic. “He plans to attack two days from now. We need to prepare.” 

				“Yes, we know,” said Emmett. “You should get some rest tonight and tomorrow we will meet with King Seathan and discuss the information you gathered.” 

				“Yes, but…” Seth began. 

				“Not tonight,” interrupted Emmett. “We’ll talk tomorrow. Do you want to come in and sleep?” 

			

			
				They looked at each other. Tureis spoke, “Not tonight, father. We have a place to stay tonight. We’ll meet you here tomorrow morning...if that’s ok.” 

				“That’s fine,” said Elis. “Get the horses settled in the barn if you like. Good night. We sure are happy to have you home.” Elis and Emmett turned and walked into the house. 

				Tureis smiled at the thought of returning home and seeing the joy on his father’s face at his return. When he’d been caught by his father in the forest helping Braon escape, Tureis had felt sadness at the disappointment he caused his father. He had wondered if he’d ever have his father happy with him again. Feeling his father’s embrace tonight and seeing a smile on his face again reassured Tureis that his father truly was happy to have him back. 

				Tureis led his horse into the barn. After all the horses were fed and watered and bedded down for the night, they left and made their way to the cave. Tomorrow was coming fast and it was sure to be a big day.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 29

				- Trap -

				“We need to get going,” said Seth, as he shook Ailish’s shoulder. “King Hamish is only days away. We need to prepare.” Seth had been up before sunrise and couldn’t wait any longer. 

				Ailish rolled over, not wanting to be awake yet. She was exhausted after yesterday’s events and the long ride. “Is it morning already?” she asked wearily. The morning seemed to arrive too soon. Slowly they all rolled out of their bedrolls, ate and packed their bags. 

				“Let’s go,” Seth said again, even more impatient than before. 

				“I think we’re ready to go,” said Ailish. Seth couldn’t stay any longer and walked out of the cave entrance and down the path to the canyon. The rest of the group walked slowly out of the cave and down to meet him and together they made their way to the stables. After they finished preparing the horses, Eammon stood there, watching them as they prepared to leave. “What’s wrong?” asked Ailish. “Why aren’t you saddling your horse?” 

				“I was thinking,” said Eammon. 

				“What about?” asked Ailish as she attached her saddle bags to her horse.

				“What if I ride back to the border and watch for the soldiers of Zummot?” asked Eammon. 

				“Any particular reason you want to travel back to the border rather than coming with us to the castle?” asked Tureis. 

				“Well,” said Eammon. “I was thinking that we know who’s coming and we know the possible route they’re taking. What if I get ahead of the King’s Guard and see how far Hamish and his army has traveled? That way when I find them I can bring you an advanced warning?”

			

			
				“I think that’s a great idea,” said Seth. “Maybe we can intercept them earlier and give us more time to prepare for what’s coming.” Seth walked up to Eammon and placed a hand on his shoulder, “Be careful.”

				Eammon turned to prepare his horse to leave. Tureis approached Eammon with his hand out, holding the gold coin. “Take this,” he said. “We don’t know who has another one. But if there’s more than just the two, someone may try to contact Braon and you can intercept the information.”

				Eammon took the coin and looked at both sides. “How does this thing work exactly?” he asked with a chuckle. Tureis explained where the messages appear and how to write on the coin to send a message, should the need arise. 

				They all came together one last time and shared a hug. Over the short journey, they had grown close and become the best of friends. Having Eammon leave their group and go out on his own, in hopes of finding King Hamish and his army, in order to help King Seathan gain an advantage in the battle, caused them worry and concern for their friend. They all wished each other well and hoped they could be reunited soon. As Eammon made his final preparations to leave, the three of them mounted their horses and left for the castle. 

				Their journey to the castle was short. Because of Seth’s anxiety over the impending battle, he would not slow down, and insisted on pushing his horse as fast as possible the entire way. When they arrived at the castle they were immediately escorted to the King’s private chambers. The doors opened and King Seathan was standing in the corner of the room in front of a large window overlooking the drawbridge and shops on the other side of the river. Seth ran straight to his father. “Welcome home, Seth,” said King Seathan, and he gave Seth a long embrace. 

				Emmett and Elis both arrived a short time later and together they all sat around a large table in the middle of the room. King Seathan removed his sword and placed it on the table in front of him. Tureis looked at the sword in awe; even from this distance he could feel the power and energy it contained. 

			

			
				Tureis had never seen this sword up close before, as King Seathan always wore it whenever he was in public. Whenever Tureis had seen the sword it was covered by the robes the King wore. Now that it lay on the table right in front of him, Tureis couldn’t stop staring at it. The silver metal scabbard was inlaid with gold in beautiful designs, with rubies and other precious stones adorned down it’s length. Tureis truly was in awe, not just of the beauty of the sword but the energy it contained. The Matya in this sword was stronger than anything he’d ever felt. Tureis let his Matya reach out to the energy of the sword and he could sense the Matya it contained.

				Tureis finally broke his fascination with the sword and focused on the conversation. Seth had been explaining in great detail the information they had gathered along their journey and in Zummot. 

				When Seth finished his recounting of their journey, King Seathan sat back with his elbows resting on his sides, his hands folded flat in a prayer like position with his fingertips resting under his chin, pondering all the information he’d just learned. “The information you’ve passed on to us has been very valuable,” said King Seathan. “We’ve had our soldiers and the Guard preparing for battle since you sent the information.” 

				Tureis interrupted and changed the subject, “Your Highness, may I ask a question?” The King nodded. “Why does King Hamish want to kill you so badly?” 

				The King inhaled sharply and looked around the room. He looked at Elis, who nodded his approval to continue with the answer. King Seathan looked directly at Tureis and placed a hand on his sword as he answered. “As you have learned he wants this sword. This sword is not just an ordinary sword. It contains a great deal of Matya and is very powerful,” said King Seathan. 

				“Is it true that the sword can only have one master at a time?” asked Tureis.

				King Seathan nodded, “That is right. The sword has created a bond with my Matya and only I can wield it. If anyone else tries to wield this sword it would likely kill them.” 

				“So if King Hamish wants the sword he must kill you to break the bond?” asked Tureis. 

				“Correct,” said King Seathan. “If I were to die and the bond is broken, the sword would seek out a new master. Normally, the Oracle reclaims the sword and assigns it to the new King. But if someone were to pick up the sword before the Oracle could reclaim it, the sword will bond to that person.” The King paused for a moment before he continued, “The power of the sword would not be as strong for that person as it would be for the rightful possessor. However, the swords power would still be very impressive.” 

			

			
				“Why does King Hamish want the sword?” asked Ailish. 

				“This sword maintains balance in the realm,” said King Seathan. “Whoever wields the sword has the power to conquer virtually any kingdom he desires.” 

				“As long as the sword is held by King Seathan, Zummot knows they don’t have the power to conquer other kingdoms,” Elis added. “Thaven could intervene and stop them at every attempt.” 

				“So if King Hamish were to get this sword…,” Tureis trailed off as he thought about those implications.

				“Then King Hamish would have the power to conquer any kingdom in the realm and no one would be able to stop him,” finished Elis. Tureis nodded his understanding. The room became quiet as everyone sat back from the table, truly recognizing the importance of keeping the sword out of the hands of King Hamish. 

				Just then the door burst open and two members of the King’s Guard ran into the room followed by Eammon. They stopped and gave a short bow then turned to Eammon. “Sorry to burst in Your Highness,” Eammon said out of breath.

				“What is it Eammon?” King Seathan asked as he stood and took his sword from the table.

				“I made it to the border and passed into Zummot,” said Eammon. “King Hamish is leading five hundred soldiers and is on his way here. He’s moving faster and is closer than we originally thought. By now he’s likely crossed the border, riding along the Adamantine Wall, and is less than a half days ride to Darish.” 

				Along the eastern border of the Kingdom of Thaven, was a large open valley, which continued east for many miles into the kingdom of Zummot. Along the northern border of the valley were the Cossack Mountains. In this area of the mountains there were two hundred foot tall sheer cliffs of solid rock that extend for twenty miles. These cliffs formed what was called the Adamantine Wall. 

			

			
				Emmett stood. “Your Highness, I will dispatch one thousand men to intercept King Hamish. If he surrenders he will be allowed to leave peacefully, if not we will fight.”

				The King nodded. Before Emmett left the room, he turned to Eammon. “I could really use another trustworthy person to help me as I coordinate the soldiers, would you assist me?”

				“It would be an honor,” said Eammon with a bow. 

				Elis stood and bowed to the king, “I will go ensure the sacred texts and artifacts of the kingdom are secured in the underground vaults.” Elis turned and quickly departed. 

				Ailish looked at King Seathan, seeing obvious worry on his face, “Your Highness, what shall we do to help?”

				The King looked up at Ailish and shook his head, clearing his thoughts. “If you three will go and ensure all the entrances to the castle are secure with guards stationed at each, that would be helpful.” The three of them stood, bowed to King Seathan and left the room. 

				They had just barely descended the stairs to the main level of the castle when they heard a shouting coming from the direction of the kitchen. Just then a short elderly woman with a very dirty apron ran into the main corridor waving her arms in the air and shouting, “He’s been attacked! Attacked! Attacked!” The woman was hysterical and just kept shouting , “Attacked,” over and over again while running up and down the corridor.

				Tureis, Ailish and Seth ran over to where the woman was shouting and entered the doorway. Sitting on the ground, wincing in pain, was an older man in servants attire. He held a red stained towel pressed to his shoulder. Ailish left and ran back to the woman, attempting to calm her. “Who did this? What happened?”

				Between shouts and sobs the woman said, “It was one of the cooks. I don’t know which one, but it was the cook! He just ran past and stabbed him in the shoulder!”

				That didn’t make any sense to Ailish. Why would a cook attack an older servant for no reason? “Who was he?” she asked.

				“I… I… I don’t know who he was,” the woman said as she attempted to calm herself. “He’s only been working here about a month and he keeps to himself. You know… never really talks to anyone.”

			

			
				As Ailish made her way back to where Tureis and Seth were helping the injured man, shouting erupted from the main gate. They left the man with others to care for him, and ran down the hall toward the shouting. They ran out of the main entrance and right into the middle of a fight. The guards at the main gate were being attacked by a group of commoners from the town. As they briefly watched the battle, Tureis could tell these commoners didn’t fight like normal town’s people. They fought as if they’d been trained, and they appeared to be holding their own well against the guards. Two of the guards were injured with the remaining three guards fighting nearly a dozen armed men. 

				Seth withdrew Faithkeeper and, without any hesitation, entered the fight, taking on three men at once. His sword was moving fast, anticipating the strikes from the men. As the fight continued one of the men got behind Seth and raised a dagger, preparing to stab Seth in the back. As the man was about to strike, he was hit with a perfectly placed crossbow bolt straight through the hand. The man dropped his sword, screaming in pain and fell to his knees. 

				Tureis entered the fight sword drawn, ready assist Seth with the attacking men. The attackers had now grown to nearly twenty, with with more men running towards the gate. “There’s more coming!” screamed Ailish. “There’s too many! We need to do something quick!”

				Hearing this gave Tureis an idea. He replaced his sword into the scabbard and took several steps back. Reaching into his pocket, Tureis removed the Oracle Sphere and held it firmly in one hand. He then raised his other hand, took a deep breath and pushed. A giant burst of Matya in the form of light came from his hand. The light began to form into a wall spreading out the entire width of the drawbridge. Slowly the light wall moved toward the group of men, pushing them back across the drawbridge. The wall stopped at the edge of the drawbridge, leaving the men on the other side of the river, preventing them from crossing back to the castle.

				Tureis kept his hand up holding the men back, “Raise the bridge! I don’t know how long I can hold this!” Three of the remaining guards ran to the winch that operated the bridge and began turning. As the drawbridge was raised Tureis lowered his hand and sat down out of breath, placing his head into his hands. “I need a minute to rest,” he said.

			

			
				“No problem,” said Seth. “We’ll go check the other entrances. Ailish, let’s split up and meet back here when we’re done.” Ailish nodded and the two of them ran off in opposite directions.

				Emmett gathered his men and prepared to leave. All the horses had been saddled and the weapons were distributed. They were all mounted and preparing to leave when the King entered. “Emmett,” said King Seathan. “I know you would like to lead these men into battle, but would you consider sending another to be in charge and staying here with Eammon to help defend the castle?” 

				Emmett dismounted his horse and bowed, “As you wish my King. Emron will lead the charge in my stead.” 

				Emron bowed to King Seathan, mounted his horse and led the men out of the stables. They traveled toward Darish, following the river to the east. Two hours east of Darish, they came to the valley at the base of the Adamantine Wall. In the far distance they could see King Hamish and his five hundred men advancing fast. 

				Emron led his men directly at King Hamish, hoping to intercept him as far from Thaven as possible. As Emron approached the soldiers, he slowed and brought his men to a stop. They fanned out to form a wall a thousand horses wide hoping to deter King Hamish from advancing. 

				King Hamish slowed and eventually stopped about a hundred yards from Emron and his soldiers. Slowly the men with King Hamish fanned out into a single file line five hundred wide. Then without any warning King Hamish raised his sword high into the air. The group of five hundred men advanced slowly, perfectly in sync, toward Emron and his one thousand soldiers. 

				Emron shouted down the lines, “Hold your line men!” 

				King Hamish continued to advance. When they were within fifty yards they stopped. From this distance Emron could see the hate on their faces as they drew their swords. 

				Emron squinted and shielded his eyes from the sun as he stared at King Hamish. “Something’s off,” he said to himself. “Wait a minute...that’s not the King.” Then he understood and he yelled down the lines. “It’s an imposter! It’s a trap! It’s a trap!”

			

			
				Emron raised his sword and the sound of a thousand swords leaving their scabbards echoed through the valley. Emron stared at this fake King and waited for him to make the first move. If he departed in peace, Emron would let him go; if he wanted to fight, Emron would defend his ground.

				Before either of them advanced the sound of a bugle came from the forest at one end of Emron’s line. Emron looked towards the forest shocked at what he saw. Exiting the forest at the edge of the valley were a thousand men under the flag of Zummot. The army raced to intercept the army of Thaven with swords drawn. 

				Emron shouted orders down the lines and gave the command to advance. The army split into two parts and began charging at both groups of soldiers. The cry of the soldiers was deafening as they met in open battle.

				Standing back in the forest, under the cover of trees, was the real King Hamish. He watched his soldiers as they fought his enemy and smiled. After several minutes, he gathered the two hundred men surrounding him and quietly rode through the forest to Thaven and onto the castle.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 30

				- Attack -

				Ailish and Seth returned to Tureis several minutes later, after securing the entrances to the castle. Tureis was sitting up and had fully recovered from the events at the drawbridge. 

				“All the entrances secured?” Seth asked Ailish. 

				“Yes. And there are two to three guards stationed at each entrance,” said Ailish.

				“Good,” said Seth. “How are you feeling, Tureis?”

				Tureis smiled. “Much better,” he said as he stood and placed his sword back into its scabbard. 

				“Let’s go check on King Seathan,” said Ailish. Together they turned and went down the corridor towards the staircase leading to the Kings private chamber. As they approached the staircase, commotion could be heard coming from somewhere down the other side of the corridor. Seth took off running towards the sound. It appeared to be coming from the kitchen again. 

				As he approached the kitchen, several men burst out through the entrance, knocking Seth to the ground, and ran down the corridor towards the staircase. Tureis drew his sword and yelled, “Stop!” They ignored this command and continued running towards the stairs. 

				Ailish aimed her crossbow and fired several times. With each pull of the trigger a man fell, unable to continue the attack. Three men still advanced, unphased by the others falling around them, determination on their faces. Tureis raised both hands and pushed with all his might. A wave of Matya burst from his hands sending the three men flying backwards down the corridor and landing hard on the floor unconscious. 

			

			
				Seth had regained his feet after being literally run over and joined Ailish and Tureis as they slid the men together and bound their hands and legs. While Seth and Tureis finished securing the knots, Ailish again removed her crossbow, loaded the single bolt from her quiver and walked towards the men, making sure they didn’t want to continue the fight. Upon seeing Ailish walking towards them with a loaded crossbow, the men held up their hands in surrender. Seth moved them all together and secured them to each other as well, preventing them from wandering off.

				Ailish walked around all the men bound and sitting on the floor, wondering who they were. As she examined the faces of each man, she realized she had never seen any of them before.

				“Seth?” Ailish asked. “Do you know any of these men?”

				Seth walked around the men examining them. He looked at their faces and their clothes. Some of them wore the clothes of servants in the castle, others were dressed as commoners or shopkeepers. After looking over all the men sitting in the hall he shook his head. “I don’t recognize any of them.”

				“Are you sure?” asked Ailish. “Several of these men are dressed as servants in the castle. Surely you should recognize them.”

				Seth looked again at the men and again shook his head, “I wish I did, but none of them look familiar to me.” 

				“Do you recognize any of them, Tureis?” Tureis had been examining them as well and just shook his head. 

				“That’s strange,” said Ailish. “We have commoners fighting guards at the drawbridge, a cook attacking a servant, and now a group of men invading the castle dressed as common people from Thaven.”

				Seth raised a finger as he finally understood, “This has to do with Braon.”

				“What do you mean?” asked Ailish.

				“Remember in the forest, he said he had people in place ready to attack when the sign was given,” continued Seth. “These men must be from Zummot. Braon placed them in Thaven as his secret army, ready to invade when the signal was given.”

			

			
				“Well I’ll bet this isn’t all of them,” said Tureis. “If the signal was given, then there are likely more attacks coming.”

				“Right,” said Seth. “We need to tell my father.”

				Within minutes, guards appeared and began moving the attackers out of the corridor. Tureis, Ailish and Seth walked through the corridor, listening for any further commotion as they set a course to the Kings chambers. 

				Seth opened the door and they entered to find the King sitting at the large table, his head in his hands. They approached quietly and sat down. They looked at each other unsure if they should disturb him. Patiently they waited. Within a minute King Seathan took a deep breath and looked up surprised to see them sitting there.

				“Sorry father. We didn’t mean to startle you. Were you asleep?” asked Seth.

				King Seathan shook his head, “No. When I was younger, I had a hard time focusing my Matya in times of great distress. I learned to achieve better focus by meditating on the problem at hand. It gives me clarity.” Seth nodded his understanding and thought he should remember this exercise as it may help him in the future.

				Emmett ran into the room, “Is everyone alright? I heard all the commotion!”

				Ailish smiled at her father, “We were able to take care of it.”

				“Were you able to secure the entrances?” asked King Seathan.

				Seth recounted the fights at the drawbridge and the seemingly random commoners from their own kingdom fighting against them. He then explained the conversation they had with Braon in the forest, and the secret army he’d planted as commoners in Thaven.

				“They’ve been here for months just waiting for this day? What made them attack today?” Seth wondered. 

				“While the guards were gathering up the men and taking them to the dungeon, I overheard a man telling another man that he saw the King’s men leave the castle, dressed for battle and knew he had to attack,” said Ailish.

				“That must’ve been the sign; the army leaving for battle,” said King Seathan.

			

			
				“Did you happen to hear anyone say how many people were in the city waiting to attack?” asked Emmett.

				Ailish thought for a moment and shook her head, “Sadly, no.”

				“We have to assume there’s more,” said King Seathan.

				Suddenly, a loud booming noise echoed from the first level. They ran to the balcony and looked over the edge. Standing across the river were at least twenty men throwing large rocks, trying to get the guards to lower the drawbridge. Random men were shouting, “Help! We’re being attacked! Let us in! Lower the bridge! Save us!”

				“That must be more of them,” said Emmett. “They’re trying to deceive the guards to get into the castle.”

				King Seathan looked at Emmett, “The drawbridge will only be lowered on my command.”

				Emmett nodded, “I will place Eammon at the drawbridge to ensure your commands are met.”

				“Well, I guess that confirms there’s more of them,” said Ailish. “How many more of them are there, I wonder?”

				“We should go see if we can find any more within the walls of the castle,” said Tureis.

				King Seathan nodded, “That’s a good idea.” 

				“I will get Eammon to the drawbridge and return here,” said Emmett. “Then I will stay here with King Seathan.”

				The three of them left the King’s chamber, walking through the castle, checking entrances and looking for anything that didn’t appear to be right. Everything seemed to be in order and was quiet until the loud sound of clanging pans was heard through the corridors. “Is that the kitchen again?” asked Seth exasperated. Without waiting for a reply, Seth ran down the corridor followed by Ailish and Tueris. 

				Before they could get to the kitchen a group of twenty men came running down the corridor carrying swords. Seth had drawn Faithkeeper and immediately was engaged with several men in the corridor, fighting them back towards the kitchen. Several guards had joined in the fight as well and together they were successfully driving them back. Ailish and Tureis were guarding the rear with their swords, preventing anyone from getting through to the stairs. 

			

			
				Swords were clanging and men were falling. With each swipe, Faithkeeper took a man out of the fight. Ailish looked up and noticed that what started as twenty was now nearly fifty. Alarmed, she shouted, “There’s more of them! Where are they coming from?”

				Seth continued to fight when he shouted in alarm, “They’ve got to be coming from the entrance under the kitchen! I never checked it!”

				“How did they know about it?” Ailish asked.

				Without stopping, Seth shouted, “Braon!” Immediately they understood. When they helped Braon escape, Seth had revealed his secret entrance, as well as the location of the hidden key. Surely Braon would’ve passed that information on to someone in preparation for this battle. 

				“What do we do?” shouted Ailish. She was now having to use her sword to fight off the attackers as the corridor had become too crowded for her to use her crossbow. “We need to stop the people from getting in!”

				“She’s right we going to get overrun,” shouted Tureis as he battled two men. “We need to block the entrance.”

				Now more guards had joined the fight, and together they were able to hold them off. Seth shouted, “You hold them off and I’ll get the door.” With his Matya at full intensity, Seth ran down the corridor, swinging his sword at every man he came to, disarming many and knocking others out of the fight for good. He made it through the entrance to the kitchen and disappeared. 

				Ailish and Tureis kept fighting. Their swords almost swinging themselves, as their Matya guided them. They allowed the power of the Matya to flow through them. Tureis’ blade glowed bright blue now as the Matya flowed through it. 

				Within minutes the fifty men were driven down the corridor and out of the castle. As they exited, more guards joined the fight and soon all the men were surrounded and disarmed. It seems the dungeon under the castle would be full after tonight.

				Seth returned as the last of the men was taken to the dungeons, “I think I got the door secured. I even barricaded it after locking it. It will take some real effort to get in now.”

				For the next hour they checked and double checked all the entrances, making sure no one could get through. More soldiers had also entered the castle and were guarding entrances and taking up posts in strategic locations.

			

			
				After all precautions had been taken to prevent further attacks, Tureis, Ailish and Seth returned to visit with King Seathan. When they approached the door, Emmett was standing guard outside, sword drawn and a serious expression on his face. He lowered his sword as they entered the Kings private quarters. “That was some true leadership, Seth,” said Emmett. “I’ve not seen anyone fight as hard as you since last watching your father in battle.” Seth blushed a little, looked across the room at his father, who nodded his agreement.

				Just then a booming knock came from the door. Emmett turned, sword in hand. Out of reflex, Ailish had her crossbow out, bolt loaded, her finger on the trigger and aimed at the door. The door opened and a very out of breath soldier entered the room. He bowed and said, “Your Highness. The battle was a trap.” He took several breaths and steadied himself. “The King was a decoy. They had a thousand men hidden in the forest and attacked our flank.” 

				“What of King Hamish?” asked King Seathan.

				The soldier took several breaths and continued, “Some of the soldiers that entered the forest said they saw the real king leaving with about two hundred men through the forest. Emron thinks they may have gone through to Darish.”

				“What time frame are we looking at?” asked Emmett.

				The solder thought for a minute and replied, “I left nearly three hours ago, following the river all the way here. The remainder of the army is on their way back, but it will be hours before they return.”

				Emmett paused for a moment. “If I had to guess, I would say that gives us about two or three hours before they’re here...if not less.”

				“That means they would arrive before sunset,” said Ailish. “Do you think they will camp for the night or just attack?”

				Emmett thought for a moment. “If it were me I’d attack at night while I still have the element of surprise on my side. King Hamish would also want to attack before our remaining soldiers get back here to aid us in the battle.” 

				King Seathan stood and moved toward the balcony and said very solemnly, “I feel we should prepare for King Hamish to attack tonight.”

			

			
				Emmett stood and left the room to prepare his troops for the coming battle. The King Seathan removed his sword and placed it on the table in front of them. Without even looking at them, he took hold of the bottom of the hilt and began to move his finger across. 

				Tureis stared at what the King was doing, his eyes wide. Attached to the bottom of the sword was a round pure silver ball. At first Tureis thought it was there to help balance the weight of the sword, but now he understood. The silver ball was actually an Oracle sphere. “Who are you sending a message to?” asked Tureis. 

				The King looked up with a somber expression, “I am sending a message to the Oracle, informing her of the situation here.” The King looked at the sphere and said, “She says she’s on her way, but it will take her some time to get here.”

				“Why is she coming?” asked Ailish.

				“Just in case…,” said Tureis as he trailed off, not wanting to finish the sentence.

				“Just in case?” Ailish shook her head in confusion. “In case of what?”

				Tureis started to speak but the King held up his hand. “Just in case King Hamish wins,” said King Seathan softly. “She needs to retrieve the sword before he can get it.” 

				Ailish nodded her understanding and they all fell silent.

				Two hours later, Tureis sat on the balcony, looking over the town below. As he watched, people in the town square suddenly began moving quickly to the side of the road, staring at something coming from Darish.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 31

				- Hamish -

				Tureis stood and leaned over the balcony, taking in the sight. A parade of soldiers atop horses covered in battle armor entered the town square. Three men on large horses led the way. On the right was a man in black battle armor carrying the flag of Zummot. On the left, a man with sword drawn, in full armor and a gold captain’s feather displayed in his helmet. The man in the middle, sitting atop a black horse was King Hamish himself. He was a large man clad in black and gold armor and wore a black cape that was draped over the back of the horse. 

				Behind the King, two hundred men followed, all on horseback and in black armor. The three men in the lead stopped at the edge of the river and many of the men fanned out alongside with the remaining soldiers positioning themselves directly behind the others. King Hamish raised his sword and shouted in a loud deep voice, “Zummot!” A roar came from the soldiers followed by the metalic clanging of swords on shields as they repeated a low chant, “Zummot...Zummot...Zummott…” 

				Inside the castle, King Seathan was sitting at his table eyes closed and meditating, focusing his Matya, preparing for the battle ahead. King Seathan opened his eyes when Tureis entered the room. He approached the table and stopped. Before speaking, Tureis took a deep breath to calm himself. “Your Highness, King Hamish and his soldiers are outside the castle. What shall we do?” 

				King Seathan stood and removed his sword from its sheath. As he did so, Tureis saw that the sword glowed a bright blue; the Oracle Sphere attached to the bottom of the hilt glowed bright as well. King Seathan looked at Tureis, a very serious expression on his face and said, “It would appear that King Hamish is to force my hand. I do not wish to war with him, but if he chooses it, I must.” He looked at his sword, running his hands over the hilt and along the flat part of the blade. He took a deep breath and continued, “This sword is a powerful weapon, but it is a weapon for peace. The power it contains, placed directly into it by the Oracle who made it, is predicated on peacefulness. If it is used for peace it’s nearly impossible to be beat. But if used for war, wicked aspirations, or evil it truly is a disgrace to the sword, the Oracle who made it and the Matya itself.” 

			

			
				Tureis thought about what the King said for a minute and asked, “You said nearly impossible to be beat. How is it possible to beat a sword with so much power?” 

				King Seathan replied, “The sword is very powerful itself, but the wielder of the sword also has power. Together they become one and their power each magnified. Whoever wields the sword must be strong in the Matya, if not the power of the sword is weakened. Also this sword is so powerful that if the person wielding it is not strong enough, the sword could destroy him.” King Seathan paused and took a breath. He raised the sword, admiring the beauty and the power it contained. Softly he spoke, almost as if he was speaking to himself, hoping to give himself strength for the battle ahead. “The stronger the Matya in the person the more impossible it is to beat the sword.”

				“I’ve heard from my father that the Matya you possess is very powerful,” said Tureis. 

				King Seathan did not smile, he just kept his eyes focused on the sword. “I will not lie, the Matya I possess is not weak.” He paused for a moment, breaking his focus on the sword, and looked at Tureis. “I fear that King Hamish also carries powerful Matya, even though it is used for wickedness and evil intentions.” 

				“Could he have strong enough Matya to beat this sword?” asked Tureis. 

				“The sword he carries is full of evil and is also very powerful,” said King Seathan. “Together with his Matya they become powerful. With all the wicked things he’s done, he’s never been beat, and he’s faced some very powerful warriors.” 

			

			
				Just then a loud booming noise sounded from outside the door. They both moved quickly and exited the door to find that the first floor had erupted into a full scale battle. Complete chaos was occuring with Seth shouting orders as his sword slashed back and forth. Ailish was also fighting alongside her father and a group of soldiers as they worked to defend the guards protecting the controls for the drawbridge. A group of what looked like farmers were attempting to get to the controls in hopes of lowering the drawbridge. Eammon and another group of soldiers stood around and atop the controls defending them with all their might. 

				Seth was fighting three men at once and was being driven back into the stairs. King Seathan did not hesitate as he ran down the stairs to join the fight. With every strike his sword disarmed men and permanently removed them from the fight. King Seathan finally reached Seth, and helped him defeat the men attacking him. 

				There were still at least twenty men between King Seathan and those defending the drawbridge controls. Emmett and Ailish were fighting, also working to get through the large crowd. The men fighting alongside Eammon were eventually pulled down leaving only Eammon to defend the position and guard the controls.

				Suddenly a cheer went up as Eammon was finally pulled from the controls. The remaining men turned and faced Emmett, now defending their new position. Three men quickly jumped up on the stand and began lowering the drawbridge. 

				As the bridge lowered a cheer went up from the outside. Tureis stood back and raised his hand and pointed it in the direction of the lowering bridge. He closed his hand tight and threw it to the side causing the three men manning the controls to fly across the room landing on the hard floor. For a moment the bridge stopped lowering. 

				Emmett and Ailish, now joined by Seth continued to fight their way to the controls. King Seathan, and Tureis brought up the rear, preventing more men from attacking them from behind. 

				Anther cheer sounded and Tureis turned to see the bridge being lowered again as others had made it to the controls. As Tureis scanned the crowd briefly, Ailish and Emmett were nowhere to be seen. Tureis backed up a few steps and put his sword away. He raised both hands and with all the Matya he possessed pushed twenty men across the entry hall slamming them into the wall behind them, knocking all of them unconscious. 

			

			
				The King lowered his sword and looked at Tureis, eyes wide and speechless. Together they turned just as the bridge had finally lowered and horse hooves could be heard coming across. 

				Zummot soldiers poured into the castle. Soidiers from Thaven rushed in as well and quickly worked to pull the Zummot soldiers from their horses. King Hamish stayed atop his mount, fighting off all attempts to be pulled down. 

				King Seathan joined his soldiers and continued fighting the Zummot soldiers, his sword glowing a deep blue. Tureis made his way over to the entrance and found Emmett near a wall, Ailish helping him to his feet. The Zummot soldiers continued swarming into the castle. 

				“We have to close the gate to prevent more from coming in!” exclaimed Emmett. 

				Tureis ran toward the controls, quickly dispatching all those coming against him. Arriving at the controls, he realized it required three men to operate the winch. One person was just not strong enough. He looked around, and seeing no one to help, focused on the controls. He closed his eyes briefly and took a deep breath. Opening his eyes, Tureis grabbed the winch, pulling with all his might. At first nothing happened, then it began to move, just an inch at first. He felt the strength from the Matya flow through him as he pulled harder and harder. Inch by inch the bridge began to slowly raise. Zummot soldiers on horseback raced to jump onto the bridge before it lifted too high. Tureis focused all his might on the controls as the bridge slowly and steadily raised. As Tureis worked harder to close the bridge a blue light surrounded him, which gave him even more strength, and he pulled the winch harder and faster. 

				Soon the bridge was closed. Tureis secured the winch and bent over breathing heavily. He took several large breaths and stood upright again. A thought entered his mind, that he had to lock the controls so no one else could lower the drawbridge. Tureis scanned the area around him and a metal rod laying up against the wall next to the controls. Tureis bent over and picked it up. During the battle the rod had likely broken from the controls; its purpose was to lock the winch in place. Tureis looked at the rod and again at the controls wondering how he would lock the winch and prevent anyone from lowering the bridge again. “I got it,” a voice said from behind him. Tureis turned and saw Eammon. 

			

			
				Tureis handed him the broken rod and asked, “You sure?”

				Eammon smiled and raised his bag, “Oh yeah. No problem. Got everything I need right here,” he said as he tapped the bag. “I’ll lock it up tight.”

				King Seathan was fighting alongside Emmett, Ailish and Seth. Nearly fifty of the two hundred soldiers appeared to be in the castle with close to the same number from Thaven as well. Closing the gate had kept most of Zummot’s soldiers outside the castle. 

				Still on his horse, King Hamish worked his way with hardened determination through the fighting soldiers. Sensing King Hamish getting closer, King Seathan moved up the stairs to the landing outside his quarters. Emmett placed himself at the base of the stairs. 

				King Hamish dismounted his horse and walked toward Emmett. Emmett raised his sword and waited. King Hamish approached and lowered his sword, “Emmett, let me pass and when I’m finished I’ll give you a prominent post in my guard.” 

				Emmett didn’t even dignify the comment with a response. Instead he stood his ground and kept his sword raised. Gripping his sword tightly with both hands, Emmett prepared for the attack. He didn’t have to wait long as King Hamish attacked with one swift stroke and hit Emmett’s blade. Emmett’s blade vibrated heavily and he nearly dropped the sword. King Hamish swung again, this time Emmett was prepared and blocked the attack, countering with one of his own. The swords rang out and the battle went back and forth as Emmett gave it his all to protect his King.

				“Ailish, what are you doing?” asked Tureis as he approached. Ailish was down on one knee loading a very gruesome tipped bolt into her crossbow. This was not the bolt she had been given by the Oracle. This bolt was one of Eammon’s creations and instead of a single tip, it had several razor sharp tips forming what could only be described as a very sharp claw. 

				“Hold them off,” she said. Ailish raised her crossbow and took aim at King Hamish. Tureis stood behind her, fighting off soldiers. Ailish pulled the trigger and the bolt flew straight for its target, the back of King Hamish. Five feet before hitting King Hamish the bolt stopped in mid air and fell harmlessly to the ground, as if hitting an invisible wall. 

			

			
				“What was that?” asked Ailish. She quickly loaded another bolt. Again she took aim and fired. This time the bolt reached the same distance to its target when it again bounced backward and fell to the ground. 

				Tureis witnessed the second shot and understood what was happening. “It’s his Matya,” Tureis yelled above the sound of the battle. “He’s created a sort of shield over his back preventing him from being attacked from the rear.” 

				The attempt to shoot Hamish in the back was completely unnoticed. Hamish and Emmett continued to battle at the base of the stairs. Emmett suddenly shouted as he fell to the side, his sword falling to the floor. “Father!” Ailish shouted and ran to her father. Tureis followed, keeping his eye on King Hamish. 

				King Hamish turned and moved to Emmett to finish the fight for good just as Ailish reached him. Tureis immediately positioned himself between King Hamish and Emmett. Tureis raised his sword and flared his Matya as he struck the sword of King Hamish, sending him staggering backwards. 

				“Who dares challenge me!” exclaimed King Hamish in anger. He peered down at Tureis standing there defending his friends. “You’re but a boy!” exclaimed King Hamish. 

				Tureis didn’t back down, but remained there, determination on his face, saying nothing. King Hamish raised his sword and prepared to strike, but Tureis’ Matya was now at full strength and he anticipated the move. He raised his sword, blocking the attack. Tureis countered the attack, swinging with all his might. His sword slashed once and then twice, the second time finding flesh as it connected with King Hamish’s arm, leaving a deep cut. 

				King Hamish screamed in pain and swung again in anger. Tureis again anticipated the move and defended it easily, causing King Hamish to stagger backwards and nearly lose his balance. 

				As King Hamish regained his balance, he lowered his sword momentarily and looked at Tureis, the hatred building. Tureis stood there, his sword held high glowing a bright blue. “What is your name boy?” King Hamish demanded.

				“Tureis Atreyu,” he responded boldly. “Now leave here!” 

				King Hamish laughed, “Leave here? I think not!” The King raised his sword, now glowing red. He struck Tureis in all his anger. Tureis raised his own sword to block the attack. The force of King Hamish’s blow caused Tureis’ sword to fly from his hands and Tureis was knocked to the floor near Emmett. 

			

			
				Not wanting to waste any more time, King Hamish ran up the stairs to the landing where King Seathan was waiting for him. “Why are you doing this?” King Seathan demanded.

				“It’s simple. Power!” boomed King Hamish.

				“I don’t want to fight you,” said King Seathan.

				“Then you will die quickly,” said King Hamish.

				“If you insist on fighting, I will be fighting for the sole purpose of peace,” said King Seathan.

				“When I kill you and take that sword there will be peace!” exclaimed King Hamish. “The peace that comes after I conquer all the kingdoms in the realm and enslave the people!” King Hamish raised his sword and attacked Seathan. When the swords met there was a brilliant flash of light and Hamish staggered backwards several steps. 

				This angered him even more and in his rage he attacked. His sword swinging fast and with power. King Seathan defended each blow and countered many of Hamish’s attacks. King Hamish continued swinging, the speed increasing even as his rage and anger increased. With one last attack, his anger completely out of control, King Hamish succeeded in wounding King Seathan, deeply cutting his arm. 

				Now King Seathan came on the offensive, attacking with the full force of the Matya, his sword glowing brightly. King Hamish defended most of the attacks but was cut several times.

				King Seathan swung with all the power he could generate. King Hamish blocked the attack, sending him to the ground. King Seathan raised his sword preparing to plunge it into the chest of King Hamish when King Hamish raised his sword, stabbing King Seathan deeply right below the shoulder.

				Seathan dropped his sword and staggered backwards, placing his hand over the bleeding wound. He stayed on his feet, moving toward the door to his private chambers, hoping to get inside. But before making it to the door, he fell to the ground, weak and barely conscious, bleeding heavily.

			

			
				“Your Highness!” screamed Ailish, as she left her father and ran to the top of the stairs to give him aid. 

				“Father!” Seth screamed, also racing up the stairs.

				King Seathan was quickly becoming pale, his breathing shallow. The amount of blood he’d lost was great. Ailish shook him, but he did not respond. 

				Tureis came running up the stairs behind Ailish and Seth and knelt beside King Seathan. His eyes fixed on King Hamish, Tureis watched as King Hamish slowly got to his feet. Then he turned and looked at the sword lying on the ground several feet away. 

				King Hamish looked up and seeing Seathan lying now unconscious, a large grin came across his face as he looked back at the sword. For a moment he waited and watched King Seathan, willing him to die. He did not dare touch the sword until Seathan was dead.

				Tureis watched as King Hamish was now becoming impatient. Tureis looked at the sword lying on the ground. It was still glowing blue although it was now glowing lighter and becoming more faint. The anger was rising in King Hamish and he began to walk forward. Hamish left the sword and approached King Seathan, his sword raised.

				At that moment a very strange thing happened. Tureis was sitting at the side of King Seathan when he felt strong desire to stand up and move down the stairs. This feeling startled Tureis and he didn’t understand why he would feel that way. From his experience he knew the feeling was from the Matya. Trusting the Matya, he did as he felt and moved part way down the stairs and into the middle of the staircase. From here he watched as King Hamish approached the dying King Seathan, stopping just a few feet away from him.

				Again the feeling came, telling Tureis to ascend the stairs behind King Hamish. When he reached the top of the staircase he stood looking down at King Seathans sword at his feet.

				Staring down at the sword, a feeling came over him. Recognizing this feeling, Tureis remembered being inside a cave at eight years old staring at a silver sphere on a stone shelf. Could it be that the sword was calling him the way the sphere had? Tueris shook his head to clear his thoughts. This sword only had one master and anyone else that touched it would die. But the feeling was still there, pulling him towards the sword. 

			

			
				Before he realized it, Tureis was bent over with his hand stretched out toward the sword. The energy from the sword flowing into his fingers. Startled, Tureis pulled his hand back and stood up.

				Tureis looked over at King Seathan lying on the ground with Ailish using all her Matya and knowledge, hoping to save him. King Hamish was becoming increasingly impatient and his anger was rising. Suddenly, King Hamish raised his sword over his head as if to bring it down on King Seathan and end it once and for all.

				Tureis looked down again, reached out his hand and picked up the sword. The rush of power and energy entering into Tureis made him feel as if he could explode. After his mind cleared, the first thing he realized was that he wasn’t dead. Then immediately his mind focused, his actions quickened and things happened very fast.

				King Hamish brought the sword down with all his might. As the sword came down on King Seathan, Tureis lunged forward blocking King Hamish’s sword with a blow so hard King Hamish’s sword flew from his hands in a giant flash of light. 

				King Hamish looked up and saw Tureis holding King Seathan’s sword with both hands, a blue glow surrounding both the sword and Tureis. King Hamish quickly retrieved his sword and ran at Tureis in his anger. 

				Tureis defended all the attacks from King Hamish, his blade anticipating each blow and moving with lightning speed. After several attacks Hamish backed up and stood there looking at the boy wielding the most powerful sword ever created. He looked down and saw King Seathan move his arm, realizing he was still alive. King Hamish shook his head in outrage, wondering how this was possible.

				King Hamish raised his sword for another attack. Tureis leveled the sword and waited. King Hamish yelled and swung his sword with all his might. Tueris countered, and when the swords met there was a brilliant flash of light. The explosion of energy caused King Hamish to fall down the stairs and Tureis to stagger backwards. 

				When the flash of light faded, King Hamish’s sword lay broken in two pieces on the stairs, and King Hamish lay injured and unconscious on the hard stone steps below. Tureis lowered the sword and stared at the unconscious King, knowing it would be quite some time before King Hamish would able to move without remembering the pain from this day. 

			

			
				Within a minute, several of King Hamish’s soldiers helped their defeated King off the steps and out of the castle. The other soldiers followed and within minutes all of the Zummot soldiers were gone.

				Tureis surveyed the scene. The castle lay in ruins. Many wounded soldiers lay on the floors or sitting up against the walls. Servants and others scurried about helping all the injured. Very quickly after the battle ended, the castle had become a bustle of activity.

				Tureis turned and was surprised to see King Seathan sitting up against the wall. He was still very weak but his color looked better. Tureis walked over to King Seathan and knelt in front of him. Tureis lay the sword flat across his hands and bowed his head, presenting the sword back to its rightful owner. Then Tureis laid the sword at the King’s side, placing his hand on the hilt, and slowly backed away.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 32

				- Answers -

				Two days later, King Seathan sat up in bed and motioned for Seth to sit by his side. King Seathan was recovering well, but his strength was not yet back to normal. The wound below his shoulder was healing, but the bandage still needed to be changed often. 

				Seth came to his bedside and sat in a chair. “How do you feel today, father?” Seth asked. 

				King Seathan looked into the eyes of his son and smiled, “Much better today. Earlier this morning I even got up and stood by the window.” 

				Seth smiled and let out a deep breath. Shortly after the battle his father had become unconscious again and the doctors weren’t sure if he would recover. Today, seeing his father sit up, Seth could finally begin to breathe a sigh of relief. “You shouldn’t try to do too much too soon father,” said Seth. “Everything is under control, so just rest and heal.” 

				“I think tomorrow I will be able to get up and move around the quarters,” said King Seathan as Seth adjusted the pillows behind his head. “I’m feeling better and better, especially after Ailish visits.” 

				Ailish had continued to visit the King daily to check on his progress. During her visits, she would cover the Kings wounds with her hands and focus her Matya. Doing this had resulted in the wounds healing at a remarkable rate. 

				“That’s wonderful, father,” said Seth. “Are you sure you’ll be able to move around tomorrow? It just seems so soon.” 

			

			
				“That’s what the doctors keep saying as well,” said King Seathan. “But they can’t seem to explain the rapid healing either. Even though most of the doctors here in the castle also have an active Matya, the level of healing Ailish can accomplish is truly astounding.” 

				Seth nodded his head in understanding. During the battle, Seth had witnessed something amazing. When King Seathan was stabbed and had collapsed at the top of the stairs, Ailish and Seth had run to help him. Seth had been powerless to do anything, but Ailish immediately placed pressure over the wound and using her Matya was able to stop the bleeding for a time. The wound was deep however, and the bleeding would easily restart with even the slightest movement. But by using her Matya, Ailish was able to control the bleeding every time it started. She also formed a mental connection with King Seathan, allowing Ailish to add her Matya to his, which sustained him until he stabilized. 

				“During the battle Ailish basically kept you alive using the Matya and her knowledge of healing,” said Seth. 

				“I know,” King Seathan said, nodding his head. “Her Matya is very strong and her knowledge and trust of the power is very deep.” King Seathan paused, shifted his position in the bed and took a deep breath, “What of our guests? Did they arrive?” 

				Seth nodded, “Yes, father. The Oracle arrived last night. Sepi is understanding of the time you will need to heal. She is in no hurry, but would like to meet with you when you’re strong enough.” 

				King Seathan thought for a moment, then nodded. “Tomorrow I will meet with her here in my quarters,” he said. “Would you pass that information along to her and ask her if she will agree to meet me tomorrow around midday?” Seth nodded and left his father to rest. 

				The next day after King Seathan met with Sepi, he called again for Seth. When Seth arrived they sat at the table in his quarters. “I’ve met with Sepi and she feels it necessary to invite Tureis, Ailish and yourself to sit with her as well,” said King Seathan. “She has...things she would like to discuss with the three of you.” 

				“When would she like to meet with us?” asked Seth. 

				“Tomorrow,” answered King Seathan. “Do you have a way to communicate with Tureis and Ailish to invite them to the meeting?” 

				Seth chuckled, “Oh that’s easy, father. Ailish stays here in the castle with her father and visits you every day. Tureis is also here down in the vaults with his father. Ever since the battle he can’t stop reading. He should be easy to find, just look for a pile of books and he’s bound to be under it.” 

			

			
				“As a personal favor, I would like Eammon to attend as well. The Oracle agreed to my request. Do you know where he is?” asked the King. 

				Seth smiled, “I’m not completely sure where he is, but I have a good idea. He’ll be there tomorrow.” 

				The next day Tureis, Seth, Ailish and Eammon sat around the table with Sepi and King Seathan. Laying in the middle of the table was King Seathan’s sword. As Tureis sat there, he felt the familiar power emanating from it. He stared at the sword, wondering why it had called to him and more importantly, why he was still alive.

				According to King Seathan, anyone who touched the sword other than the him would die. Since the battle, Tureis had been in the vaults continuously reading books and searching for any information that would explain why he was still alive.

				“I want to thank you all for coming today to meet with me,” said Sepi. Everyone around the table nodded, unsure as to the reason for the meeting. She looked deeply at each person sitting around the table. “I sense you wonder why this atypical arrangement. Normally when I meet with people, it’s individually, or in small groups. I mentioned to King Seathan some of the things I wished to discuss and he asked if I would do it with everyone in the room. What we will discuss was meant for the King’s ears only, but King Seathan recognizes that without all of you, his kingdom would not be here today, and his life would likely be over. So today we will discuss things...together.” 

				Sepi leaned forward, folding her hands in front of her and resting them on the table. “As we get started,” she said in a very solemn tone. “I wanted to ask a question.” Sepi paused to organize her thoughts. “Why do I only see four of you? When you came to see me there were five.” 

				Seth spoke up and explained how Braon was actually deceiving them and working for Zummot trying to capture Seth. He told of how Eammon built a cage to capture him and how they transported Braon to the dungeon under the castle. When he was finished they all sat silent, pondering the sad situation that allowed their friend to deceive them. 

			

			
				Sepi nodded her head and pondered the story. “Where is he now?” 

				For a moment the table was quiet, each member looking at the other, neither of them wanting to finish the story. Finally it was Seth who spoke, “During the battle in the castle, some of Zummot’s soldiers made their way to the dungeon and freed all the prisoners.” Seth paused before continuing, “Braon was in the dungeons with them...so actually we don’t know exactly where he is.” Seth hung his head as if in defeat and sighed. 

				Sepi nodded, “Now it makes sense. You see, in the days since the battle, I’ve been getting reports of a man, that was thought to be Braon, in Purromp. At first I didn’t understand, but now it’s clear.”

				Sepi looked directly at Tureis, their eyes locked. Sepi softened her face and allowed a small smile to turn the corners of her lips upward. She took several deep breaths. “Tureis. Did you ever find the answer to your question regarding Braon?”

				This had caught Tureis by surprise. He had been reading, trying to figure out the answer but to no avail. It wasn’t until this moment that he had his answer. It seemed to come into his mind as if he’d always known it. Now he finally understood.

				Tureis looked around the room at each person. All the eyes were on him. None of them knowing anything about his question, the question only he and Sepi knew. Now was the time to explain the deep dark secret about their friend, about Braon. 

				Tureis took a deep breath and exhaled, “Yes. I think I found my answer.”

				“Would you please explain it to all of us?” asked Sepi.

				“First I should tell you the circumstances that led me to my question in the first place,” said Tureis. He began at the night they had helped Braon escape from the stocks and how Tureis had determined that Braon had set up the midnight horse ride on purpose, as a way to get out of the kingdom and back to Zummot. Tureis explained how that night he’d felt something in Braon and that somehow Braon had shut him out to a point that Tureis could never feel the Matya inside of Braon.

				“I thought about this time and time again, wondering how a person could just not have any Matya. It was when we finally trapped him that he let the secret out. For a brief moment I felt his Matya come to the surface and what I felt scared me, but it also confused me.”

			

			
				All around the table each person sat up, eyes wide, listening intently. “As I pondered what I felt with Braon and researched things in one of my books,” Tureis paused looking at Sepi, who just smiled. Sepi nodded her approval at the knowledge that Tureis was using the book she gave him. “Apparently if one is strong enough in the Matya, it is possible to shield your power and all your Matya, preventing anyone feeling it, essentially becoming invisible to all those around you with Matya.” Tureis paused, letting this knowledge make its way to the understanding of those in the room.

				“So what you’re saying is that Braon was hiding his Matya from everyone?” Ailish asked.

				“Essentially,” replied Tureis. “Not only that, but he was hiding something even from himself.” This last statement confused everyone, including Sepi. 

				“What I felt in the forest that day we captured him,” continued Tureis, “Was an overwhelming amount of evil and it scared me how strong it felt. But underneath that I also felt a very bright place, a peaceful place, I felt good Matya as well.”

				“So what does this mean?” asked Seth.

				“It means that for a long time Braon has been evil and hiding it well,” answered Tureis. “All the while he’s been working in the castle, in the King’s Guard, he was secretly an agent for Zummot. He was hiding his evil Matya so no one in the castle would sense it and call him out. Everyone just thought his Matya was never awakened.”

				Everyone at the table let out a collective sigh and leaned back in their chairs. After a minute Tureis continued, “The part that I don’t even think Braon is aware of is that he still has loyalty to King Seathan and Thaven. I could feel it in his Matya. When we caught him and he let a little of the Matya surface, he felt sad for all he’d done to us and to Thaven. He truly saw us as his friends.”

				“But he did it anyway,” said Seth. “Why didn’t he just let us go? Why did he help us in the first place and protect us? Why didn’t he just capture us the first day and take us to King Hamish?”

				“The simple answer is that he’s conflicted,” answered Tureis. “He has some loyalty to us and King Seathan, but he has more loyalty to King Hamish. It took him a while and a lot of internal struggle, I would guess, to finally betray us.” 

			

			
				After Tureis finished his explanation, Sepi stared at Tureis, amazed at his insight. After several minutes of silence, Sepi leaned forward again, her hands folded on the table. “The next question I know is in your minds involves this sword laying in front of us on the table.” Sepi reached out and touched her hand to the oracle sphere attached to the bottom of the sword. The sphere glowed blue at her touch. 

				“This sword has a name,” Sepi continued. “Understanding it’s name helps to understand its purpose. It is called Graceblade.” Sepi moved her hand from the Oracle Sphere to the grip. Every time she touched the sword a blue light emanated from it. 

				“As the name implies, this sword is a beacon for hope, justice, equity and power. Whoever controls this sword, essentially controls all the surrounding kingdoms in the realm. If this sword is used for righteousness and fairness and truth, and if the person who possesses Graceblade has a pure heart, there is no power that can overcome it.” 

				“So…,” began Ailish. “If King Hamish would have succeeded in getting the sword…,” her question trailed off. 

				“He was not chosen to possess it, but the power the sword contains could have been used for evil,” said Sepi. “King Hamish is very evil and his Matya could have used it to control all the surrounding kingdoms.” 

				“And we are all grateful he didn’t succeed,” said King Seathan. At that statement everyone at the table looked at Tureis. Sensing all the eyes in the room on him, Tureis’ cheeks flushed and he bowed his head. 

				“The next question is from Tureis,” said Sepi.

				Tureis looked up in surprise. He did have a question, but how did Sepi know? Tureis looked around the room, then he looked at Sepi and took a deep breath. He asked the simple question that had been on his mind from the day he held the sword, “Why am I still alive?” There was a collective exhale heard at the table as if everyone had been holding their breath, wanting to ask the question themselves. 

				Sepi smiled and folded her hands in front of her. She looked directly at Tureis and asked, “Do you remember when you visited me and I gave you that sword?” Tureis nodded. “I said it was a powerful sword and that I’d felt you needed to have it. That sword was made by the same Oracle that made Graceblade. Your sword is sort of a sister to Graceblade and much of the same Matya is inside of it. As we sat and talked that first time, I could sense your pure heart and your loyalty to King Seathan and Seth. I pondered over those feelings for a time, and before you left, I gave you the sword.” 

			

			
				Sepi paused and let her words sink in for a moment, then she continued, “However, even with the experience you’ve developed with your sword and the power it contains, it couldn’t have prepared you for the power of Graceblade.” 

				Sepi took a deep breath and said in a low, almost hushed tone, “The real reason you were able to wield Graceblade and defeat King Hamish was because of your power. The power you possess with the Matya is something I’ve never seen. I’ve only heard of such power from history books or in stories told to children.” 

				Tureis was confused, “I guess I don’t understand.” 

				“Power in the Matya comes from two sources, pureness of heart and knowledge,” continued Sepi. “Your heart is the purest I’ve ever felt. Your thirst for knowledge, which is enormous, adds to your power. To put it plainly, if you wield Graceblade with a pure heart the sword isn’t strong enough to kill you.” 

				The color drained from Tueris’ face. The thought that he was powerful with the Matya had never occurred to him. Surely she must be mistaken. He was just a young boy, with still so much to learn about the Matya, how could he have the power she proclaims he has? He sat and thought for a moment pondering her words. Tureis thought about what Sepi said, he remembered a saying his father had used many times, “Where much is given, much is expected.” As he sat there surrounded by his friends, he felt a heavy weight begin to settle on his shoulders. 

				As days turned into weeks and then into months, the Kingdom of Thaven picked itself up and moved forward. Eammon was overseeing the repairs to the castle. The winch controlling the drawbridge had been rebuilt. Eammon added some extra gears and pulleys to speed up the raising and lowering process. Now the winch could be operated by a single person, making raising and lowering the bridge much easier. He also added some internal locks making sabotage much harder to accomplish. Eammon had become very valuable to King Seathan and was now his personal blacksmith and trusted advisor in all things mechanical. 

			

			
				Ailish took the advice of Sepi and had focused on two of her gifts with the Matya; the gift of healing and her gift as a warrior. Ailish trained with Emron every day alongside the King’s Guard; becoming the first female warrior ever trained in the Guard. Her fighting skills were excellent, she learned faster than anyone she trained with. Her skills with weapons are unmatched with anyone, including Emron himself. At night, Ailish worked equally hard gaining knowledge with healing. And she had ample time to practice her art, as she injured many of the Guards during training. 

				This journey and subsequent battle taught Seth and King Seathan many things. The relationship they had prior to this journey was good, but since the battle Seth and King Seathan have spent very few hours apart. Seth’s gift of strategy excels even his father’s, and together they are learning, hoping to increase their knowledge and the power they possess. As they’ve worked together, their love for each other has also increased. 

				Tureis’ thirst for knowledge has reached epic proportions. If Tureis isn’t training with the Guard or visiting with Eammon, he can be found with his father in the vaults, sitting on the floor surrounded by piles of books, reading. Sepi visits the castle regularly, helping King Seathan and discussing new developments with regards to King Hamish. During her visits, Sepi always takes ample time to sit with Tureis, teaching and mentoring him, helping him to understand the Matya and all it can do.

				For in life, knowledge truly is power!

			

		

	
		
			
				- Epilogue -

				Tureis entered the familiar tower, walked over to the white couch in the center of the room and sat down. For the first time in months he was alone and he decided to take this time and simply enjoy the silence. Since the attack on the castle in Thaven, Tureis had spent nearly all his time working to repair the damage to the castle. Enjoying the silence around him, Tureis leaned back into the couch, closed his eyes, and meditated on the past events. 

				When the message had showed up on his sphere it shocked him, to say the least. The message simply read, “Please come to the tower.” As he sat pondering the message and what led him to be here, a smile crossed his face. He didn’t know why he was here, but just to be here, feeling the Matya in the tower was worth the journey. 

				For several minutes he meditated in silence. When the door opened, Tureis stood as Sepi entered. She smiled upon seeing him and walked straight over and gave him a hug. “Thank you for coming, Tureis,” she said. “Did you find it alright?” 

				“Yes,” said Tureis. “The arrow was easy to find. But it seemed like I didn’t travel even half as far as last time before seeing it.” 

				Sepi smiled, “That’s very observant. Not everyone gets invited back here, so they never realize the different routes possible to get here.” 

				“Why is that?” asked Tureis. 

				“Saxon is a very special city,” Sepi began. “It exists in the one place, but at the same time, it exists everyplace.” 

				Tureis thought for a moment, “So it moves?” 

				Sepi smiled, “Not exactly.” Tureis was confused. “Saxon exists in the same place at all times. When you find the arrow, you’re actually entering a portal to Saxon. That portal can be opened virtually anywhere.” 

			

			
				“How is that possible?” asked Tureis. 

				“A lot is possible with the Matya. That is why I asked you to come here today,” she said. 

				Tureis turned to face Sepi more directly and leaned in, intent on hearing every word. Sepi turned as well and took his hands into hers, “I know I have said this before, that the Matya is very powerful within you. What I haven’t told you or anyone is that it’s more powerful with you than in anyone I’ve ever met. That includes myself and all the past Oracles I’ve ever known.” 

				Tureis’ face reddened and he looked down. “Surely you just say that,” he said. “I’m just a normal person. I don’t feel special or powerful in any way.” 

				Sepi nodded, “That is good. You must always remember you are just a normal person. But you have an extraordinary gift, one, that if you focus, can help and even save many people.” 

				“Why would I need to save people?” Tureis asked. 

				Sepi stood and walked to a window, briefly looking out. She returned and stood looking at Tureis, her face becoming serious. “What you did to stop King Hamish was wonderful, but King Hamish is not finished,” she said. “Power is what he wants and he will not stop until he has it. One day Tureis, you may be called upon to stop him once and for all.” 

				Tureis moved uneasily in his seat. Somehow he seemed to know this. How or why he knew it, he wasn’t sure, but deep down inside of him he knew it. “How would I do that?” he asked. 

				“Let me be your guide,” said Sepi. “I have visited the castle several times since the day you handled Graceblade and defeated King Hamish. We have sat and discussed your learning and experiences. I would like to mentor you more directly, to help guide you along as you learn and understand the depths of the Matya.” 

				As Tureis thought about this there were many questions that entered his mind. However, beneath all the questions circling his mind he felt an inner peace. A peace with the understanding that he needed to do this. “I would like that very much,” he finally said. 

				“Wonderful,” said Sepi, a smile beaming across her face. “I am anxious to get started. There is so much to learn.” 

			

			
				“Where do we begin?” asked Tureis. 

				“First, I will leave you here briefly,” she said as she patted his arm. “I will speak to Luram and he will prepare a place for you to stay.” Sepi stood and walked across the room. She stopped at the door and turned, returning to Tureis. “Did you happen to bring the book with you?” she asked. 

				“Yes,” said Tureis. “I never go anywhere without it. It has helped me so much in the short time I’ve had it.” Tureis reached into his bag and removed the book he had received from the old woman in Kurith and presented it to her. 

				She accepted the book and opened it, turning it’s pages. Then she closed the book and gave it back to Tureis. “Did you happen to bring the other book?” she asked. 

				“Other book?” Tureis asked, somewhat puzzled at what book she was referring to. 

				Sepi smiled, “Yes, the other book I left for you. The one you found in Freb.” 

				“Freb?” Tureis asked searching his thoughts. Then it dawned on him and he instantly felt the guilt at the memory. He spoke softly, “The book from the store in Freb? The one that I sort of...accidentally...stole?” 

				“Yes that one,” said Sepi. “But you didn’t steal it. I placed it there for you. When you didn’t take it, I put it in your pocket so you wouldn’t leave it behind.” 

				Tureis reached into his bag and removed the book titled “Objects,” and handed it to Sepi. “Are you really saying that I didn’t steal it?” Tureis asked.

				“Of course you didn’t,” said Sepi “That nice man in Freb agreed to put it on the table when you entered the store. When you didn’t take it and I placed it in your pocket, he would have let you take it. When you tried to remove the book from your pocket he was forced to chase you to prevent you from leaving the book behind.”

				“All this time…,” Tureis trailed off as he remembered the event.

				“What you did to pay him back was truly remarkable. Very few people would have done that,” said Sepi. “That integrity also adds to your power.”

			

			
				“I’ve read that book several times and it never had what I was looking for,” said Tureis.

				“What were you looking for?” asked Sepi.

				“I was looking for information about the Oracle Sphere,” said Tureis. “At the time I didn’t even know it’s name. I really wanted to know what it was and what it could do.”

				Sepi smiled, “That’s actually why I gave it to you.”

				“But I’ve read it cover to cover several times and it had nothing about the sphere in it,” said Tureis, a little frustrated that he may have missed something.

				“Did you use your sphere to read it?” asked Sepi with a devious smile.

				“I don’t understand,” said Tureis.

				“Remove your sphere and open to the first page,” said Sepi.

				Tureis removed the sphere from his pocket. He laid the book on his lap and opened to the first page. As he moved his sphere closer to the page the sphere began to glow a deep blue. He moved the glowing sphere closer to the book and to his amazement words appeared. Above the title to the first chapter in large dark letters it read, “The Oracle Sphere.”

				Tureis pulled the sphere away and the words disappeared. When he placed the sphere close to the book again, the title reappeared. Below the title appeared writing as well. Between each line on the page words appeared. Tureis turned the pages and as the light from the sphere touched the book, words appeared between all the lines on the pages. 

				After turning the pages several times and reading parts of what it contained Tureis stopped and closed the book. “This is talking about the Oracle Sphere,” he said.

				“Correct,” said Sepi. “I was trying to help you understand the sphere I gave you. Now that you know about the secrets of this book, the study of the Oracle Sphere will serve as our first lesson.” Sepi stood and left the room, leaving Tureis alone again in the tower. 

				Tureis studied the book again and then sat back, pondering all the events that had occurred to get him to this point in his life, from finding the cave and the Oracle Sphere, to the day he held Graceblade. The thoughts nearly overwhelmed him. He truly wanted to help people, and if he needed to step up and help finally put an end to King Hamish’s quest for power once and for all, he would do it. As he considered this, even for a moment, he felt the weight of the task. He needed help, he needed more knowledge, he needed a teacher. The idea that Sepi would help him in his search for knowledge and further understanding of the Matya was a good thought. Tureis smiled and sat back into the couch, excited at what the future could become.
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