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     He needed to immediately return a floor lower, to the narrow circular hallway that would let him set Mata free.  But the door before him was…tempting.  It provoked an urge to inspect.  He had no reason to do anything there, but the space beyond the door seemed to be inviting him in, although he had a fleeting image of a spider inviting a fly into its web as he studied the door. 
 
    The handle on the door rattled, then Silas found his own hand grasping it to silence the noise. 
 
    His other hand shot down to his knife before he even knew he was opening the door in front of him.  He pushed it open wide.  A part of his brain shouted at the idiocy of doing so, while the other part of him mechanically allowed it to happen. 
 
    The room interior felt evil.  A force attempted to lure him into the room, to step over the threshold, but Silas found that his knife suddenly drove itself into the wall outside the door, and held his fingers glued to the hilt so that he could not step forward. 
 
    The room smelled of a cloying incense, and a reddish light glowed from no apparent source.  Silas placed his free hand atop the hand on the knife but couldn’t pull the knife from the wall or his left hand from the knife. 
 
    A deep chuckle came from somewhere inside the room, and a word formed inside his mind.  L’Anvien. 
 
    The word had no meaning. 
 
    Another peal of thunder rattled the top of the tower, and Silas saw the flash of lightning show through a window in the terrifying room.  The brilliant light showed the silhouette of an impossibly large, dark red skull in the dark room, a sight that sparked such fear in Silas that he broke free from the spell cast over him, and he stepped back away from the door. 
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    Prologue 
 
      
 
    Silas is born in the mountain village of Brigamme, where everyone who is born and exposed to the natural elements of the environment experiences a profound change at puberty – they gain the ability to track and hunt down any living person on earth.  They are renowned as a special breed. 
 
    All except Silas, who proves not to have the talent.  His parents send him to an academy of the elite professional Speakers.  The Speakers have the power of the Wind Words, communications that can travel hundreds of miles to convey the important information that rulers, traders, and others are willing to pay to transmit. 
 
    But Silas runs afoul of an ill-tempered teacher at the Speakers Academy in Heathrin and is exiled.  Silas is denied once again his opportunity to acquire a special talent that will set him apart. 
 
    He begins to wander the continent, and experiences adventures that change him, giving him abilities beyond ordinary people.  He makes new friends on the island nation of Amenozume, and later learns one of them is in trouble.  Silas vows to go back to the island to help his pearl-diving friend, Mata, escape from prison.  And so his adventure continues. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Silas was running through a forest, his hand desperately clinging to Jade’s, as the two of them ran along a swampy trail with a third person, while the sounds of dogs baying after their scent trailed not far behind.  He was damp with sweat but determined to maintain their pace as they prayed that they would escape from the pack of hounds and handlers behind them. 
 
    “Thank the gods they don’t have a Brigamme Tracker,” Silas spoke over his shoulder to his two companions as they strode along their path.  He was looking for the right spot – a stream and then a vine or tree limb – that his group could use to evade the sniffing prowess of the dogs behind them.  All the ground around them was swampy, and he was sure they would come upon a suitable stream bed at any moment. 
 
    The thought no more than formed in his consciousness than he abruptly halted on the banks of a small, stagnant river, whose dark waters looked intimidating.  Silas skidded on the slick, muddy surface of the trail as he reached the bank of the river, stopping just short of entering the unsavory water.  He paused and looked up, seeking a way that his group could use to rise from the ground and cease to leave a trail for the dogs that were following them. 
 
    To his left he saw a tree with roots that were halfway exposed by the river’s flow; the tree’s trunk leaned at an oblique angle that would let he and his companions climb it easily, and then with luck they would be able to find a path among the tree branches to cross the river and meander away from the trackers behind them. 
 
    “Here, we can climb this,” he released Jade’s hand to point across his body at the leaning tree, then he pushed aside the fronds of a large shrub and led the way over to the tree trunk.  He looked back and saw Jade wiping her brow with one hand, while pressing back the shrub’s slender branches with her other hand, a look of determination on her face.  And behind her was the shadowy figure of their companion. 
 
    Silas leaped up onto the tree trunk, using his hand and his feet to advance, while his eyes looked for the next opportunity they would advance to.  He found his target – a tree branch that came across the river from a trunk rooted on the far side of the stream. 
 
    There was an intermediate step in the process though.  They would have to clamber across a short span of vine, a vine that didn’t look sturdy enough to carry more than one of them at a time.  It would slow them down, but it was necessary. 
 
    “Jade, come here,” Silas stood on the tree trunk at the point where the vine was within reach.  “I want you to grab this vine, then cross over to that branch.  When you get to the branch, walk across it to the other side of the river, then climb down and start running down the path away from the river. 
 
    “Be careful.  I’ll stay over here and lay down a false trail to lead them away,” he promised. 
 
    “Be careful Silas,” Jade said earnestly.  She pursed her lips for a moment, then suddenly exhaled, and pressed her lips against his.  “I want to see you again soon,” she told the breathless boy, grinning as she spoke, then she reached up to the vine, and confidentially swung outward. 
 
    “Okay, get ready, you’re next,” Silas turned to instruct the third party.  It was Mata, he realized.  He had known it all along, it seemed.  “Just follow your sister across the vine and over the tree branch to the other side.  I’ll join you later after I send the hounds off on a false trail.”  He was little concerned by the hounds, after having been raised  among the trackers of Brigamme. 
 
    “Are there oysters in the river?” Mata asked him. 
 
    He looked at her, confused by the question. 
 
    “I may have to dive after the oysters down there, to see if there are any pearls,” she explained. 
 
    “Look down there,” Mata pointed at the surface of the river, and Silas looked down.  Suddenly rising to the surface of the water were dozens, then hundreds, of oysters, rapidly opening and shutting as they seemed to strangely float on the surface of the river.  Many had flashes of white pearls inside. 
 
    “I’ll go get them now,” Mata suddenly dove off the tree trunk and towards the river. 
 
    And then Silas woke up. 
 
    He was sleeping in a hayloft over the stable of an inn in a small city in eastern Barnesnob.  He’d traveled for three days on his way towards Amenozume, and he had further to go.  The hayloft was uncomfortable, with only itchy straw to sleep on, but he refused to pay for a bed. 
 
    The strange dream wasn’t a result of sleeping in the hayloft, he tried to tell himself.  It was just the result of his imagination that was trying to come to terms with the thought that he was on his way to Amenozume so that he could help Mata escape from prison. 
 
    Before he had left Prina’s caravan, Silas had never known how much it cost to sleep in an inn – in a real bed in an inn – and he was outraged at the prices the innkeepers asked him to pay for a bed.  He had decided he would save the money and sleep in the haylofts.   Or in the countryside, under the stars, as he had the night before.  He’d slept in his wagon – or underneath the wagon on many occasions – throughout his time with the caravan. 
 
    But, he  acknowledged as he ruefully rubbed the back of his head, a bed would be comfortable.  He’d at least have a bunk when he left Barnesnob on the ferry that he was going to ride to Amenozume.  Perhaps he’d even be able to sleep in a bed for a night or two in Barnesnob, if he had to wait for the ferry, and if his acquaintances there made such a generous offer.  At least, he amended his thought as he began to climb down the ladder from the hayloft, at least he’d sleep in a bed provided by Grecco or Vertuco.  He wasn’t sure what his answer would be if Charms offered a bed, sight unseen.  He wasn’t completely sure he knew what Charms did, but he had an idea it wouldn’t be pleasant to learn. 
 
    The sun was above the horizon already, and so Silas started jogging west, away from the sunrise.  He had a bit more of a journey, and he was anxious to make it to Barnesnob as quickly as possible, to complete the first phase of his journey to help Mata the pearl diver, his friend on the island of Amenozume, and the sister to his friend Jade, a lady-in-waiting in the royal party on the island. 
 
    Mata was in prison, falsely accused of trying to steal some of the pearls that she dove for every day as a way to earn money.  The pearls that she and dozens of other divers recovered from the waters of Amenozume harbor were the source of incredible wealth for the island nation, but the pearl divers who spent endless hours in the water received only a tiny fraction of the amount that the pearls were worth.   
 
    The Pearl Traders Guild bartered to sell the pearls for vast profits, profits that they shared in part with the royal family of the island.  But the Guild wanted to have more control over the pearl trade and had begun to seek the importation of guards from the hostile nation of Ivaric to patrol the harbor and protect the interests of the Guild members, although the Queen and Princess of Amenozume were not disposed to allow foreign mercenaries to establish such a beachhead in their nation. 
 
    So Mata was held on false charges as the Traders tried to demonstrate that more security was needed,to justify the Ivaric guards they wanted. 
 
    Mata was innocent, Silas believed.  Her sister Jade had told him so, and he believed not just Jade, but he believed in Mata as well.   Though the message of Mata’s false incarceration had been delivered to Silas through the extraordinary means of a magical mirror, he believed it was true. 
 
    Which reminded him that he would have to try to use the mirror again soon to check with Jade on Mata’s status.  He would glance into the mirror that evening, and hope to catch Jade in front of her own – really the princess’s! – mirror, so that they could exchange notes. 
 
    He trudged on through the countryside, slowing his pace when he was tired and accelerating when he could, determined to travel to the Barnesnob port as quickly as possible.  Midway through the afternoon though, he ran into a wall of rain, and had to blindly struggle forward into the lashing waves of downpour. 
 
    An hour into that experience he decided that a dry bed inside an inn might be worth the price. 
 
    Minutes later, he entered a small village, one that was too small to have an inn, but a smoky tavern was present, and Silas gladly stepped in, a dripping wet visitor among several dry inhabitants of the village, who examined him minutely as he entered the dimly-lit interior. 
 
    “Look at how wet he is!  I’ve seen drowned dogs that didn’t drip that much,” he heard a voice murmur as he sidled towards an empty table. 
 
    “He’s wet, but that’s nothing.  It’s raining outside.  Look at those eyes though!  He didn’t get those from being in the rain too long,” another voice behind him said. 
 
    Silas unconsciously hunched his shoulders and drew into himself as he reached the small table by the wall and sat down.  The fire was on the far side of the dining space, so he received little warmth from the smoldering wet logs that gave off some heat and more smoke, but he was out of the rain, and that felt good.  He hoped he could slowly eat a warm meal and linger in the tavern until the rain had passed, then move on to the west and try to get closer to his destination before sunset. 
 
    His knife vibrated on his hip. 
 
    Silas instinctively started to move his hand towards the haft of the knife.  The knife was alive, in a sense.  It could detect danger, and signal to Silas.  For that matter it could fight a threat, by directly manipulating Silas – as it had done many times when the knife had taken control of his hand to guide his actions; or it could even seem to work independently from him, taking action completely on its own. 
 
    As his hand rested gently on the handle of the knife, Silas looked around, inspecting the surroundings for signs of impending trouble.  No one was staring at him, no one was standing up, no one was whispering to their neighbor.  There was no visible trouble brewing, and he relaxed slightly. 
 
    “What’ll you have?  A towel?” a jovial serving boy appeared by his table with a joke and a grin. 
 
    “I’d take a towel alright,” Silas agreed. 
 
    “We’ve got pork chops a day old, and mutton stew, the meat’s two days old,” the boy advised. 
 
    Silas selected the day-old pork and produced the required coins to guarantee delivery of his meal, then sat back and once again cautiously looked over the crowd.  There was still nothing out of the ordinary.  When his food arrived, he ate quickly, open eyes looking out at the other diners at all times.  And when he was done, he quickly rose and left the tavern to return to the still steady rainfall outside, which he proceeded to jog through until after sunset. 
 
    When he began to stumble through the dark, as the rainfall grew lighter and milder, he decided to end his travels.   He spotted a hedgerow between two fields, and splashed though muddy puddles to reach the shrubby growth, where he vainly searched for five minutes to find a dry spot, and ended up lying on the wet ground with his back against an uncomfortable bush.  Then, despite his discomfort, he fell asleep, and remained restlessly lying on the ground until the sun rose in the east and cast its rays directly into his eyes in the morning. 
 
    Silas stood up and tried to stretch away the stiffness he felt in his joints, beneath the wet and cold clothing he wore.  He was thankful to see only scattered clouds ahead as he began to plod stolidly forward, back onto the road, and then onward towards the west.  He shivered as he started to lift his pace, then he sneezed, but he continued to move to the west. 
 
    He had no appetite for breakfast or lunch, and by mid-afternoon, the number of buildings along the road began to noticeably increase, though he didn’t notice, as he found it was harder and harder for him to focus on anything but the effort he needed to put one foot in front of the other.  He had reached the outskirts of Barnesnob, but he had also grown so fevered from his long, hurried journey and his night spent on the wet ground that he didn’t know where he was. 
 
    Once inside the city, he followed only his instinct, as his fever increased and his senses diminished, and by the middle of the afternoon, he finally sat on the roadside, his back against a stone retaining wall, and he passed out. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Silas awoke to the feel of cool water running across his brow. 
 
    “It’s raining again,” he muttered feverishly. 
 
    “No, my sweet, it’s not rain.  We’re just washing away the fever.  You rest,” a voice told him, and he fell back to sleep. 
 
    When he awoke the next time, he discovered that he was lying in a shallow bath of warm water.  He opened his eyes and observed a pair of young men in green robes sitting on a bench nearby, idly chatting with one another, while Silas lay in a shallow wooden tub that was slightly elevated above the floor of the long, narrow room he was in. 
 
    He placed his hands on the edge of the tub and sat up.  The warm water he was soaking in was pinkish in color he noted, as he sat naked and befuddled by his circumstances. 
 
    “Where am I?” he asked. 
 
    “Here now,” one of the two attendants rose, lifting a folded robe off the bench as he stood.  “Let’s get you on your feet.” 
 
    “Where am I?” Silas repeated.  He had no clear recollection of anything since the rainy night he had entered the tavern for a meal of dry chops. 
 
    “You’re in the Healer’s Guild hall,” said the young man who carried the robe.  “We’ve been tending you all night and this morning.  If you feel well enough to go to bed, let’s get you out of the hall and over to the Master’s house.” 
 
    “I’m at the Healers’ Guild?  In Barnesnob?” Silas asked, unable to reconcile his memories with his circumstances. 
 
    The healer held the robe open for him, signaling for Silas to emerge from the bath. 
 
    “What is that, anyway?” Silas asked curiously as he awkwardly lifted his legs over the edge of the bath, then stood on the floor.  The floor and the air were both noticeably cooler than the water in the tub.  He put on the robe and pulled it closed, then knelt down to feel the water temperature again. 
 
    “We place hot stones beneath the tub to keep the water warm,” the second attendant explained as he joined the others.  “Are you able to walk, or would you like a cart to take you?” 
 
    “I can walk,” Silas replied dismissively, but as he followed his companions from the room and down a hall, he realized that the walk was not as easy as it sounded.  His legs were weak and his head was light. 
 
    When they left a small door in the back of the hall they walked on a sheltered path that led within a hundred yards to the back door of a smaller building. 
 
    “We are delivering the Master’s patient,” one attendant told a maid they met inside the boot room of the structure. 
 
    “I wasn’t aware the Master was keeping a patient here,” the maid replied dubiously. 
 
    “The Lady Dianu personally came and attended him and instructed that he was to rest here in the Master’s home,” the attendant stubbornly pointed out. 
 
    “Him and the stray cats,” the maid muttered.  “Begging your pardon, young sir,” the maid apologized to Silas as she realized what she had said aloud.  “Will you be able to fix those eyes?” she asked the healers with Silas. 
 
    “We were told they are a permanent state,” the other attendant replied.  “He’s in your hands now,” the man seemed ready to be done with Silas’s care, while Silas found the verbal jousting a waste of time as he held onto a door frame to remain erect in his weakened state. 
 
    “Follow me.  We’ve got a fresh room upstairs we can plant you in until I know more about her ladyship’s plans,” the maid sighed.  The attendants bolted out of the door, and Silas found himself forcing each foot to advance in front with each step as he followed the maid through the house and then up the back stairs to a small, well-lit room where a large bed was a welcome and enticing sight. 
 
    “Oh my word!” the maid exclaimed when Silas threw back the covers in one corner and then dropped his robe, forgetting his state of undress in her presence.  He threw himself into the bed and pulled the covers up, then fell asleep before he could even apologize. 
 
    He awoke again in the morning, and saw the silhouette of a woman sitting in front of the lace-curtained window, her features indistinct against the brighter background. 
 
    “Where am I?” he asked.  He was once again devoid of memories, as he watched the woman rise from her chair and walk to the bedside.  As she sat down on the edge of his covers, he saw her face at last, and knew who she was, and where he was.  It was Dianu, the wife of the Master of the Healers Guild. 
 
    “You’ve been very ill for these past three days,” Dianu told him softly.  “I’m glad to hear you speak.” She paused and placed a hand on his forehead, then felt his cheek.  “The fever is gone, I’m very happy to say.” 
 
    “I’ve been here for three days?” Silas asked, surprised and alarmed. 
 
    “Right here in our home.  When there was a report of a sick boy with purple and golden eyes, I insisted they bring you to our home for care.  And of course, it was you – who else has eyes like those?” her fingertip gently tapped a cheek. 
 
    “What happened to me?” Silas asked. 
 
    “You were fevered.  You weren’t taking care of yourself, I imagine.  You’re too thin,” the former medical student scolded him.  “You were sopping wet.” 
 
    “I walked through the rain.  I didn’t want to stop,” Silas sat up in the bed, then pulled the sheet up higher, self-consciously. 
 
    “You were in such a hurry to get here and see me?” she teased him, drawing a blank look from the still-groggy boy. 
 
    “You stay right here,” she directed as she rose.  “I’ll go get some breakfast for you and be right back.”  She left the room, and Silas paused for a moment, trying to comprehend. 
 
    He looked around the room.  His clothes were nowhere in sight, but his pack and knife were visible on the floor by a cupboard.  He climbed out of bed and slunk over to retrieve the pack, then scampered back to the bed and got under the sheet quickly.  He sighed with relief at his success, then opened his pack and looked inside. 
 
    A few items were inside the pack.  At first glance, nothing was missing, but he really only saw his mirror fragment.  He looked once at the door to make sure no one was coming, then he pulled the irregularly-shaped piece of glass out of his pack, flipped it over, and looked at it. 
 
    The first thing he saw was the dressing room of Dianu, a room that was in the same building he was in.  the room was empty, and Silas quickly flipped the mirror, then slid it back into his pack, before pulling it out again.  He looked down, and saw that Jade was in profile, talking to another girl, a dark-haired young lady. 
 
    Jade glanced towards the mirror, her eyes widened, and then she turned away, and pointed at the far wall, drawing the other woman’s attention away from the mirror. 
 
    Silas wasn’t a welcome visitor at that moment, he could tell, and he slid the mirror back into his pack.  He decided to leave it there; he didn’t want to bother looking at the depressing warehouse of armaments that he knew existed in Ivaric. 
 
    The door opened, and Dianu backed in, carrying a tray.  “But my lady, we can carry that for you,” he heard a maid’s voice protest before Dianu entered the room and deftly shut the door behind her with a kick of her foot as she walked to the bedside.  She set the tray down on a table, then pulled her chair over. 
 
    The food looked wholesome to Silas, if not appetizing.  It was oatmeal, tea, and toast. 
 
    “You’ll get better food later!” Dianu laughed as she read the expression of dismay on Silas’s face.   “We just need to start you out simple – you haven’t eaten in three days or more. 
 
    “Help yourself,” she told him.  “I just want to examine you.”   She reached down to the bedside floor and lifted a long, thin, polished wooden cone.  As Silas began to take a bite of toast, she pulled his sheet down, then placed the wide end of the cone against his chest, and placed her own ear against the narrow end of the cone. 
 
    “Stop chewing for a moment,” she ordered briskly, and Silas ceased to move his jaw, with a bite of dry toast resting on his tongue.  Seconds later, Dianu lifted her head and the cone.  “You can eat now,” she told him with a smile. 
 
    Her fingers proceeded to trace the colorful scars that ran across his chest, and she momentarily touched his scar on his arm. 
 
    “What are these?” she asked. 
 
    “They match my eyes,” Silas answered as he swallowed his bite of toast.  “They started happening after my eyes changed, after I was in the cave with all the fumes.”  He held the piece of toast before his mouth, anxious to take another bite. 
 
    “You go ahead and eat,” Dianu smiled prettily, sitting back in her chair.  “My examination of you can wait a few minutes.” 
 
    Silas gave an obligatory bob of his head in thanks, and began voraciously eating the toast once more.  He hadn’t realized how hungry he was until he’d taken the first bite, and then he’d known that his body was ready to feast.  He ate the toast and ate the oatmeal, then saw that Dianu was looking at him with an amused expression. 
 
    He blurted out a comment, before he even knew he was going to say it, though he’d had some vague thoughts about the need to tell Dianu.  “I can see your dressing room,” he told her, a serious expression on her face. 
 
    She had a concerned expression on her face as she leaned in close to him, then placed her hand on his forehead once again. 
 
    “I’m not sick; I’m not saying something from a fever.  This is the truth.  I have a magic mirror,” he sputtered.  He had said what he hadn’t expected to say, he suddenly realized, and he grew embarrassed.  His face grew red, and Dianu soothed his hair. 
 
    “Tell me what hurts,” she encouraged him. 
 
    Silas had opened the door to the topic, and couldn’t get out without telling her the truth, he realized.  He leaned over and picked up his pack once again. 
 
    “This is my mirror,” he told her as he pulled the piece of glass out of the leather container.  “Look at it,” he told her.  He flipped it over, and saw that the glass displayed the warehouse in the city of Eric, capital of Ivaric.  There were no people present, no evidence of further arming of soldiers. 
 
    “What is that?” Dianu was fascinated by the strange, floating image that was so clear, yet slightly transparent. 
 
    “This is in Ivaric,” Silas began.  “This mirror,” he raised the glass in his hands, “was one that was with me when my wagon fell into a cave, and the gasses covered everything. 
 
    “These scars,” he gestured, “my eyes,” he gestured again, “and the mirrors all are part of the magic of the cave.  Since then, this mirror that I carry can see this building in Ivaric,” he paused as he placed the mirror back in his pack and pulled it out again.  Jade and the other woman were sitting with their backs to the mirror in the palace at Amenozume, “and this building,” he hastily pushed the mirror back before Dianu could touch it. 
 
    “And now I can see in your dressing room,” when he pulled the mirror out once more, it showed the placid setting of the nearby room. 
 
    “Oh, my word!” Dianu paled and looked at Silas with a horrified expression. 
 
    “I’ve never seen you in the mirror.  I’ve never tried to,” Silas quickly tried to calm her. 
 
    “How could you sell that mirror to my husband, knowing that it would do this?” Dianu rose from her seat, angry. 
 
    “I didn’t know!  It was a surprise,” Silas told her.  “I only saw your room once or twice after we sold you the mirror. 
 
    “I don’t see from every mirror we sold,” he added.  “It just seems to be the three biggest mirrors.  There were four big ones in the wagon, but one broke,” he patted his pack that contained the fragment. 
 
    “And what about those girls we saw in that other room, in Amenozume?  Do you spy on them?” Dianu seemed slightly mollified. 
 
    “No, never on purpose,” Silas answered.  “One of them became my friend.  We write notes to each other now. 
 
    “I’m on my way to Amenozume to try to help her,” he added. 
 
    “Because she told you in the mirror?” Dianu asked.  “She has trouble?” 
 
    Silas nodded his head. 
 
    “What kind of trouble?” the lady asked, she was standing with her hands on the back of the seat now, no longer so intently hostile. 
 
    “Her sister is being held in prison on false charges of smuggling pearls,” Silas answered. 
 
    “Amenozume pearls are beautiful; I’d smuggle a few if I could,” Dianu gave a partial smile. 
 
    “Mata wouldn’t do it.  This is a set-up to make smuggling seem like a problem, so that Ivaric can send guards to the island,” Silas immediately countered. 
 
    Dianu came around the chair and sat down.  “You know this girl too?  Mata?  You believe she’s innocent?” 
 
    “I’m sure she is,” Silas said decisively. 
 
    Dianu sat silently, then seemed to bite off her next comment. 
 
    “So you can see my dressing room; your mirror can show me?” she asked. 
 
    “Would you like to go in there and see?” Silas asked. 
 
    “Oh yes!” her eyes sparkled at the thought.  “You stay right here,” she motioned as if she were telling a dog to remain in its spot, then she dashed out the door. 
 
    Silas looked down at his mirror, and a moment later watched Dianu burst into the scene.  She stood in front of the mirror, and looked up at a top corner.  She clapped her hands with glee, then waved at Silas. 
 
    “Can you hear me?” she asked, and the voice just barely traveled down the hall to reach him. 
 
    “Not in the mirror,” he replied loudly.  He watched her head cock to hear the sound of his voice, and then she smiled at him in the mirror, and left the mirror.  Moments later she was back in the room, flush with excitement. 
 
    “You go there now, and let me see you in the little mirror,” she directed. 
 
    “I don’t have any clothes!” Silas protested.  “And I’m still hungry,” he added an important afterthought. 
 
    “I’ll get you some more food as soon as this is done,” Dianu shamelessly promised, forgetting her concern about his appetite just minutes before.  “Just wrap up in your sheet and go to the dressing room,” she instructed crisply. 
 
    “Here,” Silas was curious to see how the vision in the mirror would look compared to the view he had in his fragment, and he handed the fragment of glass to the lady, then put his feet on the ground as he pulled the sheet free from the bottom of the bed. 
 
    “I want a big breakfast,” he confirmed as he walked out of the room, and down the hall.  His legs were weak, he noticed, as he walked to an open door, then through it, and around a corner to return to the dressing room that he vaguely remembered seeing when the mirror had been installed, and which he had seen since in the mirror. 
 
    And he found the mirror, centered as expected, on a wall of closets.  It was a beautiful piece of furniture, with a gold gilt, elaborate frame around it. 
 
    And up in the corner, he saw the clear, but slightly translucent face of Dianu, grinning at him from a portion of the silvered glass surface. 
 
    “It works,” she said.  “How fascinating,” Silas barely heard her voice as he watched her lips move. 
 
    “I’m coming back now,” he called loudly.  “I hope you’re ready for me,” he wanted his breakfast food to be ready as quickly as possible. 
 
    He stepped out of the dressing room, wrapped in his sheet, and nearly ran into the Master Healer. 
 
    “My lord, my apologies,” Silas stuttered, flummoxed by the unexpected encounter. 
 
    “Why are you in my wife’s room with no clothes on?” the Master asked mildly.  “Where is she?” 
 
    “She’s in my bedroom, my lord,” Silas answered quickly.  “We were just comparing the mirrors,” he began to explain, and then as soon as he did, wished he hadn’t mentioned the topic. 
 
    “Silas, where are you?” Dianu’s voice trilled from her location down the hall. 
 
    “My Lord Healer has arrived,” Silas spoke loudly. 
 
    “My lord?” Dianu called, then bounded out of the room where Silas had lain, and ran to her husband, still holding the mirror.  “This is the most marvelous thing, dear!  Look at this! 
 
    “Silas, go back in the dressing room,” she spoke, unconscious of any inappropriate appearance that Silas and she might have created in their flittering about the rooms of the home.  “Now watch this,” she told her husband as she held up the piece of the shattered mirror that had traveled so far in Silas’s pack. 
 
    “Is that your dressing room right there?” he asked as he looked in the mirror, and watched Silas appear a moment later.  “Where did this glass come from?” 
 
    “Has he been watching you?” the Healer asked moments later. 
 
    Sometime later, after the three of them sat in Silas’s recuperation room, after food was delivered, after a full explanation was given to the Healer, Dianu explained her simple means of handling the odd nature of her mirror. 
 
    “I just have to hang something over the corner,” she explained.  “Silas showed me another mirror that is part way blocked by a drape over it.” 
 
    And with the confrontation over the magical mirror defused, Silas was able to spend another day in the Lord Healer’s home recuperating from his illness on the road.  And as he recuperated, he grew fretful about his need to make up for lost time, to return to his journey to Amenozume, so that he could help Mata escape from her imprisonment. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Grecco came to see Silas that afternoon. 
 
    “I heard that our wandering outlaw Speaker was among the Healers’ halls,” he said jovially as he sat in the room with Silas, as Dianu withdrew. 
 
    “What brings you back, and where is the rest of your caravan?” Grecco asked. 
 
    “I’m going back to Amenozume,” Silas replied.  “I left the caravan.  They’re still some place out east, heading to Faralag.” 
 
    There was silence, as Grecco waited to see if Silas would reveal more information. 
 
    “My friend in Amenozume is in trouble, and I want to help,” the boy found the silence uncomfortable, and spoke up. 
 
    “So this isn’t about your infamous efforts to prevent Ivaric’s impending invasion?” Grecco asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “Not directly,” Silas realized he was already telling more than he had expected to, and so he plunged ahead, revealing once again the theory that the pearl traders were seeking to establish a beachhead for Ivaric on the island. 
 
    He and Grecco spoke for several minutes about Silas’s plans. 
 
    “I need to go to the docks to find out when the ferry will be ready for its next trip to Amenozume,” he explained.  “I’ll go tomorrow when I feel better.  I hope it’ll be here soon.” 
 
    “You don’t have to wait for the ferry,” Grecco pointed out.  “There are plenty of ships that sail to Amenozume every day.  Just watch the tides and you’ll see them depart from the harbor.” 
 
    Silas shook his head in dismay at his own failure to realize the simple fact. 
 
    The next day, he departed from the Healers Guild campus after thanking Dianu for her kindness.  He was wearing new, clean clothes the Healers had provided, replacing the stained and worn outfit he had worn for so long with the caravan. 
 
    “So now we’re even; you saved me when you prevented that mirror from crushing us, and I returned the favor,” she smiled, then hugged him. 
 
    “I’ll take that fabric off my mirror from time to time; talk to me and tell me how you’re doing helping your pretty friend,” she smiled again. 
 
    “Be sure to have a writing pad and stylus next to the mirror; I will talk to you, I promise,” Silas gladly agreed, and then he was on his way. 
 
    He wandered through the city, enchanted once more by the vitality and bustle of the great metropolis that was so different from the village where he had been born and raised.  When he reached the docks, he found the office that registered the arrivals and departures of ships, and their needs for crew members.  He was soon contracted to be a deck hand on a sailing ship ready for departure on the noon tides, and he went to his appointed location to meet the ship’s officers, chit in hand. 
 
    “Those eyes don’t mean you’re jinxed, do they?” the second mate of a large freighter asked when Silas stepped on the deck. 
 
    “No, nothing like that,” Silas replied, before he was shuffled below deck and given a locker to store his belongings. 
 
    Within the hour, he was on the deck of a sailing freighter, the Harrison, and pulling on cables as directed with shouts, oaths, and curses.  The ship moved away from the dock and slowly left behind the land as it became a part of the ocean, and followed the currents and the winds.  But Silas was too busy running and pulling, grunting and sweating, to even take time to look at the receding shoreline. 
 
    After an hour of heavy labor, Silas was sweating profusely.  He paused for a moment, and pulled his shirt off, the nice, clean, new shirt that Dianu had provided for him – the shirt that had become dark and stained and damp after his exertions.  He threw the shirt into a corner of the deck, out of the way, then resumed his duty until the officers were satisfied that the ship was arranged in a suitable fashion for the moment, and there was briefly no more work for the crew to do. 
 
    “Look at the fancy new guy,” a man with a long, braided pony tail was suddenly next to Silas, calling attention to him.  “Look at the colors.  He’ll make the peacocks jealous when he goes south to Faralag, won’t he?” the man laughed at his humor and at Silas’s discomfort, as other crew men passed by and commented. 
 
    They were called back to work then.  Silas climbed awkwardly up the mast of the ship and helped pull on the ropes to adjust the sails as ordered by the officers.  And that was how the next few days were mostly spent. 
 
    Silas found himself alternately comfortable and terrified during the shifts he was told to work up in the sails, up the masts, where he was above the deck and above the surrounding waters of the ocean.  He kept his balance at times and he wobbled at times, but he managed not to fall, and he managed to work hard enough that the other members of the crew respected him for the effort he gave. 
 
    And the crew members respected him for his ability to credibly hold his own against the officers, when he became a sparring partner of theirs during fencing practice.  They used practice swords much more refined that the sticks Ruten had made him rely upon, heavier and better balanced.  Silas had found the new weapons to be a revelation, and he’d learned to improve his sword work with them.  He’d matched or beaten many of the officers, and the crew liked that – they considered him their own champion, and respected him further. 
 
    But the crew of the Harrison did not respect him for the amount of time he spent looking in his mirror. 
 
    There was little in the way of privacy aboard the ship, not for the members of the crew.  They slept together in hammocks slung in a common room, and they ate together, as well as worked together in the small space of the ship.  Silas tried to look in his mirror to see Jade, to tell her he was aboard a ship, but he had no luck in having a private moment to open his pack and pull out his mirror.  He was seen, and the stories about his vanity were widespread. 
 
    He was called Beautiful for the last three days of the journey. 
 
    “Beautiful, go up the fore mast!  Beautiful, haul the cables!   Beautiful, wind the winch!” the orders were so universal that he didn’t really mind or care.  He just wanted to get to the island of Amenozume and begin his desperate mission. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Silas’s ship glided into the harbor at Amenozume near sunset, and had to anchor outside the harbor for the evening. 
 
    “We have to wait for the tide to go out after midnight.  That’s when the ships in the docks will all depart, and we can move into an empty berth for ourselves,” one of his companions explained to the impatient Silas, who simply wanted to get on shore and begin his rescue mission. 
 
    And in the morning, just as the eastern horizon began to show the first light from sunrise, the crew was rousted out of their hammocks, and sent to the deck to maneuver the ship into the docks of the city, into a slip that had been vacated the night before. 
 
    Silas watched and worked and recollected his experience with the previous docking he’d had in the city harbor, when the ferry from Avaleen had crashed into a stone pier and suffered damage.  Silas himself had suffered damage – cracked ribs that had hurt like the dickens. 
 
    The Harrison sailed smoothly into the dock in the industrial end of the waterfront, and was smoothly tied off.  Stevedores began ganging on the dock in anticipation of being selected to do work, while one of the officers left the ship to inform their contracted trading warehouse that the goods had arrived. 
 
    Silas grabbed his backpack and stood on deck, watching the activity unfold. 
 
    “You’re leaving us here?” one of the officers asked.  “You were a good greenhorn; we’re all glad we had you along.  You ought to think about staying with us; a few more trips and you’ll be well-enough trained to work any job on any ship you want.  You’ll be able to sail anywhere, anytime, on any ship you want.” 
 
    “I really need to see someone here in Amenozume,” Silas shook his head politely. 
 
    “There are girls in every port; and with those pretty eyes of yours, you’ll have ‘em all!” the officer explained in a kindly manner.  “Ask Reynolds,” he nodded to an older member of the crew who stood nearby.  “He’s got three families in three different ports, don’t you Rey?” 
 
    The older man grinned and nodded proudly, while Silas looked at him in disbelief. 
 
    “I don’t need that,” he replied.  “I just need to help my friend,” he explained, as he remembered that once he got off the ship, he’d be able to use his Speaker voice to call upon Jade directly, and then see her in the mirror to communicate more about Mata’s location and how to rescue her. 
 
    He unconsciously patted his pack, and as he did he heard the muffled sound of a waxed paper wrapper crinkling.  It was a reminder of the messages Prima had given him, messages that he had promised to deliver.  One of the messages was supposed to be sent to a trader in Amenozume. 
 
    Silas pulled the note out of his pack, then opened the wrapper to look at the name and address written on the sealed inner envelope. It was addressed to Hamilton and named him as a trader in the Blue Exchange Warehouse. 
 
    “Do you know where the Blue Exchange House is?” Silas asked the ship’s officer, who still stood nearby. 
 
    “It’s the third building down to the right.  Inside, the main meeting room is painted blue,” the man explained.  “That’s where its name comes from. 
 
    “You wait here a little longer; once the captain goes and collects his payment from the factor at the warehouse, he’ll pay wages to the sailors before shore leave, and you can get your share then,” he added, then turned and shouted an order to someone elsewhere on deck, and walked away. 
 
    He would need the money from the wages sooner or later, Silas was sure.  He had spent little of the money he’d been so generously given by Prima, but it was all he had, and he had no idea of what the future would bring once Mata was set free.  She wasn’t likely to have much money as a pearl diver, so Silas would have to provide for them both. 
 
    “I’ll wait,” he replied as the officer walked away.  Silas turned slightly so that he faced in the direction of the royal palace.  Then he paused to consider. 
 
    He could send a message to Jade now, letting her know that he had arrived, and would soon be ready to talk with her about Mata. 
 
    “Jade, this is Silas.  Silas is talking to Jade.  Jade, I’m in the harbor of Amenozume now.  I am on a ship, and will be off the ship in a few hours.   Jade, be ready to hear me call again soon, when I’ll be ready to speak to you on the mirror,” Silas delivered the message he hoped would give the girl a pleasant surprise, and prepare her to trade messages with him. 
 
    Satisfied that the message was delivered, he relaxed and stood leaning on the railing, watching the world on the dock continue through its everyday paces.  Shipments traveled to-and-from other ships.  The milling men who sought work as stevedores for the Harrison remained nearby, and a smaller group of women interested in the sailors and the salaries of the Harrison began to gather as well. 
 
    The captain departed in a short while, then returned after a necessary interval.  His return to the ship agitated the crowds on the dock and on the deck, as all parties realized that the freight would soon be unloaded and the sailors would soon be released from the ship.  Silas watched the crowds on the dock move in closer and show more restless energy, while the sailors on the ship grew more boisterous and dressed themselves more colorfully as they prepared for shore leave. 
 
    “Silas,” the captain called his name several minutes later, as all the crew members were called one-by-one to be paid their wages.  Silas received his coins, and said thank you.  He waited until the last crewman was paid, and then joined them all in cheerfully bidding good bye to one another as they left the ship and walked freely on the dock. 
 
    Silas worked his way past several of the working women of the docks who were aggressively interested in him and his pay money.  He found his way off the dock, and to the solid land of the harbor front, where he wandered to his left, to the third building down the way, the third of the large stone buildings that watched and contained so much of the commerce that traveled into the country through the shipping lanes that ended in the harbor. 
 
    The third building did have a blue lobby area at the street level, a lobby with a number of doors leading to offices of trading firms surrounding the dingy blue space.  Silas began entering the offices, asking for a trader named Hamilton. 
 
    “He’s three doors to the right,” a gruff man answered in the first place Silas tried.  “But I can get you better rates than he can.  What are you trying to buy?  And what happened to your eyes?” 
 
    Silas shook his head and walked down to the correct door, where a man with the most mild of appearances was sitting quietly behind a desk, reading ledger books by the light of a smoky lamp. 
 
    “Are you Hamilton?” Silas asked. 
 
    “I am.  And who are you?” his host replied. 
 
    Silas still had the message from Prima stowed in his pack, out of sight. 
 
    “A caravan leader from the mainland sent me to see you.  Do you know who it is?” Silas took the precaution of asking. 
 
    “I saw one named Prima a few weeks ago when he was here on the island.  He bartered over a few goods.  Is there something else he wants me to transport to the mainland for him?” Hamilton asked. 
 
    The man seemed to be the proper man to receive the message, Silas decided. 
 
    “He asked me to deliver a message, since I was coming to Amenozume anyway,” Silas explained.  He reached into his pack and pulled the thick envelope free, then walked to the desk and handed it over. 
 
    “That’s my duty done,” Silas said when the parcel was in Hamilton’s hands.  He had accomplished his duty, and was ready to begin a conversation with Jade. 
 
    “Hold a moment,” Hamilton spoke, a peculiar expression on his face.  “A written message from Prima is out of the ordinary.”  He pulled a knife from a desk drawer and sliced the seal on the packet, then pulled out a pair of folded pages of paper, and began to read.  After just a few moments, he looked up, directly at Silas’s face, and studied it intently for a moment, then returned to reading the missive. 
 
    “You’re mentioned in here,” Hamilton said, without looking up further.  “The boy with the golden purple eyes,” he quoted. 
 
    “Do you have a place to stay while you’re here on the island?” the reader asked. 
 
    “I just arrived.  I haven’t looked for a place yet,” Silas replied. 
 
    “Since Prima speaks well of you, I can let you use an empty room I have here in the warehouse.  There are a few steps to climb, and it’s not luxurious, but its free and available and dry,” Hamilton offered. 
 
    “I’ll take it,” Silas immediately accepted the offer.  It was another way to address his concern over funds.  “Can we take a look at it?  Show me where it is?” he asked. 
 
    Hamilton held up a finger as he continued to read the letter from Prima.  He flipped it over and read a closing on the back side, then sat back, closed his eyes, and was silent for a moment.  “That man can be a challenge,” he spoke to himself in a soft voice.  
 
    “Let me lock up,” Hamilton closed his ledger book with a marker in place where he had stopped his study, then he placed several papers in a drawer, stood, and darkened his lamp. 
 
    “Let’s go,” he said as he led the way back to the door and out into the lobby. 
 
    Silas watched as Hamilton locked the door, then walked through the lobby to the side that extended into the interior of the large warehouse around the lobby.  The leader opened an unobtrusive door that revealed a dim stairwell. 
 
    “Up here,” Hamilton grunted the words more than spoke them, and began to lead the way up. 
 
    On the second floor landing they took a doorway out. 
 
    “That’s not so bad a climb,” Silas said brightly. 
 
    Hamilton gave him a sympathetic glance. 
 
    “We’re going to the other staircase now,” he gestured as he walked along a hall that ran the length of the massive building, opened a door, and began to climb up the stairwell. 
 
    “This room I’m taking you to has access to this stairwell and it will have a window too,” Hamilton said.  “It’s good in that sense; the window ledge is wide enough to walk along.  If you ever need to,” he seemed to anticipate that Silas might have a reason to leave the room via the window. 
 
    They climbed up to the fifth floor. 
 
    “There isn’t a lot of other traffic that comes up here.  Not many people want to store goods on the fifth floor,” he stated the obvious, between breaths. 
 
    “And here’s the room,” he announced after they walked a few steps along a hall.  The hall had no windows, but each door to a room had a transom window above the door, and indirect light shone through the transoms in a just sufficient degree to let them see their way to the unnumbered door that Hamilton stood by as he fumbled with his keys to open the way. 
 
    Inside, Silas found a bed, a table and two chairs, a dresser, a bed pan, and an empty pitcher with a pair of dry glasses.  Candles, a lantern, and a flint sat next to the pitcher. 
 
    “This will do,” he announced as he stood just inside the room and glanced around.  There was nothing to criticize, just as there was nothing to favor.  It would be adequate. 
 
    “The water is down on the first floor.  There’s a pump that provides fresh water, down at the bottom of the stairs.  Empty the bedpan into the harbor,” Hamilton explained.  “Let’s look at the window and the ledge.” 
 
    He opened the sash, then both of them stuck their heads out of the wide opening.  The ledge was wide, so wide Silas imagined just sitting upon it and watching the ships sailing in and out of the harbor. 
 
    “You can go to other windows and enter, or you can use the drainpipe to climb down a floor or two,” Hamilton was providing a peculiar variety of helpfulness, and Silas wondered what Prima had said about him in the letter. 
 
    “If you move the wardrobe,” Hamilton indicated the largest piece of furniture in the room, “you’ll find that there’s a passageway into the adjacent room.” 
 
    Silas stood, astounded by the revelations. 
 
    “That’s it.  If you need anything, leave a note under my office door.  Don’t come to see me in person.  If I can help, I will,” Hamilton was all business.  He shook hands with Silas, then exited the apartment. 
 
    Silas went to the window and looked out once more, not really looking at the view as he tried to imagine what Prima’s letter had told Hamilton about Silas.  Something had made the trader give Silas a special treatment, more than would have been expected for just delivering a message.  Even more puzzling was the existence of a room such as Silas had been given, one that seemed clearly designed to provide multiple means of escape.  What conditions would press the need to have such alternatives, and who would need to have such alternatives?  Not ordinary traders, certainly.  Smugglers, perhaps.  Or maybe something more. 
 
    Silas’s mind crept away from his reverie, and he found that his room on the upper floor of the warehouse provided a view of much of the city, including the palace.  He was at a level nearly even with the top of the Speakers Tower where he had sat with Jimes on his first visit to the palace.  He decided to send a message to Jade, to tell of his arrival, and to ask her to look into the mirror, so that they could talk. 
 
    It was the beginning, he realized.  Now was the beginning of his real mission, his effort to try to break into a prison, so that he could help Mata escape.  It was the beginning of the most desperate adventure he had ever planned to undertake, a result of the rashest promise he had ever made. 
 
    He closed his eyes and focused, drawing a picture of Jade in his mind, and preparing his body to speak in the manner that would drive his voice over the long distance to the palace. 
 
    “Jade, this is Silas.  I’m in a room in the city.  I’m ready to talk to you.  Jade, this is Silas.  Look into the mirror at the first chance you have,” he released the quick message, then exhaled. 
 
    His pack was across the room, on the bed, where he had left it.  As soon as he crossed the room again, he opened the pack and pulled the mirror free. 
 
    Jade was waiting for him, her face close to the mirror, observing it. 
 
    “What took you so long?” she had the message already written and posted. 
 
    “I just got the room where I can stay,” Silas spoke the words, using his talent, aware that a faint hue of yellow might had emerged with the breath he expelled as he spoke.  “What can you tell me about Mata?” Jade’s head moved minutely, betraying the arrival of his words. 
 
    “Where is your room?  We can talk in person this evening,” Jade scribbled her answer. 
 
    “I’m on the fifth floor of a warehouse down by the docks,” Silas stood up and carried the mirror to the window, then waved the glass piece slowly from one side of the window frame to the other, to provide the view from his room.  “This is the warehouse with the blue lobby,” he spoke as he panned the scene. 
 
    “Tell me when you’re coming, and I can meet you in the lobby,” he suggested. 
 
    “A half hour after sundown,” she immediately scribbled an appointment.  
 
    Silas nodded his head in agreement. 
 
    “Thank you,” she mouthed the words, then left the vicinity of the mirror, leaving Silas to put his mirror away. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Silas decided that he would go into the city to pass the time, and to try to find something to eat.  He felt famished. 
 
    He left his unusual room and descended the stairs, then walked along the harbor front to the area near where the ferry ship arrived.  He found what he was seeking – the vendor who sold the unusual concoction of ingredients called chili, served upon a sausage and a bread roll.  He paid for his roll, then began to eat it as he thought about the time he had discovered it in Amenozume.  He had been so surprised that the regional dish of a small village in Avaleen had been sold in Amenozume, he had accidentally used his power as a Wind Word Speaker for the first time, and spoken to Jimes. 
 
    He walked as he ate the roll.  He walked across the city to the spot where Prima’s caravan had parked for the multiple days it had spent on the island; the park was empty, and the grass showed little sign of damage from the long stay by the wagons.  From there he walked back through the city to the western side of the harbor, to where the pier stood that carried the pearl divers out into the shallow waters over the oyster beds. 
 
    Mata was not there, of course.  He did not walk out onto the pier, but stood slightly inland, watching the small figures on the platform in the harbor, as they continually dove into the water, then resurfaced.  He wondered about, then felt sympathy for, Mata, and how she must have felt in the moments when the Guild’s scheme had ensnared her.  The confusion, then the fear, and anger and bewilderment that had passed in waves through her as guards seized her and charges – false charges – were filed, and then imprisonment. 
 
    He was ready to set her free; he’d do it that instance, if he had been ready.  She shouldn’t have to suffer an extra moment of the unjust imprisonment. 
 
    And then, after she was free, he wasn’t sure what came next.  He needed to ask Jade.  Was there a place for Mata to establish a new life?  Was there a way to prove her innocence, and let her return to her old life?  Could she remain on the island, or would she have to flee, and how would that happen? 
 
    Silas realized that he might have to accompany her to the mainland, and then somehow find a way to help her establish a new life.  He hadn’t looked beyond the question of freeing her until then. 
 
    Freeing her from prison wasn’t going to be easy.  He realized that was just a theoretical success, a promise he breezily made to himself, that he would carry out.  And now he realized that it would only be the first step in the beginning of difficult steps that could stretch far into the future.  He didn’t even know what he pictured his own future being, and now he was asking himself to think about someone else’s as well. 
 
    The western sky was turning red.  The sun was setting, and he needed to return to the warehouse by the harbor.  That was a simpler, better defined task than contemplating an unknowable future.  He shook his head and started walking toward the city, back towards the busy commercial harbor front that was going to be his home. 
 
    He reached the lobby of the warehouse, the blue room, as the sun set.  The room was dark, lit only by a single lamp.  It was empty – all the doors that lined its walls were closed, and there were only a pair of people who walked through the room as Silas took a seat, then sat with his chin on his chest, keeping his unmistakable eyes hidden from the passersby. 
 
    He heard a door open, and looked up.  Two women walked in cautiously, and Silas lowered his gaze, as he waited for Jade to appear.  The women walked quietly, approaching his position. 
 
    “Silas?” a voice asked. 
 
    He looked up in surprise. 
 
    The women both wore scarves wrapped around their heads, and light shawls around their torsos, coverings that obscured much of their appearances. 
 
    He studies the face of one woman.  She wore her scarf in a wrap that was very effective in hiding her face as it covered her hair and slipped across her chin.  The other woman’s face was less concealed, and as his gaze turned to it, Silas realized that the eyes he saw were Jade’s. 
 
    “Take us someplace safe.  Let’s go to your room,” she said quietly. 
 
    He silently nodded, stood, and led the way to the first stair well, then opened the door. 
 
    “It’s dark.  What’s in there?” Jade asked. 
 
    Silas looked at the dim flight of stairs.  His eyes saw better in the darkness than other people’s eyes, he remembered.  The gasses in the cave had done that for him. 
 
    “Here, take my hand.  This is a staircase.  We’re going to go up,” he held a hand out, and felt Jade grasp it. 
 
    They silently climbed the steps, and came to the second floor, which had little more light that the staircase had yielded, and they continued to hold hands as they moved to the next set of stairs and then climbed. 
 
    “How can you do this?” the other woman asked.  It was the first time Silas heard her voice, a deeper voice than Jade’s, one that was lush and appealing. 
 
    Silas stopped counting flights as they arrived at the fifth floor. 
 
    “We’re here,” he told his guests in a quiet voice.  There was no reason to be quiet – there certainly weren’t any other people around, no other ears that needed to be avoided.  But the atmosphere seemed to demand stealth. 
 
    They walked down the hall to his door, which he opened and led the pair of visitors through, into his room.  He walked over to the candles, then released Jade’s hand.  His own hand was warm, and slightly clammy from the exercise of the climb and the long embrace, he realized. 
 
    A moment later a candle was lit, and he watched the two women look around the room. 
 
    “Move the candle away from the window.  There’s no need to advertise that anyone’s up here,” Jade’s companion directed. 
 
    Silas carried the candle over to the door, then placed it on the floor.  When he stood up, he observed that Jade was removing her scarf, setting her face and hair free from constriction, while her companion loosened her wraps to achieve a degree of comfort, but maintained the concealment of her identity. 
 
    “You didn’t stumble once in the staircase; it was like you could see the whole way,” Jade marveled. 
 
    “I could,” Silas replied.  He gestured towards his eyes as his mouth twisted in a grimace that acknowledged their difference.  “It’s part of what happened. 
 
    “How are you?” he asked, unsure of how to begin the conversation. 
 
    “Good.  Worried.  Thankful you’re here.  Things are about to get worse, and I wouldn’t know what to do without your help,” Jade said. 
 
    “What exactly can you do?” her companion asked.  “Besides see in the dark, which is a useful trait.  A bit disturbing, but useful.”  Her tone of voice portrayed her doubts. 
 
    “I don’t know.  Tell me what Mata’s situation is.  Where she is, what it’s like; we’ll try to figure out how to save her,” Silas wanted to put the woman’s doubts to rest, but realized he had no good information to act on yet. 
 
    “She’s in a cell in Koch prison.  It’s an ancient fortress, left over from the dark ages, in the center of the city,” Jade began.  “The Pearl Traders Guild wants to use this false theft to make the point that Ivaric soldiers will bring security to the harbor. 
 
    “There’s reportedly a shipload of soldiers already on their way.  The Guild intends to carry out an overthrow of the queen,” Jade dramatically explained.  Her companion huffed indignantly. 
 
    “When the soldiers arrive, they plan to execute Mata as soon as possible, then start arresting and executing everyone else they claim is a ‘criminal’, to appear to be more effective than our own police.  Then the Guild will launch a campaign to have a ‘governor’ appointed to deal with the rule of the city, and in no time, the queen will be powerless,” Jade’s voice rose an octave with emotion. 
 
    “It is treason!” her companion growled. 
 
    “How long until the Ivaric soldiers arrive?” Silas asked. 
 
    “We don’t know; perhaps a month, perhaps less.  Nothing will happen to Mata until they arrive, praise the gods,” Jade replied. 
 
    Ivaric soldiers would be even worse than the ladies of the court realized, Silas thought to himself.  One note about his golden and purple eyes, and they would be looking to scoop him up as an additional catch.  Something needed to be done quickly, so that he and Mata could flee to safety. 
 
    “Tell me about the prison.  Do you know what cell she’s in?” Silas needed some practical information. 
 
    “There is a tower in the northwest corner.  She’s held on the next to highest floor,” the woman replied. 
 
    “Who is she?” Silas asked Jade, pointing to her companion.  “Why is she here?” 
 
    Jade hesitated, then began.  “She’s,” the girl started to say. 
 
    “My name is Mene,” the older girl spoke up for herself calmly.  “I came to help Jade if she needed help, in the event you were,” she paused, “less than Jade painted you to be. 
 
    “And I know the situation very well.  My information will help,” she added.  “I spend a lot of time at the court. 
 
    “For example, the tower has a main stairwell, but there’s also a chute with a ladder that goes up to the top floor.  It starts in the roof of a maid’s closet on the first floor.  You can go all the way up without being detected,” Mene explained. 
 
    “And late at night, there are no shifts that walk the halls.  The waking guards stay at the main gate, with one or two only roaming the halls randomly,” she added.  “Just stay in the darkness and use those demon-spawn eyes of yours to see your way to set the girl free.” 
 
    “They’re not demon-spawn,” Silas snapped, making Jade’s eyes widen.  “What do I do with Mata once I have her free of the prison?  Where’s she going to go?” 
 
    “We’ll have to ship her off the island,” Mene said matter-of-factly, making Jade stifle a cry. 
 
    “It is the best answer in the short term.  Can you take her, Silas?” Jade asked. 
 
    “Let’s wait to see how reliable and honorable the boy is before we get too far,” her companion interjected.  “First, I want to know how he’s going to get in the prison and get her out without getting her killed.” 
 
    Silas paused.  “I,” he slowly answered, “want to look at the prison for myself to inspect it.  I’ll do that tomorrow.”  Mene made it all sound so easy, with the hidden ladder and the lazy guards.  He himself had thought it seemed so easy – had thought so when he had been hundreds of miles away and rashly promised to set Mata free.  But now reality was just a couple of miles and a few hours away, and he had no idea of how to get into the prison, or how to get back out. 
 
    They all sat in silence for a few moments, until Mene spoke again. 
 
    “I’d like to see your mirror,” she said. 
 
    It was Silas’s turn for his eyes to widen.  He looked at Jade.  “I told her; I had to tell her to explain how I knew you were here,” the girl explained, her voice pleading for understanding. 
 
    Silas opened his pack and pulled the mirror piece out, then handed it to Mene, as Jade craned her neck to look over her friend’s shoulder. 
 
    “Where is this?” the woman asked. 
 
    Silas circled around next to Jade, and looked at the dark scene as well.  He could faintly see a few square shapes.  “I think that’s the warehouse in Ivaric,” he answered. 
 
    “You can see things in Ivaric?  You don’t just watch the girls undress in the palace?” Mene asked harshly. 
 
    “I don’t watch girls undress,” Silas retorted.  “I try hard not to look if something like that is going on.  I only look in the mirror at Amenozume, here, to see Jade,” he nodded to the girl next to him. 
 
    “Can you make it show us what you see when you look in the palace?” Jade asked eagerly. 
 
    “Yes,” Silas nodded.  He took the mirror and pressed it back into his pack, then pulled it out again, revealing the dim interior of the princess’s dressing room in the palace. 
 
    “That’s all you can see?” Jade asked with a degree of relief in her voice.  “I’ve tried to keep girls much further away from the mirror than that,” she admitted. 
 
    “We need to return to the palace,” Mene handed the mirror back to Silas as she stood up.  “Send a message to Jade tomorrow night at this time to tell her what plans you’ve made. 
 
    “Now, lead us back through the darkness,” she ordered. 
 
    Silas took his time putting the mirror back in his pack, wanting to demonstrate that he wouldn’t jump to comply with Mene’s commands.  He blew out the candle as he opened the door. 
 
    “Put your hand on my shoulder,” he lifted Jade’s hand and put it in place.  “And you do the same,” he directed Mene, then carefully led them along the route back down the halls and steps to the lobby, to see them out of the building. 
 
    “Silas, thank you,” Jade stopped and hugged him tightly.  “I’m so glad you’re here,” she whispered, real emotion in her voice, and Silas saw moisture in her eyes. 
 
    “Don’t lose hope,” he whispered back, then released her, and watched the pair leave the building. 
 
    He stood in the dim blue lobby, wondering what to do, while he found that his eyes were staring at Hamilton’s door, without seeing the object in front of them.  It was a reminder that the mysterious trader would supply some assistance, provided that a discreet note was slipped under his door. 
 
    Silas’s pad and stylus were five stories above.  He snorted in dismay, then climbed the five stories, wrote his note in the dark, and descended the five stories.  Then, once his note was beneath the door of the trading office, Silas climbed the stairs one last time, looked out the window at the twinkling lights of the city that spread out below him, and settled into his new bed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Silas’s window grew light with the rising sun the next morning.  He woke up all at once, then sat up and looked around at the room that was his new residence.  There was nothing special about it, but it had a bed, and he was thankful for the chance to sleep on a mattress that was soft and comfortable. 
 
    He went down the stairs and then out into the streets of the city, where a low level of commerce was already underway.  A vendor sold him a sausage roll for breakfast, after which Silas walked around the city, looking for the prison that he needed to discover.  He didn’t remember seeing any such place during his previous wanderings around the city, and he didn’t find it that morning either. 
 
    When he returned to his room, he found a note had been slid beneath his door. 
 
    “Meet at the fish market at mid-afternoon to learn where the prison is,” Hamilton’s note was short, to-the-point, and unsigned. 
 
    Silas restlessly walked around the city during the day, until mid-afternoon, when he paced around the fish market, walking up and down the rows of displays of fish and other foodstuffs from the sea.  He spotted Hamilton and felt relief that he finally would have to wait no longer to learn the information that the trader had to offer. 
 
    “So you want to see the Koch prison?” Hamilton said.  He gestured for Silas to follow, as he began to move briskly through the aisles of the market. 
 
    “It’s over the crest of this small ridge, and then down in the valley behind,” Hamilton told Silas as they walked up the slight incline of a road. 
 
    “This is a very old part of town.  It’s above the sea level, but not by much.  There are old sewer lines through here that used to just wash everything directly out into the harbor, but they grew old – some broke or clogged, and so they’ve been abandoned and forgotten mostly,” Hamilton seemed to give Silas a peculiar and irrelevant travelogue as they walked. 
 
    The steps took them to the road’s cresting of the ridge Hamilton had mentioned, and they both breathed at a slightly elevated rate from the exercise. 
 
    There, straight ahead, the road descended again, to a level that appeared to be slightly higher than the city had been on the harbor side of the ridge, and then it appeared that the spread of buildings rose again in the distance.  But before that rise occurred, Silas saw a large, dark stone building. 
 
    “Yes,” Hamilton seemed to read Silas’s mind, “that’s it.” 
 
    Silas looked at the tower.  It was a tower, but not a tall one.  A squat tower that jutted up from the windowless, squat Koch fortress, it didn’t impress or overwhelm.  But in the other hand, it wouldn’t be easy to enter.  There was a gate, but only one was evident. 
 
    “Those old sewer lines I told you about run right under that prison,” Hamilton mentioned negligently. 
 
    “Will there be anything else?  I need to get back to my office – the trading world goes on,” Hamilton told Silas.  “If you go to the second alley on the right, you’ll see a manhole that enters the sewer lines,” he added, then the man turned without any further interaction, and walked away. 
 
    Silas watched him for several seconds, then turned, and looked at the prison once more.  It was dark and intimidating, as it glowered in the middle of the city. 
 
    He needed to know more about it.  Silas strolled down the incline on the back side of the ridge, and walked on the side of the street opposite the prison.  He walked slowly past the prison, his head twisting to and fro as he examined the walls of the prison – its structure, limited windows, stonework – and then looked down the alleys and at the sidewalk and up at the buildings beside his walking path, feeling like a Tracker-in-training once more, as he examined clues and noticed oddities and tried to grasp a full understanding of the environment around the prison.   
 
    At the end of the block, Silas turned the corner, and continued to circle around the prison, checking a second side of the forbidding building.   He reached the end of the block, and turned left once more, starting another section of examination. 
 
    The buildings that faced the prison seemed as cheerless as the prison itself.  That made sense, Silas mused, as he continued to walk and his eyes continued to record the world around him.  Who could be cheerful near such an unhappy place?   
 
    Minutes later, after he finished viewing the fourth side and returned to the road that had taken him down the ridge to the prison, he decided he’d seen enough of the prison for the day.  He had some ideas, and he would explore them further after nightfall. 
 
    Silas took a circuitous route back to the warehouse, exploring new neighborhoods and roads, then stopping at a small neighborhood market and buying some food stuffs that he carried back to his room.  He sat at his table and ate his food and watched the sun set over the harbor in the west, until nightfall was complete. 
 
    When he was satisfied that the city had darkened, he went down the flights of warehouse steps and out into the streets.  His eyes captured all the rays of light that existed, and used them to the fullest measure, allowing him to walk with confidence and surety through the empty ways of Amenozume. 
 
    He was going to explore the sewers.  Hamilton had made a point of mentioning them, while mentioning very few other features of the cityscape.   That seemed to indicate something; Hamilton didn’t waste words unnecessarily. 
 
    Silas had seen manhole covers in a few places, once he had begun to look for them.  When he saw each one, he tried to make a mental note of its location, relative to the others he had seen, and in his mind, as he used the skills he had been taught about mapping in the Heathrin academy, and the instincts he had used while tracking in the mountains, a clear pattern emerged.  There was a straight line that connected all the manholes, and that line did indeed lead directly to the prison. 
 
    He stood at the mouth of the alley that Hamilton had pointed out hours earlier, then began to carefully step off the distance down the sloping road to the prison walls, carefully estimating the length of the sewer line that extended down the hill.  He counted his paces again when he walked back to the mouth of the alley, and found that the two lengths matched well enough to give him confidence in his count. 
 
    Inside the alley, he found that the manhole was a thick slab of oak, one that his wonderful knife helped him carefully lever up out of the mouth to the dark pit below, as a faint sheen of yellow and purple sparkled along the metal edge of the blade.  Even his extraordinarily enhanced eyes found the darkness of the sewer daunting.  And his nose wrinkled at the odor of mildew and decay that inhabited the abandoned darkness.  The holy cave in the mountains had been clean and odor-free by comparison, except for the astonishing colored gasses, of course, he told himself. 
 
    He lay on his stomach, his head dipped into the opening, studying the space below for several seconds, gathering as much information as he could in the darkness, thinking of the ramifications.  He heard a small sound, evidence of some rodent that lived in the space below.  It was reassuring, if anything, to know that creatures could actually live down in the fetid air underground. 
 
    He heard the sound of water slowly dripping as well.  There was probably more than one spot where water from the city surface leaked down into the dark, brick-line pipe, making Silas speculate about where all the collected water ran, and if it accumulated in some pool that left no air available in the closed confines of some low portion of the pipe.  It was an unanswerable question for the moment, one that he would only solve by going down into the sewer. 
 
    There was no other way into the prison, short of walking up to the gate and asking the guards to let him enter. 
 
    He took his shirt off, thinking that it might stay dry, and be available to make him warmer when he returned from his first exploration of the dark world below.  He placed the shirt on the large oaken lid, then sat at the lip of the manhole opening, and slid down, before he released his grip and dropped the last short gap to the bottom of the pit. 
 
    He knelt, feeling the damp, gritty floor of the sewer beneath his hands and his knees, then set himself into motion, crawling forward, counting his forward movements.  He tried to keep each movement even, an exact length that he could measure in his mind.  Each shuffling hand motion ahead in the darkness was one additional fraction of the number of paces he had counted on the surface above.  And that was the only means of tracking his progress that he could rely on. 
 
    He traveled slowly, as he kept his head down and snuggly fit in the low, narrow pipe.  Dampness was always present, but not water, while odors were always noticeable, but not gasses.  The pipe interior grew so dark that even his own special sight failed to see any features around him, as he slowly inched forward, counting the downhill motions that took him closer and closer toward the prison site. 
 
    There had to be a manhole entry inside the prison, he told himself, and he prayed to the gods that it was someplace inconspicuous.  Even though Mene had assured him that there were no regular guard patrols in the prison at night, he didn’t want to tempt fate in any way.  
 
    Silas felt the slope of the pipe, as it dropped in elevation along with the surface of the city above, and after a long crawl of hundreds of motions forward, just when his calculations of distance told him he should be near the bottom of the trough in the city, he felt the angle decrease.  The leveling of the pipe was good. 
 
    The sudden presence of standing water was less appealing. 
 
    Silas estimated he needed to travel the equivalent of another twenty paces to reach the walls of the prison.  The water on the floor of the pipe was growing deeper with each movement of his hands forward.  The knees and shins of his pants were wet as well, and he still had to move forward, realizing that even under the best of circumstances, he was going to undoubtedly get wetter and more uncomfortable. 
 
    He counted his movements carefully as he advanced.  The water was deeper as he went, and by the time he reached the exterior wall of the prison, it was up to his elbows.  Any place that he could discover that would let him rise to the surface, anyplace going forward, was going to be the place he would hope to use to take him into the prison. 
 
    He changed his posture, and began to move slower, using one hand to move forward, while his other hand ran along the top of the sewer.  He felt the cool, rough surfaces of the bricks, and he felt the places where the bricks had crumbled away, leaving holes.  His senses were tuned to finding the place where there was a void, the place where he could stand up and reach up to find another manhole cover that he could push aside. 
 
    For the first several minutes, as he inched forward, he found nothing, but then there was no longer any ceiling above, while there was a slight flow of air dropping down.  And what’s more, Silas realized, as he began to painfully lift himself up, there was faint light once again. 
 
    Silas held his knife in one hand, as he bowed his back and stretched, then rubbed his knees that were numb and sore somehow at the same time.  Up overhead, he saw a pair of small twinkling lights, lights that turned out to be stars, he realized. 
 
    He was looking through a grate.  He was beneath a surface drain in the prison. 
 
    He stood up on his tip toes and pressed against the grate, but felt no movement, no give, no surrender to the pressure he applied.  He poked his knife tip against the rim of the grate and felt it jar the metal ring.  The pressure of the knife produced a popping noise, and the grate shifted slightly. 
 
    Silas pressed upward again, making the metal bars slip upwards and sideways, opening a partial space that was too narrow for him to climb through, but wide enough to show that success was possible.  He pressed against the side of the grate, making it edge further open, though he winced at the sound it made, fearful that it would alert any nearby guard or observer. 
 
    Silas paused, listening for steps or sounds of speech nearby, anything that could alert him to danger before he moved irreversibly forward.  There was no sound, and then a low, rolling rumble of thunder dropped from the sky. 
 
    I don’t need rain filling the sewer line, Silas thought grimly to himself.  He ought to try to work quickly, to carry out his rescue before the rain started to fall and bring its unhappy consequences. 
 
    And that’s when he realized; what had begun as an act of exploration and experimentation, an effort to find and test the sewer pipe, had morphed into the actual rescue.  He was going to try to set Mata free that night. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Silas reached up and grabbed the edges of the open manhole, then strained his arms as he cautiously pulled himself up to look above the surface of the prison for the first time.  His head rose above the ground level, and he carefully examined the environment around him. 
 
    He was on the edge of a cobbled courtyard, one whose surface sloped down towards his drain from all directions.  The bulk of the courtyard was to his right, while a blank wall was just a few feet to his left.  He saw no one walking, standing, or otherwise active in his field of vision. 
 
    The intruder grunted as his arms lifted him higher, so that he raised his torso above the courtyard grade, then bent onto the ground and pulled his legs free before rolling away from the drain. 
 
    He was in the prison now, truly and fully.  He lay with his belly on the ground, inconspicuous in the darkness, the darkness that favored him with his enhanced eyesight.  He saw four doorways leading into the court yard, one centered in each of the four walls.  Two doors were extremely wide, large enough for horses and wagons, while the other two were manageably sized for the guards and prisoners to handle and use. 
 
    He craned his neck, then rolled over.  The tower that he sought was behind him and overhead.  He had his target and his bearings. 
 
    Once up on his knees, Silas crouched forward upon the cobblestones and went towards the smaller door that was most accessible to him.  With the tower located, his mental map was clear in his mind.  He knew that the main entrance to the prison, the gateway from the street, the place where the guards would be most active, was to his right, and so he headed to his left. 
 
    The door was small in comparison to the larger, vehicular door on the right, but it was heavy nonetheless, stout, reinforced oak.  And it was locked. 
 
    Silas slid the blade of his extraordinary knife into the seam between the doors, and jimmied at the latch, until he heard a sharp click.  With another tug, the door creaked open, making Silas wince and freeze momentarily, before he slid through the opening and into the interior of the structure. 
 
    The prison had once been a fortress, or perhaps a palace, Silas couldn’t remember clearly what the women in his room had told him the previous night.  Whichever of the two options the place had once been identified as, Silas could only think of it as a prison as he slid along the interior wall away from the door. 
 
    It smelled of excrement and waste and mildew, with walls that were undressed stone and brick, of unsavory colors.  There were no torches evident in the long hallway he stood in, one that appeared to run the entire length of the building. 
 
    The tower was to his left, and he began to cautiously lope forward, watching the doors that were widely placed along the hallway.  They appeared to be ordinary doors, not suitable to hold captive prisoners behind them.  He had never been in a prison before, and had no idea of the practices that were expected, but he guessed that captives would be behind stout, barred, locked doors.  The prisoners were perhaps held higher up, above the ground level and further from any potential avenues of escape, he tried to reason. 
 
    When he reached the end of the hallway, he saw the stairs that rose upward in the tower, and he saw a flicker of light from down the intersecting hall, and then he saw two guards walking – walking towards him at no great distance. 
 
    Silas darted into the cramped corner behind the stairs, and squatted down. 
 
    “Did you see something?” one guard asked the other, his voice audible to Silas, who felt his heart pound furiously. 
 
    “Probably a rat,” the other guard dismissed the question. 
 
    “No, bigger,” the first guard insisted.  They had stopped walking as they talked, far too close to Silas for his comfort. 
 
    He needed to distract them, to make them reverse course and wander away from the stairwell.  He needed someone to call them back to where they had come from. 
 
    Silas could send his speech in different ways than other Wind Word Speakers.  He could talk to ordinary folks, people he knew like Jade, or even Mata – his head rose as he realized he could inform her of his approach.  But in the meantime, perhaps, he could send his Voice to Speak to the guards. 
 
    He didn’t know them.  He had heard their voices, but he hadn’t truly clued in on them to identify them as targets for his Speaking voice, the way he could so easily attune his words to reach those he knew like Jade and Mata; the matching of his voice to his intended listener was something that seemed intuitive – he’d never been taught any such thing, for there was no one else who knew of or could do such a task.   
 
    He had little sense of the guards.  But perhaps, as he thought about the potential to distract them, he knew enough just from their brief exchange to find the right tone to deliver.  The guard who had dismissed the first guard’s alarm, seemed complacent, perhaps even lazy, Silas judged from his tone of voice more than his words. 
 
    “Hey, guards, come back!” Silas pitched his voice to sound sharp and frightened, then aimed it at the targeted guard, making it seem to come from right next to the man’s head, if the voice was pitched correctly, while the man next to him would hear nothing at all. 
 
    The softly-spoken words left his mouth, and Silas watched as there was no reaction from the guard. 
 
    His distraction had failed.  The guards still posed an obstacle, and a threat, to his success. 
 
    “Guards!” he pitched his voice again, slightly more fearfully. 
 
    “Who said that?” the other guard immediately turned in a circle, looking around. 
 
    “What?” asked Silas’s intended target. 
 
    “Did you say something?” the first guard asked the other as the man finished twisting about. 
 
    “No, you did! What did you want?” 
 
    “Help, back here!” Silas reprised the voice that had worked so well. 
 
    Both guards turned to look back along the corridor they had traveled, then simultaneously looked at each other. 
 
    “What’s going on?” asked the first to speak. 
 
    “I heard that as clear as if you said it to me,” his colleague replied. 
 
    “But I didn’t say it!” the first replied. 
 
    “Stop fighting!  Help me!” Silas tried to keep frustration out of his finely tuned voice, as he waited for the two ineffective guards to do something. 
 
    “Let’s go,” one of them spoke to the other, though his voice expressed his greater desire to flee from the mysterious voice than to seek anyone who might need assistance. 
 
    As soon as their backs were turned and they began to rapidly walk away, Silas sprinted up the first flight of stairs, climbing them two or three risers at a time to the first landing, where he rounded the U-turn and moved beyond the sight of the ground floor corridors.   He slowed his pace and climbed up to the corridor intersection on the second floor, where he paused. 
 
    “Mata,” he called with his Speaker voice, seeking to alert the girl overhead.  “Mata, this is Silas, your friend, using the Wind Words to speak to you,” he reported in a low voice.  “I’m in the prison tower, coming up to set you free.  Mata, this is Silas, get ready; I’ll call you again when I’m closer, and ask you to thump on your door so I know where you are.” 
 
    Mene had told him of a hidden shaft and a ladder in a closet, but the stairway was unmanned and open; he saw no reason to stop to search for the covert way. 
 
    He started up the next set of stairs, and hoped that Mata had heard him.  The stairwell below him was silent, which satisfied him – he wanted to neither see nor hear anyone else other than Mata.  And as the thought entered his mind, he heard another crash of thunder outside the prison walls, a boom that sounded much closer than the previous thunder he’d heard. 
 
    It was a reminder he needed to hurry; he wanted to be through the sewer pipe before rainwater started to wash in and fill the narrow underground passage.  Silas took the next flight of steps two at a time, and then climbed up to the fourth floor of the tower at a sprint as well.  He paused to take a breath, then heard repeated rolls of thunder, and the muffled sound of rain starting to fall against the thick stone walls of the prison tower. 
 
    “Great,” he snorted in disgust, then climbed the next set of steps, a narrower flight that ended at a small landing where only a single wooden door interrupted the walls at the top of the tower. 
 
    Mere had specifically told him that Mata was on the next-to-the-top floor; he had gone too far. 
 
    He needed to immediately return a floor lower, to the narrow circular hallway that would let him set Mata free.  But the door before him was…tempting.  It provoked an urge to inspect.  He had no reason to do anything there, but the space beyond the door seemed to be inviting him in, although he had a fleeting image of a spider inviting a fly into its web as he studied the door. 
 
    The handle on the door rattled, then Silas found his own hand grasping it to silence the noise. 
 
    His other hand shot down to his knife before he even knew he was opening the door in front of him.  He pushed it open wide.  A part of his brain shouted at the idiocy of doing so, while the other part of him mechanically allowed it to happen. 
 
    The room interior felt evil.  A force attempted to lure him into the room, to step over the threshold, but Silas found that his knife suddenly drove itself into the wall outside the door, and held his fingers glued to the hilt so that he could not step forward. 
 
    The room smelled of a cloying incense, and a reddish light glowed from no apparent source.  Silas placed his free hand atop the hand on the knife but couldn’t pull the knife from the wall or his left hand from the knife. 
 
    A deep chuckle came from somewhere inside the room, and a word formed inside his mind.  L’Anvien. 
 
    The word had no meaning. 
 
    Another peal of thunder rattled the top of the tower, and Silas saw the flash of lightning show through a window in the terrifying room.  The brilliant light showed the silhouette of an impossibly large, dark red skull in the dark room, a sight that sparked such fear in Silas that he broke free from the spell cast over him, and he stepped back away from the door. 
 
    His knife suddenly flew out of the seam where it had been planted in the stone wall, allowing Silas to turn and flee back down the steps.  He reached the landing for the floor below and stopped, then knelt down and tried to bring his fear back under control.  He knew he had to hurry to set Mata free, but the experience he had felt just above had been an overwhelming one, an exposure to a power that felt as great as the gods who had touched him, except this experience had been infused with evil. 
 
    “Mata,” he called his friend’s name as he remained crouched.  “Mata, if you hear me, pound on your door.” 
 
    He rose from his crouch and listened, but heard no sound in response to his request. 
 
    “Mata?  Mata?” he repeated, as he walked a few steps around the small tower hall to the first door, and pressed his ear against it.  There was no sound inside.  He lifted his knife to the crack between the door and its frame, taking for granted that the wonderful weapon would pick the lock for him. 
 
    He gave a fleeting smile of satisfaction when he heard the metallic click of the door’s latch slipping open, and he pressed it inward. 
 
    Mata was not inside.  A badly bloated body, a prisoner who had died, lay contorted on the floor, while the room reeked with a sickly-sweet odor that made Silas heave as though he might retch.  He pulled the door quickly shut, then stepped back, while he breathed deeply and tried to collect himself. 
 
    He edged a trio of steps along the hall to the door to the next small cell, and again opened the door, this time without bothering to call out. 
 
    He found another dead body, this one slumped just inside the door, as if the prisoner had died hoping to escape right up until his last breath.  The body was not as distended, bloated, and decayed as the first body had been. 
 
    “Mata!” Silas cried, fearful of what he was going to find at the next prison cell door. 
 
    He stepped over, and found Mata in the third cell, lying motionless on the bare wooden cot that was pressed against the wall. 
 
    “Mata!” he called tearfully as he stepped into the cell and knelt beside her.  In the darkness of the cell, his sharpened vision could see few details about her, but her face appeared puffy, and he thought he saw mottled bruises on her arms. 
 
    “Mata!” he massaged her cheeks in an attempt to rouse her.  She moaned slightly, but didn’t open her eyes. 
 
    “Mine,” a soft voice slithered through the air, causing Silas to jump in surprise. 
 
    He swiveled around with his knife held before him defensively, ready to strike, but there was nothing behind him, nothing tangible. 
 
    “We’re getting out of here,” he muttered as he slipped the knife into its sheaf, then lifted Mata’s body.  He grunted as he slipped her over his shoulder, then raised himself upright, and pulled his knife back out instinctively. 
 
    He grunted again as he took the first step, but maneuvered his way out into the hall, and back to the staircase.  The upward flight of stairs now glowed faintly with red light coming from the demonic room above, which further motivated Silas to hurry down the steps away from the prison cell and the horrors above. 
 
    Mata moaned once as he carried her on his shoulder, his arm curved up and over her waist to hold her in place.  Her skin was against his bare back and chest, and she was next to his face, wearing only the swim suit she wore when she dove, the clothes she must have been arrested in.   She smelled faintly like the prison itself, a result of having been held captive for so many days. 
 
    As Silas began to descend the final flight of stairs, he slowed and listened, waiting to discover whether any guards had returned to patrol the corridor.  A frightening, unearthly keening noise came abruptly from above, and a bright red flash of light seemed to momentarily show itself in all places at once. 
 
    Silas leapt down the last few steps of the stairs, and lumbered as quickly as he could along the high-ceilinged hallway.  The sounds of the rain were much more audible, worrying him so much that the concerns about the water in the sewer equaled his fear of the evil power in the tower. 
 
    When he opened the door to the courtyard he encountered the full fury of the rainstorm outside.   Despite his incredible vision in the darkness, the thick fall of water from the sky inhibited his ability to see more than a few feet.  No one else was going to see him going down into the drain, he told himself with grim satisfaction.  Then he burst out the door and into the rain. 
 
    He heard Mata grunt as the cool rain showered upon her body, and then she gave a cry, one that was filled with terror. 
 
    “Let me die!  Where are you taking me!” she moaned. 
 
    “Mata, it’s me, Silas,” he told her, just as he reached the drain.  He skidded to a stop on the paving stones, and squatted down, then carefully sat her down on the wet pavement. 
 
    Her eyes fluttered, then opened, unfocused. 
 
    “Mata, we’re escaping from the prison.   I’m going down into this sewer hole, and then I want you to come down, okay?” he asked intently. 
 
    She looked at him vacantly, not absorbing his words. 
 
    “Mata,” he changed his plan, “you go down into the hole and I’ll follow.  Here you go,” he swung her legs over the edge, then placed his hands beneath her arms as he gently pressed her forward and let gravity take her downward.  She slipped effortlessly, no resistance or strength in her body as she dangled down until Silas released his hold on her arms.  He quickly lowered himself in beside her. 
 
    He reached up and began to pull the grate back over the full width of the manhole, while he felt water rushing around his ankles.  The sewer was filling rapidly, making him wonder if he should look for some alternate way to escape from the prison. 
 
    An angry keening sound, an unearthly wail roared through the prison courtyard, as lightning flashed, then thunder rumbled, and another flash of red light illuminated the building. 
 
    There was no going back above ground, Silas decided. 
 
    “Mata, Mata,” she was slumped in a sitting position with her back against the wall. 
 
    “Mata, we’re going to escape through this pipe.  You’ve got to come with me, right behind me,” he told her.  The water was flowing into the manhole from above, while a steady stream of water was already in the pipe, flowing quickly from the direction of the uphill city, the direction they wanted to go. 
 
    She showed no more coherence than before.  Mata wouldn’t be able to consciously follow him through the pipe, not until she roused from her somnolent state.  But he had no time to lose; Silas need to do something. 
 
    He removed his belt, and looped one end around Mata’s hands, then secured the other end to his foot.  It was a desperate strategy, but he could think of nothing else.  He would be like a horse, pulling a boat along a canal, he thought to himself, the analogy being the first thing to seem even slightly humorous in the past several hours.  He stretched Mata out so that she was face up, and then took a breath and began to crawl into the pipe, beginning the final, meaningful stage of the dramatic escape from the prison of Koch. 
 
    He labored for what seemed like hours as he slowly inched his way back up the slope of the pipe, against gravity and against the flow of the water that poured down the dark opening.  The water level slowly rose, from covering his wrists to rising up along his forearms, to reaching his elbows.  He kept his head up, despite his weariness from trying to move against the powerful force of the flowing water.  Yet he knew that the water made it easier to pull Mata as she floated, instead of dragging on the sewer bottom. 
 
    When morning began to break, Silas saw the first evidence of its gray light filtering into the sewer at a distance not too far from his position at the time, and when he reached the bright spot, he found it was the manhole that he had opened at the beginning of his journey. 
 
    “Thank you lord Krusima, and my lady Shaish,” he thanked the deities of the underground and water jointly. 
 
    Mata was still unconscious, floating along behind him.  He removed the belt from around his foot, then sat her up once more. 
 
    “Mata,” he gently rubbed her cheeks and poked her shoulders, “Mata, can you wake up?” he asked, without receiving a response. 
 
    He needed to get her back to the warehouse, back to where he could lay her down on the bed, and let her rest properly.  With a grimace, he reattached the belt to his foot, then climbed up and awkwardly pulled on the belt to raise her hands to where he could lift her out of the manhole.  That done, he shoved the manhole cover back into place, leaving no evidence of the entry into the sewer 
 
    The shirt he had left behind remained in the alley where his adventure had begun, and he put the soaking wet shirt on Mata to partially cover some of her state of undress, then he lifted her over his shoulder once more, and started to carry her through the nearly-empty city streets on his way back to his room. 
 
    He had completely the most obviously dangerous part of his quest. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Silas walked rapidly through the streets of the city, using the advantage of gravity that was granted him for having started his pipe-crawling adventure near the top of the ridgeline’s elevation. 
 
    A few people witnessed him, and a few of those few even commented on the sight of a half-dressed boy carrying a half-dressed, unconscious girl through the streets, but Silas ignored the comments and continued on. 
 
    “Your catch looks better than ours,” a fishmonger near the market said when Silas approached the harbor front.  “Want to trade?” he asked with a coarse laugh. 
 
    Silas passed him by without speaking, then hurried into the blue lobbied warehouse, and set Mata down.  He felt exhausted, tired beyond his capacity to function properly.  And he still had flights of stairs left to climb with his unconscious friend. 
 
    He crouched once again, despite the protests from his knees and back, to look at Mata closely.  Streamers of daylight were penetrating the lobby, allowing him to examine her more closely, and he didn’t like what he saw.  Her face was ashen, her eyes remained closed once again, and on her body there were numerous bruises and signs of abuse. 
 
    Silas took a deep breath, then lifted her over his shoulder again, and left the lobby as he trudged up the first set of stairs that led into the storage area of the building.  After that, he had an unending climb, one that seemed to last forever, as he continually placed one foot above the other, step by step, pausing at every landing and opportunity, until he finally reached the final landing, and threw his heavy weight against the door to gain access to the hallway to his room. 
 
    When he finally entered the room he immediately laid Mata on top of the bed, then removed the wet shirt that was wrapped around her torso. 
 
    He stared at her, and felt a welling of pain and sympathy.  He wanted to see her eyes open, and her face break into a smile, with a healthy color to her complexion.  He needed a healer. 
 
    And, he realized, he knew one!  He could use his mirror to reach out to Dianu, to ask her for advice and help.  Silas grabbed his pack and sat down on the edge of the bed while he opened the flap and pulled the mirror piece out of the pack. 
 
    The first thing he saw in the mirror was a gauzy dimness, one without defining colors and objects.  It was a mirror with a cover spread upon it – but whether it was Dianu’s, or Ivaric’s, or even the princess’s, he couldn’t be sure.  He slipped the mirror back into the pack and pulled it out again, to discover that he could see the empty warehouse of Ivaric.  It was both a relief and an annoyance.  He knew that the mirror that was covered was one of the mirrors he needed to be able to communicate through. 
 
    “Why do they have to distrust me now?” he muttered to himself, as he slipped the mirror back into the pack, then pulled it out for a third time. 
 
    He was looking at the dressing room in the palace of Amenozume, it appeared.  He felt certain, though he could see very little of the actually room.  A note was stuck to the palace mirror, blocking the vast majority of the view his mirror provided, and the note held three boldly scrawled words: Where Are You?? 
 
    Silas smiled.  Jade was worried about her sister, as she should be. 
 
    He pulled his own pad out of his pack, then quickly wrote: She is safe! 
 
    He took the mirror and propped it up on the table, with the note placed directly in front of it, leaning against his pack.  Whenever she came to look in the mirror, she would see the message, and know. 
 
    He was tired, so tired.  But he needed to take care of Mata, and then take care of himself.  He needed fresh water, water that he could use to drink, and to clean both of them.  Which meant that he would have to take his pitcher down the stairs to the pump on the ground floor. 
 
    Silas realized how foul his clothes felt, covered in sweat and grime and the moisture of the sewer pipe he had inhabited for hours.  He stripped his clothes off, then hung them next to the window, where they could drip dry and be exposed to the fresh air.  He went to get his other set of clothes, the clean ones he kept in the drawers of his room, then started to carry them back towards the bed.  As he did, he glanced over at the table, and saw that the mirror no longer displayed Jade’s note.  Instead, he saw the faces of three women, very close to the mirror, observing the goings on in his room. 
 
    He immediately held his clothes up in front of his hips. 
 
    “Jade!” he bellowed in embarrassment.  He recognized the girl, first and foremost. And he recognized a second face – the Princess Lumene herself was looking in the mirror, her face just over Jade’s shoulder, while a third young woman was crouched over the Princess’s shoulder. 
 
    He sat on the floor, out of view of the mirror, and pulled his pants on, then stood up once more and approached the mirror. 
 
    Jade and the princess were talking excitedly to one another. 
 
    “She heard you!” Jade excitedly scribbled on the note pad, “but Gwen didn’t.”  The third girl in the mirror was watching the other two speak. 
 
    “And she was watching me walk around naked!” Silas spoke furiously.  Mene had made such a point of making innocent and inadvertent views seem despicable, yet here was the princess of the land, caught in the very act. 
 
    Both the women reacted with raised eyebrows as his words reached them.  Silas saw their lips moving, then Jade wrote a note. 
 
    “We’re sorry; it was an accident. 
 
    “How is Mata?  Where is she?” the note asked. 
 
    Silas picked up the mirror and carried it over to the bed, then held it to the sleeping girl’s face, and panned it down as he spoke. 
 
    “I got her out of the prison last night.  We just got back here this morning, a few minutes ago.  I can’t wake her up, but I have her here safely now.  I’m going to use the mirror to try to reach my friend the healer,” he narrated, then turned the mirror back to his own face. 
 
    “That prison is a scary place.  There’s something evil there,” he spoke it plainly, watching the intent expressions on their faces as they listened to his words. 
 
    “Princess,” he spoke to the royal personage directly, feeling empowered by the remoteness of the mirror as the communicator, “I felt evil in there, at the top of the tower, evil as strong as any force I’ve ever known. 
 
    “And there were dead prisoners in the tower, just left in their cells, dead,” he added. 
 
    The women in the mirror had somber faces. 
 
    “When can I come see Mata?” Jade passed over the serious allegations as she thought of her sister and wrote from her heart. 
 
    “It’s best if you come after dark,” Silas answered, and he saw the two heads nod in agreement, then a word to the third woman made her nod as well. 
 
    “Let me work on trying to help Mata, and get some rest today, and we’ll communicate this evening, after dark,” he told the women.  He was feeling his weariness once more begin to creep into his consciousness, as the adrenaline from the mirror discovery began to diminish. 
 
    “I’ll wait to hear you.  Thank you, my friend!” Jade wrote.  Silas saw a tear start to roll down her cheek, as he waved, then put the mirror back in the pack and pulled it free once again. 
 
    When he pulled it out, he saw the cloth that covered Dianu’s mirror.  He placed his pack carefully on the thin mattress of the bed, next to Mata, then he turned her head gently to face towards the pack.  Next, he positioned the mirror against the pack, propping it to angle towards Mata.  Then, finally, he wrote a note: I need Healer help for my friend.  Dianu, please watch the mirror to see me. 
 
    Lastly, he faced towards the east, collected his wits to think about Dianu, and then directed a message towards her. 
 
    “Dianu, this is Silas, the Speaker, speaking to you to ask for help.  I need your help badly!  Dianu, this is Silas; please look in your mirror and wait for me.  Dianu, Silas is speaking to beg for healing help,” he sent the message more stridently than Wind word protocol called for, but his emotions and the strain of his adventure drove him to speak from the heart. 
 
    With that done, he pulled on his clean shirt, then picked up the pitcher and carried it down the flights of stairs to the ground floor, where he pumped water into the pitcher, and borrowed an unattended, empty pail to fill it as well, before climbing back up the stairs to his small room. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    When he reached his apartment, he realized he was hungry, and he wished he had gone to the market to get something to eat. He chided himself as he set the water down, then went to check on Mata. 
 
    Before he even focused on Mata, he saw Dianu, staring at the mirror, wearing a towel wrapped around her torso, her shoulders bare and gleaming with drops of moisture.  When she spotted Silas, he face gave a sigh of relief. 
 
    “Who is that?  What’s wrong with her?” Silas could read the motion of Dianu’s lips to recognize the words. 
 
    “She’s my friend,” Silas wrote on his pad as soon as he got it out of his pack.  He was pleased that his voice had reached her so quickly.  “She’s been hurt, beaten, and maybe,” he tried to find words to describe Mata’s condition.  He didn’t want to openly declare that the girl had been a captive in a prison where an evil power lurked. 
 
    “She wasn’t treated well, and her spirits are broken,” he unartfully summed up Mata’s condition. 
 
    Dianu read his note, and considered the answer, then moved her own mouth speaking to him, but with words that he could not decipher or guess at from the movement of her lips. 
 
    “Wait,” he wrote to interrupt Dianu.  “I can’t hear you.  You have to write your words down and show them to me in the mirror.” 
 
    Dianu held up a finger in a signal for Silas to wait, then she left her dressing room in a hurry, a flash of her bare legs the last Silas saw of her. 
 
    A minute later she returned, wearing a robe, and carrying a large pad.  Her hair was wrapped in a towel, with a pair of styluses sticking out behind her ears. 
 
    She grabbed one of the styluses, and began writing on the pad, writing intently for several seconds. 
 
    “Let me see her whole body, close-up and slowly,” Dianu directed.  Silas obligingly faced the mirror towards Mata, and then slowly moved it from her head to her feet, angling from side to side to give his Healer friend a clear view of the full extent of the injuries Mata has suffered.  When he finished, he turned the mirror back so that he could see Dianu. 
 
    She was writing again.  “You need to bring her here to me, so that I can treat her properly.  She needs help,” the note said. 
 
    Silas shook his head negatively immediately.   “We’re hiding,” he scribbled quickly.  “I can’t afford to move her; if she’s seen, she’ll be taken into custody,” he had to admit a part of the truth. 
 
    “Then let me come to her; tell me where you are,” Dianu wrote the note as fast as she could. 
 
    “We’re in a different city, in a faraway country,” he wrote to the woman.  “Just tell me what I can do to tend her.” 
 
    He saw the expression of disapproval on her face as she wrote slowly on her paper. 
 
    “Can you go to the market and buy some things?” she asked. 
 
    Silas didn’t even bother to speak, but just nodded. 
 
    “You need these,” Dianu wrote and she produced a list of a dozen items, which Silas diligently copied. 
 
    “Thank you Dianu.  I’ll Speak to you when I have everything,” he wrote back. 
 
    “Silas. One last thing.  Get some sleep my young friend; you look like you need it,” Dianu gave a melancholy smile. Silas closed his eyes and mirrored her smile as he nodded his head, then he slipped the mirror in his pack. 
 
    Within two minutes he had rearranged Mata so that she lay beneath the bedcovers.  He hoped that would keep her comfortable while he was gone to the market.  He bent and kissed her forehead, then picked up his pack and slipped out of the room.  Silas remembered the herb vendors of the markets in Amenozume.  He had visited them on occasion during his first visit to the island when he or he and Prima had visited to purchase pain-relieving remedies and cures.   
 
    His first stop was a vendor, a wizened old man who sat on a stool behind a long, skinny table of dried and powdered ingredients.  Silas showed him the list.  “Do you have all these?” he asked. 
 
    “What’s that one say?” the old man asked as he pointed a trembling hand at the third item on the list. 
 
    “Green Duchess leaves,” Silas answered shortly. 
 
    “I though it said ‘greet duck egg sleeves,” The man chuckled.  “Your handwriting is sloppy.  Kids don’t have patience to do anything properly these days.” 
 
    “I was in a hurry!” Silas answered.  “Do you have all this?” he impatiently cut to the point. 
 
    “I have it; can you afford it?  You’re getting enough things to treat ten or eleven people,” his vendor inquired. 
 
    “I have this much,” Silas pulled out half the coins he had in his purse. 
 
    “These are interesting; they’re from the mainland nations.  I don’t see the likes of them too often here.  Of course, it stands to reason, with those eyes of yours, you have to be a foreigner,” the man said.  “I only need these,” he plucked a few of the coins from Silas, leaving most of the metal weight still resting in his palm. 
 
    “And you’ll need to go to the dry goods store to get the corn starch and the flour,” the man told him as he began to place small quantities of several dried herbs in pieces of paper that he twisted closed. 
 
    Silas went next to the dry goods shop as directed, and bought more items there, then went into the market and bought fruit and bread and cheese and meat for the room.  As he began to leave the market, he overheard a fragmentary conversation between two dustmen that sent chills along his spine. 
 
    “Did you hear what Chester saw down at Koch prison?” one of the men said to the other.  “He said he counted thirteen bodies that were carried away in carts. 
 
    “And I heard tell there were strange noises and colored light last night during the storm.  There’s something bad going on down there.  I’m staying away from that part of the city,” the first worker said to the other as they both trundled their wooden barrels on wheels along an aisle in the market. 
 
    “I doubt all that; I think Chester probably saw the bottom of too many pints of ale last night, knowing him,” the other man downplayed the dramatic report that had frozen Silas’s heart.  “With the Guild taking over control of the prison, it’ll be running in tip top shape in no time.” 
 
    “The Guild?” the first dustman asked. 
 
    “So I heard one of them tell the other while I was cleaning the alley behind their temple the other day.  They already control most of the workers in the prison, so they can do what they want and the crown doesn’t have any idea,” the second speaker reported, just as the pair went forward at an intersection where Silas had to turn away. 
 
    Silas lowered his head and walked in as inauspicious a manner as possible, anxious to keep his golden eyes out of the sight of the people in the market and along the street.  He was feeling vulnerable; the mention of the trouble at the prison made sense, terrible, frightening sense, and he didn’t want to contemplate that his identity might become associated with the escape from the prison somehow. 
 
    He reached the warehouse and climbed the stairs once again to the upper floor.  When he entered his room once more, he saw with relief that Mata was still sleeping in the bed, breathing regularly as she lay under the covers. 
 
    He ate a handful of berries and a slice of bread with cheese with a cup of water from his pitcher to restore his strength, then he opened his pack and pulled out all the supplies that Dianu had ordered him to collect.   He arranged them all on his table top, and finally pulled his mirror out of the pack and looked at the glassy surface. 
 
    He saw the Ivaric warehouse, once again filled with men who were gathering weapons from the stores that were retained in the warehouse.  He’d not seen men taking on arms in many days, but he didn’t have time to think about the meaning of the resumption of the activity.  He shoved the mirror into his pack, then pulled it out again, this time showing Dianu’s dressing room, a room that had been altered to include a tabletop on which there were many ingredients displayed in dishes, ready to be used. 
 
    The clever healer had decided to set up a demonstration for Silas, to help him concoct the medicines that Mata needed to heal.  A shadow appeared in the corner of his mirror, then Dianu appeared.   She waved as she held her pad up to the mirror. 
 
    “Are you ready to begin?” she asked. 
 
    “You’re brilliant!” Silas underlined the adjective, making his correspondent laugh. 
 
    “First, we want to put a salve on the bruises; this is the easiest thing to do – it’s a good way to start.  You will need to mix,” she wrote a list of items that Silas copied.  “Now watch me and repeat my actions,” she instructed. 
 
    Silas did as directed, and several minutes later he had a cup containing a paste of brownish color, with a consistency that was unlikely to drip or run after being applied to a wound.  He pulled Mata’s blanket back as he held the mirror in one hand, then began to dab his medicine on the many dark yellow, purple, and red patches around her body.  He rolled her over to tend to her back until he was finished. 
 
    “What now?” he asked. 
 
    “That will make the bruises heal quickly,” Dianu told him.  “We need to tackle the other problems now; it’s going to get more complicated. 
 
    “Do you know if she has any internal injuries?”  the woman wrote on her pad.  “Has she vomited blood, or peed blood?” 
 
    “She hasn’t vomited since I rescued her several hours ago, and,” he paused, embarrassed to even write about delicate matters, “I haven’t see her pee.”  He held the pad up to the mirror, trying to look away, as if to not be associated with the topic. 
 
    “Take the mirror over to her and let me examine her,” Dianu wrote.  He let the mirror provide the eyes that Dianu needed, as he let the Healer scan Mata’s thigh for any signs of bloody smears or leakage, then look at her stomach contours. 
 
    “We’ll assume there are no internal injuries.  We need to try to awaken her, to raise her spirits and give her hope.  Mix these items,” she directed. 
 
    It was a long, complicated mixture of herbs that Silas followed through the many steps needed to produce a steeped tea that was bluish in color from all that had been added, crushed, drained, shaken, and settled. 
 
    “Now, tilt her head back and drop the mixture in, a little at a time, until she’s taken it all,” Dianu told him.  “That’s all we can do for now.  I’ll look in on you again in a couple of hours,” she promised. 
 
    “Thank you!  Thank you!  I feel like you’ve saved her life personally!” Silas wrote. 
 
    Dianu smiled and blew him a kiss, then left the room, while he repacked the mirror away, then sat on the bed.  He cradled Mata’s head in his lap as he lay with his back against the wall, and then slowly dripped the liquid into her slightly open lips, a little at a time.  When he finished, he placed the empty cup on the floor by the bed, then leaned back, closed his eyes, and fell asleep. 
 
    He dropped into a deep state of slumber almost immediately, and found himself dreaming about an extraordinary conversation. 
 
    “It’s L’Anvien,” a beautiful woman was speaking, as she sat alone on a throne, in a room that sat on top of a mountain, with winds whipping and howling around her. 
 
    “I didn’t think he’d be so bold as to stretch his infected reach across the water,” a man replied, a man who was suddenly sitting on a nearby new throne, one that was a solid stone structure, perfectly matched to the stolid, squat physical appearance of the man. 
 
    “Our boy could be in trouble; the situation is more grave than I realized,” he grumbled. 
 
    They were gods.   Silas realized that he was eavesdropping on the gods.  They had mentioned the name of the horror in the prison tower, and it displeased them.  Silas knew he had been right to be fearful of the apparition; anything evil enough to displease a deity was more than a Speaker could expect to challenge. 
 
    “I wish I could have Kere lend some of that healing spring water to the boy; we could ask the sprites to carry it here to help him heal the girl and be on his way,” Kai spoke.  The winds seemed to die down when she spoke, letting her words ring audibly with their bell-like tones. 
 
    “You know those confounded sprites would spill the spring water on themselves and then fall asleep before they even delivered it,” the stone god – Krusima mumbled.  “Let the boy succeed or fail on his own.” 
 
    Kai turned and looked up at Silas, who was somehow perched above the gods.   “You have a visitor now; time to go, young one.  We’ll keep you in our thoughts,” the beautiful goddess spoke in a voice that was more motherly than his own mother’s voice had ever sounded. 
 
    Silas opened his eyes. 
 
    Mata’s head still rested on his lap.  And Hamilton stood in the doorway, watching the two of them. 
 
    Silas lifted his hand groggily to his face, and wiped away the drool that moistened the corner of his mouth. 
 
    “You’re bolder than I ever would have guessed by looking at you, other than those strange eyes of yours,” Hamilton said.  “When I heard the rumors in the street about the great calamity at the Koch prison, I had an inkling that you might have already stirred up trouble after your arrival. 
 
    “How is she?” he nodded at Mata. 
 
    “I gave her some medicine.  I just have to let it run its course,” Silas said.  He looked down at Mata; her face seemed to have more color in it, though he didn’t know if it truly did, or if he just wanted it to. 
 
    “I came to check on you, and to tell you something I forgot yesterday,” Hamilton spoke.  “There’s an armory around the corner, in the basement of the building with the green doors.  I have a membership, and you’re welcome to practice there as my guest.  Prima mentioned that you like to use weapons,” Hamilton said. 
 
    “And you might need something to do for the next few days, besides watch your friend,” Hamilton added. 
 
    “Why’s that?” Silas asked, unable to decipher the simple comment. 
 
    “It appears there’s a big storm rolling in; it could last for days,” Hamilton informed him, seeming to know that Silas would want to escape from Amenozume. 
 
    “Will it affect the shipping?” Silas asked.  He tried to look out the window on the far side of the room, in an effort to appraise the sky and the weather outside. 
 
    “There won’t be any shipping for several days.  The dock workers will all be idle.  Things will get rough in the taverns around the harbor.  I’d stay away from them if I were you,” Hamilton advised. 
 
    “I’ll be going now.  Good luck,” he added as he pulled the door shut, leaving Silas and Mata alone. 
 
    A storm was moving in.  Silas shook his head.  Luck seemed to be against him.  He wouldn’t have really believed that he was going to be able to leave the island as quickly as within a day or two, but having the option would have been nice.  At the very least, he was going to get wet and drenched from going out of the building. 
 
    He sat back and relaxed.  Perhaps he would go to practice his sword work at the armory.  The activity would be a welcome change from monotonous sitting he foresaw for himself, sitting in the small warehouse room, watching Mata. 
 
    He carefully slid out from under her, then plumped the pillow and placed it beneath her head.  She definitely looked healthier, he was sure.  Dianu’s medicines were doing their jobs. 
 
    Silas grabbed an apple, then stood in front of the window, watching the late afternoon sun sink towards the western horizon.  When it turned dark, he would call out to Jade, and summon her to come see her sister, the fugitive. 
 
    He still felt exhausted, his short nap having been too little sleep to make up for the long exhausting night of adventure he had spent rescuing Mata.  He returned to the bed, then gingerly laid down on the edge of the mattress, next to Mata, moving slowly so as not to disturb her.  He closed his eyes for a brief nap, and fell sound asleep. 
 
    When he awoke, he felt Mata’s arm draped over top of him, and her long body was pressed against the back of his, while he faced away from the bed, looking out at the far wall and the window that showed the dark night sky beyond. 
 
    Silas slowly rolled off the bed, slipping slowly out from under Mata’s hug, then picked up his pack and pulled out the mirror.  The first scene he spied was the dark and empty dressing room at the Healers campus in Barnesnob.  He rebagged the mirror, and pulled it out again, showing the mirror in the princess’s dressing room in Amenozume, candles lit, and a note stuck to the mirror. 
 
    “Where are you?  Call for me!” Jade had written in large, thick letters. 
 
    “Jade, this is Silas.  Are you ready to come visit?” he called out to his friend.  “Jade, this is Silas.  I’m awake now.  Let me see you,” he urgently delivered his message, while he sat with the mirror in front of him.  He sat for a minute, watching the mirror expectantly, until Jade came flying into his field of vision. 
 
    “Are you okay?” she mouthed the words. 
 
    “I fell asleep.  We’re fine,” Silas spoke the words aloud. 
 
    Jade listened, then rolled her eyes.  “Meet us in twenty minutes, at the same place,” she mouthed the words again. 
 
    Silas nodded, then put the mirror down. 
 
    He wished Minnie from the caravan had a mirror that he could connect to, or Ruten had one, for that matter – though he couldn’t picture Ruten ever bothering to look in a mirror.  He wanted a trusted advisor, someone he knew cared, to tell him what to do.  Or at least, he wanted to be told he was doing okay up to that point in his adventure.  It all was happening moment by moment.  He was reacting to events, and not sure what the next catalyst would be to drive him to try to take action.  He felt the uncertainty building on his nerves. 
 
    And for the time being, he was trapped in the tiny bubble of the two or three people from the palace, and – to some degree – Hamilton, to be his supporters and advisors in the challenging adventure of helping Mata. 
 
    “I’m going to go fetch your sister.  You stay here,” he idly told Mata as he stood and prepared to leave. 
 
    “Mmh, hmm,” she sleepily murmured a response. 
 
    Silas’s eyes widened.  He stepped over to the bed and knelt down by the side, then took Mata’s hand in both of his. 
 
    “Are you awake?” he asked. 
 
    “I’m dreaming,” she answered in a slurred voice.  “It’s a nice dream.” 
 
    Silas smiled at the injured woman’s perception. 
 
    “You stay here and sleep.  I’ll come back and make it even a better dream,” he promised. 
 
    “Will you kiss me before you go?” Mata asked, her eyes still closed. 
 
    Silas gave a soft chuckle as he stood, then leaned down and kissed Mata’s cheek.  He was still smiling when he slipped out the door and began the descent down the stairs to go and make his rendezvous with Mata’s sister. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Silas was still smiling when he found three women waiting for him minutes later. 
 
    “Who’s she?” he asked Jade.   
 
    “This is Gwen,” Jade replied motioning to the third woman, who was wrapped in dark clothing, just as the other two visitors were.  Silas had been sure Jade would come; he hadn’t been as sure about Mene’s return, and Gwen’s addition to the group threw him for a complete surprise. 
 
    “She spoke to me just before I came down,” Silas told Jade. 
 
    “Oh Silas!” Jade hugged him enthusiastically. 
 
    The group turned and followed Silas as he began leading the way to the small refuge above the city.  Silas heard someone stumble, and then heard a voice that he presumed was Gwen’s, grumbling about walking in total darkness. 
 
    “Everyone put a hand on the person in front of you,” he suggested mildly, just before starting up the steps from the lobby to the floor above.  He slowly led his short cavalcade along the route.  Jade’s hand on his shoulder squeezed tightly, a sign to Silas of her anticipation that she would soon see Mata one again. 
 
    Someone behind stumbled once more as they climbed the stairs up to the fifth-floor apartment, and Silas heard a stream of oaths that would have done Prima’s waggoneers proud, quickly followed by a shushing noise. 
 
    When they reached the fifth-floor landing and started down the hallway, Silas heard Gwen mutter, “How can he even see anything?  How does he know where he is?” 
 
    “Have you seen his eyes?” Mene whispered back. 
 
    “And my hearing’s not so bad either,” Silas spoke through the darkness with a grin. 
 
    “Mind your own business and get us where we need to be,” Gwen groused. 
 
    “We’re here,” Silas replied.  He opened the door, and led the group into the room. 
 
    “Who’s there?” Mata’s voice asked sharply.  “Where am I?” 
 
    “Mata?” Jade’s voice replied with heart-breaking emotion.  She released her hold on Silas, and plunged into the room in the direction of Mata’s voice. 
 
    “Whoa!” Mene’s voice spoke sharply, as Jade broke away from her, while Silas fumbled with the steel and flint on the table, and managed to strike a spark that caught on the wick of the small lantern in the room.  He hurriedly breathed on the glowing spot on the wick and brought it to flame, then closed the small glass chimney, providing dim light that allowed the others to see about the barely-furnished room. 
 
    Jade and Mata were crying upon each other as they hugged on the bed, while Mene looked at them with a wistful expression.  Gwen stood with her back against the closed door, and kept her eyes on Silas, studying him intently.  She looked like a hawk watching a mouse, Silas thought sourly. 
 
    “Jade, how did this happen?  How did I wake up here?  I feel so much better; the pain is next to nothing,” Mata sobbed. 
 
    “Silas did it.  He rescued you, and he’s tended you,” Jade explained as the two sisters pulled apart.  They both turned to look at Silas, with eyes that were shining, still full of teary moisture. 
 
    “I think you’re going to be fine,” Silas said awkwardly.  “And we’re going to find a way to move you to someplace safe.” 
 
    “We’ll find you passage on board the first ship we can,” Mene spoke up for the first time. 
 
    “My princess!” Mata spoke with a voice that was filled with awe. 
 
    Silas whipped his head to look at Mene, knowing that Mata had correctly and immediately seen through the mild disguise that had baffled Silas. 
 
    “Your highness,” he said awkwardly, then clumsily bowed down on one knee.  “My apologies for not recognizing you.”  In his mind’s eye, he was suddenly able to see that the woman he had seen in the mirror was the same woman who had a scarf wrapped protectively around her head, leaving only her face visible. 
 
    “It’s alright Silas.  I’m sure I look different with my clothes on compared to the times you’ve seen me in the dressing room mirror, but this accomplishment is so extraordinary that all is forgiven,” she spoke mockingly. 
 
    Silas saw that Gwen’s hands were balled in fists of anger at the thought of Silas peeping at the undressed princess. 
 
    “I didn’t; I don’t,” Silas began to object, then remembered one time when he had let his gaze linger a moment longer than he should have. 
 
    “Oh Silas!” the princess burst out laughing.  “Rise to your feet.  Let’s celebrate Mata’s freedom!” 
 
    “Silas, it wasn’t a dream?  You were really with me a short while ago, when I first started to wake up?” 
 
    “Right before I went to bring these others here,” he agreed as he rose to his feet. 
 
    There was a sudden clap of thunder. 
 
    “I was told that there’s a bad storm moving in, and there won’t be much shipping for the next few days,” Silas blurted out as he suddenly was reminded of Hamilton’s warning. 
 
    “Keep it to yourself for now,” Gwen told him. 
 
    “Tell me what happened!” Mata spoke up.  “I was in that place, and it was horrible,” she said.  “Princess, your prison is evil.” 
 
    “Let me hear your story,” Princess Lumene said grimly, as she loosened the scarf she had wrapped around her head. 
 
    And so Mata began.  The princess sat in a chair, and Mata told the story of being beaten in the prison by the guards, then dragged up to the tower in recent days. 
 
    “There was a little food and water served once a day in the tower,” she told her audience.  “And it felt evil, like something there hated me and wanted to eat me.  I felt weaker and weaker with every day that passed, and there was constant pain, like sharp needles in my skin. 
 
    “How did you rescue me?” she turned her eyes to Silas. 
 
    He began to tell his tale in halting terms, beginning with his journey from the eastern wilderness to Barnesnob, and then his frightening excursion into the prison. 
 
    He paused, then described what he had seen in the tower before he had rescued Mata.  The others listened with ashen faces as he described the apparition in the room at the top, and the abandoned bodies in the other tower prison cells. 
 
    “I think that would have happened to Mata too, if I hadn’t found her just then,” he explained to his grim audience. 
 
    He went on to describe the trip back through the sewer with Mata in tow behind him through the rushing water, and finally he explained how he had used the mirror to speak to Dianu to learn how to make the medicines he had applied to Mata during the day. 
 
    “No one in the world but you could have saved her!” Jade spoke admiringly. 
 
    “She isn’t safe yet.  We need to get her out of the city,” the princess spoke up.  “Either on board a ship to the mainland, or at least into the mountains in southern part of the island.” 
 
    Silas felt his heart skip a beat with delight at the thought of fleeing to the mountains to hide.  There was no environment he would feel more secure in, or better prepared for. 
 
    “I think I need to sail away,” Mata spoke up a split second later.  “I wouldn’t feel safe on the island, not with that evil power from the tower here.  It would haunt me.” 
 
    Silas bit his lip.  He wouldn’t mention his desire to visit the mountains after all.  If Mata wanted to leave the island, he would take her away, no questions asked.  They could go to any number of places around the continent, and then…. 
 
    He didn’t know what would happen once Mata was safe.  It was a decision that would have to be made, but not at that moment. 
 
    “We’ll give you money so that you can buy passage on a ship, after the storm passes, if there is a storm,” the princess told Mata. 
 
    “Your highness, that is very gracious of you.  I’ll repay you someday, I promise,” Mata clenched her hands together in front of her. 
 
    “If we have to wait for this supposed storm, the girl may be exposed or be in danger here,” Gwen inserted herself into the conversation.  “I think the mountains would be a faster, surer, escape for her.” 
 
    “I know the ways of the mountains.  I was born and raised in a mountain village,” Silas spoke up.  “I could keep her safe.” 
 
    “I don’t want to go to the mountains,” Mata asserted. 
 
    “We know you say you brought the girl here all on your own as a big hero, but other than funny-colored eyes and some tricks with your voice, I don’t know that we’ve got reason to believe that you could keep the girl safe in the mountains,” Gwen was openly skeptical of Silas. 
 
    “There’s no reason to fight about this right now,” Jade attempted to interrupt the brewing conflict. 
 
    “With all that I’ve proven as a friend to Jade and Mata, why should we listen to the bad manners of a girl who can’t even climb a dark set of stairs without tripping?” Silas was irritated by Gwen’s belittling of his abilities.  He’d traveled across a vast distance just to save Mata, and done it successfully under difficult circumstances. 
 
    “Enough!” the princess spoke sharply.  “This is my personal bodyguard, and I expect her to be treated respectfully.” She looked at Silas as she spoke.  “And this man has proven his ability, friendship, and trustworthiness,” she turned to Gwen as she continued. 
 
    “Boy, more than man,” Gwen muttered. 
 
    “We all need to return to the palace,” the princess told her two companions.  “We’ll plan to return tomorrow night, and we’ll see if this storm appears on the horizon, then make a decision. 
 
    “Mata, do you feel comfortable and safe staying here with Silas tonight, or should we find a room at an inn for you?” the princess looked at Mata as she stood up. 
 
    “Silas saved my life!  I’m safe to stay here, as safe as I’d be anywhere else.  And I really don’t even know where I am, anyway,” Mata replied. 
 
    “Silas, you’ll take good care of her, and treat her properly?” Lumene turned to Silas once again. 
 
    “Yes, absolutely, your highness,” he replied. 
 
    “I trust him,” Mata spoke up. 
 
    “We’ll be on our way; Silas lead us out, and don’t let Gwen stub her toe this time,” Lumene kept a straight face as she motioned for Silas to lead, while a deep frown covered the face of the bodyguard in response. 
 
    Silas did lead them down the stairs and back out of the warehouse, to the street level, where the trio bid a quiet farewell, then disappeared in the maze of streets that wound through the heart of the city.  Silas reclimbed the stairs, breathing heavily by the time he re-entered the room. 
 
    “Silas?” Mata spoke immediately.  “Do you have anything to eat, and is there a place I can go?” 
 
    “Go where?” he asked, puzzled. 
 
    “Go,” she paused delicately, “to relieve myself.” 
 
    He nodded towards the bedpan that was partially visible under the bed, and shrugged apologetically.  “I’ll step out for a minute.  I can take it down to the drain and pump and clean it out,” he tried to sound cheerful about the task, as he left the room again. 
 
    A minute later he knocked, then cautiously entered. 
 
    “Thank you!  I feel much better,” the girl was genuine in her gratitude. 
 
    “Here’s all the food I’ve brought up here,” Silas showed her the cupboards where he had placed his small hoard of goods.  “Help yourself, and I’ll be back soon.” 
 
    When he returned from the long, vertical round trip, Mata was happily chewing on a chunk of bread. 
 
    “Where are we?” she asked.  “And what are you doing here?  What day is it?” 
 
    “We’re in a room on an upper floor of a warehouse by the harbor, near the shipping docks,” Silas answered.  He proceeded to tell a long, winding story about his path back to Amenozume.  He showed her the mirror he carried, and she looked at the various connected sites the mirror showed, and then they talked about the future. 
 
    “I am ready to leave,” Mata said firmly.  “I can stay away until the troubles die down here.  There’s nothing for me to stay for, other than Jade,” she pointed out.  “I’ll never be able to dive for pearls again.” 
 
    “I think we’ll be safe here in this room if we have to wait a few days,” Silas accepted her decision.  “And then we can sail to the mainland.” 
 
    “You don’t have to take me,” Mata objected.  “I’m not going to be a flotsam that drifts along in your wake for the rest of your life.” 
 
    “But you could use someone to help you find the right place to settle on the mainland.  I’ll have to go back anyway,” Silas pointed out.  “I don’t have any future here on Amenozume either.” 
 
    They settled on an agreement to travel to the mainland together, as Silas put his mirror back in his pack.  His hand brushed against a flexible item in the pack, and he realized it was the second message that Prim had given him to deliver, a note to take to Avaleen. 
 
    He needed to go to Avaleen.  Yet he believed that Avaleen was the target of the Ivaric invasion force his mirror had shown him being armed for battle.  Did he want to risk going to Avaleen, and could he subject Mata to the risk as well, when she was supposed to be fleeing to safety? 
 
    The conversation continued, as he explained the new conundrum, and they debated what to do.  They sat on the bed and talked.  Silas turned off the lantern to conserve oil, and they lay on the bed, talking further, until they drifted off to sleep late in the evening. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Silas and Mata awoke at nearly the same time in the morning, both aroused by a loud crash of thunder, and the sudden onset of heavy rain striking their window.  Mata rose first, and stared out the window. 
 
    “I can barely see the water in the harbor, the rain’s coming down so hard,” she commented.   “But there are white caps where the water should be calm. 
 
    “If this is the storm you were predicting, then we’re going to be stuck here for a few days,” she turned and faced Silas. 
 
    “Let me show you something,” Silas rose from the bed and stretched. 
 
    “What are you going to show?” Mata asked dubiously. 
 
    “Look here,” he proceeded to show the hidden escape hole that Hamilton had shown him.  “And if it weren’t raining, I’d show you that the window ledge is wide enough to step out on.  If somehow, we do have trouble here, we’ll have a couple of ways to escape, at least for a little while.” 
 
    “What kind of business are you in?  I thought you were an honest trader,” Mata asked skeptically, with one eyebrow raised. 
 
    “I am, or I thought I was.  I’m not really much of a trader,” he began to explain.  “I really just drove a wagon for the most part.  I had no idea there was anything like this involved.” As he said it, he thought once again that Prima, Minnie, and Ruten seemed to be in a class above and apart from what he’d expect from typical traders.   If he were to ever find them again, he’d have to openly ask them who they were and what they did. 
 
    But that was for a different time, in the uncertain future. 
 
    The pair settled into a lazy day in their room.  Silas applied more of the leftover medications to Mata.  The girl appeared ill at ease at times, jumping when thunder crashed unexpectedly close. 
 
    “I think I’d like to take a nap,” she told Silas apologetically at midday. 
 
    “That’s alright,” he told her, an idea of his own ready to spring into action.  “I can go to the armory nearby and practice my sword work while you sleep,” he proposed. 
 
    Mata nodded her head in agreement, pleased that she wouldn’t bore him by falling asleep. 
 
    Silas made his way to the armory that Hamilton had offered, and found the building with ease.  There were few men in the facility, and when Silas began to practice with one of the weighted, wooden practice swords offered there, he was quickly offered a pair of matches by members of the club eager for someone fresh to practice against. 
 
    He proved to be a formidable opponent by the standards of the club, much to his surprise.  He had never found Ruten so easy to best as the members of the club proved to be, and he faced a constant stream of challenges and rematches through the afternoon, especially later in the afternoon, when more members filtered in through the weather and took up the cause of defending the club’s honor. 
 
    He grew worn and sweaty from his continual work on the practice floor, and finally begged off so that he could return to see Mata, though he promised to be back at the armory the following day.  Afterwards, he stood outside in the rain and let the continuing downpour wash away the perspiration and grit that his body was bathed in.  Finally, he walked up the stairs to the fifth-floor room that was his short-term home. 
 
    Mata was sitting by the window, looking out at the falling rain. 
 
    “You are soaking wet!” she exclaimed, as water dripped off him and puddled on the floor at his feet.  She looked out the window and then back at him again.  “I feel very guilty to ask, but could you go to the market and get some fresh food?  I’m craving greens – I haven’t had anything fresh since they put me in prison weeks ago.” 
 
    Silas smiled.  He was both annoyed at the request, as well as understanding of her wish after her long imprisonment, and then seclusion in the warehouse room.  He asked what she wanted, then trudged down to the street and visited the market, leaving the shopping area with celery and apples. 
 
    The pair ate food, then Mata asked to look in the mirror to see Jade. 
 
    The sister in the palace was waiting.  Silas heard Mata squeal as she first saw her sister when the mirror emerged from his pack.  He gave Mata the pad and stylus so that she could communicate with Jade, then he went to sit in a chair at the table, and closed his eyes to relax as the sisters carried on a conversation through written replies, with occasional verbal comments and retorts uttered by Mata. 
 
    “She says they won’t come over tonight because of the rain, but perhaps tomorrow night.  Gwen is putting pressure on the princess to not sneak out any more,” Mata reported after she laid the mirror down at the end of the conversation. 
 
    The pair of fugitives slept that night, and noticed a reduction in the force of the storm the next morning when they awoke.  After a lazy morning, Silas left again to return to the armory, for further competition.  He lost matches from time to time, but managed to win enough to impress the competitors who came through the rain for the chance to practice against him. 
 
    When Silas re-entered the warehouse apartment, he noticed two things.  The room seemed smaller and smaller every time he entered it.  For Mata, he supposed it had to feel less confining than her prison cell, but small and closing in nonetheless.  When he looked over at the girl sympathetically, his eyes bugged wide in shock. 
 
    Mata was looking up at him, her eyes filled with guilt.  In her lap she held his mirror, while her hands held his pad and stylus. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I got bored,” she apologized instantly.  “I was so bored, I just couldn’t help myself, so I decided to try to talk to Jade.” 
 
    “Does it work?” Silas asked. 
 
    “Yes and no,” Mata replied.  “It works, but I’m not talking to Jade right now.” 
 
    Silas looked at her in surprise.  “Is it the Princess?  Gwen?” he asked.  He could conceive that the princess might find the mirror interesting to use, though he harbored no illusions that the hard-nosed, practical Gwen would bother with the device. 
 
    “No, it’s the healer lady, Dianu,” Mata shocked him again by informing him.  “Just a second; let me telling her why I’m not writing,” she scribbled for several seconds, then showed the note to the mirror. 
 
    She stared down at the sheet of glass for several seconds, then looked up. 
 
    “Dianu says to tell you hello, and that you did a great job mixing all the medicines for me.  She’s leaving now,” the girl in the room added, then put down the writing implements she held. 
 
    “I know I shouldn’t have done that,” Mata said in a low voice, as she lifted the mirror and slid it back into the pack that lay on the bed in front of her. 
 
    Silas looked at her, his mind grappling with the dual tracks of thoughts he felt.  He felt unprepared to learn that his pack had been so easily opened and rifled through.  He knew he had nothing of great value or importance – other than the mirror – but still felt a sense of violation.  Yet he equally felt the boredom that Mata must have felt.  The formerly active pearl diver had been reduced to being an unwilling captive in a prison cell, and now was in better, but not perfect, conditions as a hidden escapee from the authorities. 
 
    Mata rose from the bed and came over to Silas, then rested her arms on his shoulders as she stood close.  “I didn’t mean to violate your trust,” she told him. 
 
    They stood looking at each other, then Silas placed his hands on Mata’s hips, and let them slide around to the small of her back, pulling her even closer. 
 
    A second later, they began to kiss, their lips touching, the rain dampness upon his face transferring to hers. 
 
    The knife on Silas’s belt vibrated. 
 
    The kiss did not feel right.  Silas hadn’t had much experience with kissing girls, but he knew he should feel exuberance or thrills or pleasure or at least comfort. 
 
    His kiss with Mata tasted good; she tasted pleasantly salty, or perhaps minty, or maybe both, he couldn’t decide on a word that described the flavor.  But there was nothing else – no emotional flood or release.  It was only a physical action. 
 
    He looked at her, and saw that she seemed just as unimpressed as he was. 
 
    “I thought it would be more special than that,” Mata said softly.  She averted her eyes, casting them down, as her hands slipped off his shoulders, while his own arms slipped ever so gently away from the embrace they had held. 
 
    “We’re still friends, aren’t we?” Silas asked uncertainly. 
 
    “I don’t see why not,” Mata turned away from Silas for a moment, then turned back with a smile. 
 
    “I expect we’re still friends; we just had to check to make sure nothing like love would get in the way, that’s all,” she declared. 
 
    “Phew, I’m glad that’s settled,” Silas stripped off his wet shirt, turning away from Mata to hang it on a hook to dry.  “Okay friend, what do we do now?” 
 
    “Those stripes are so fascinating,” Mata said.  “I think I take your eyes for granted now, but those stripes still are eye-catching. 
 
    “And speaking of eye-catching, why don’t you see if Jade can tell you on the mirror what time she’ll be here?  And ask her to bring some clothes for me; I don’t know why I haven’t asked before,” Mata was suddenly conscious of, and uncomfortable in, her minimal wardrobe. 
 
    “You can go ahead and try to reach her in the mirror,” Silas offered, with a nod of his head.  He couldn’t be mad at her for using the mirror after all. 
 
    Minutes later, Mata reported that Jade, the princess, and Gwen were all on their way, and bringing clothing with them, a vast expansion of her wardrobe. 
 
    “So, I can put on a fashion show for you!” she grinned as she slid the mirror away.  “You can give them a few minutes before you go down to lead them up here; they’ll walk slower in the rain, with trying to dodge puddles and all.” 
 
    Silas wrung his shirt slightly drier, then pulled it back on after waiting and thinking about the ineffectual kiss.  It didn’t seem like a failure, or an embarrassment, or an impediment to his friendship with Mata.  It almost seemed like the right thing to do, to try and then simply accept the outcome. 
 
    He said good bye, then slowly descended the stairwell, and finally went outside into the darkness to guide the guests back up. 
 
    He stood against the wall of the warehouse, seeking whatever minimal protection it provided from the rain, his eyes trained on the roadway that led from the palace to the harbor.  He soon saw the three women, huddled together as they cautiously trod among the slippery granite paving stones of the road surface. 
 
    As he watched, his extraordinary night vision saw that four other people were walking down the road not far behind the women, and he saw two more people emerge from the alleys and also head towards his position. 
 
    It looked like an ambush.  It seemed impossible that it would be coincidental that nine people could suddenly come together at the same time in the same place amidst the deserted streets near the empty harbor. 
 
    Silas let his hand fall to the hilt of his knife, and he held it at the ready, waiting to see trouble start, and trying to anticipate which way it would come from. 
 
    “Silas, is that you?” Jade’s voice called through the rain, as the girl’s ordinary eyesight barely spotted his figure waiting in the rainy dimness. 
 
    “I’m here,” he took a step forward.  He put his hand on his knife as he approached his meeting with the visitors, sure that some trouble was at hand. 
 
    “Jade,” he began to warn of the men around them as he stepped within easy earshot of the women, but his warning was interrupted. 
 
    “All of you turn over all your money and all your valuables,” a voice came out of the darkness behind Silas. 
 
    The man who spoke was just a few yards behind Silas, while the rest of the approaching circle of assailants were further still, virtually unseen yet by the others, whose eyesight in the dark rain was limited. 
 
    “Gwen, it’s a trap,” Silas warned. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” the guard replied dismissively.  “He’s one man.  I’ll take care of this; he doesn’t know what he ran into,” she hissed dismissively, then charged past Silas, drawing her sword in the process. 
 
    “Jade, princess, run to the left,” Silas urged, noting where the largest gap in the encirclement was, and hoping he could lead the pair to safety.  He reached out and grabbed Jade’s arm with his free hand to lead her to safety. 
 
    “Follow us, princess,” he urged. 
 
    “Silas, what are you doing?” Jade resisted his efforts. 
 
    “Get away, scum,” Gwen’s voice threatened the robber who had spoken. 
 
    Jade’s delay allowed the other robbers to step closer, and the gap that Silas eyed seemed to grow perilously small. 
 
    “Who’s that?” Gwen’s voice called.  Silas turned and saw that a pair of other assailants were enveloping Gwen, while he and the other two women were finding themselves growing endangered. 
 
    “Come over here,” Silas pulled Jade towards Gwen.  It was better to stay together and fight as a single group, he concluded. 
 
    “Who are those people?” the princess asked, more alert to the danger as the circumstances changed and the other men around them became visible. 
 
    Silas saw a man approaching Gwen’s back, and he threw his knife. 
 
    The man shrieked, then fell to the ground with the knife sticking from his back. 
 
    “Silas!  What did you do?” Jade shouted in dismay. 
 
    A moment later, Silas released his grip on her and stepped over to the dead man, pulling his knife free from the body, and confiscating a sword from the man as well.  He turned and saw that another of the robbers was close to the princess; without hesitation he flung his knife again, and cringed for a moment as he saw the twirling blade flip over the princess’s shoulder before striking the closest of her assailants in the neck. 
 
    He turned and slashed his confiscated sword, striking another man’s blade as the man lunged at Jade. 
 
    “Kill them all; we’ll get our share later,” one of the robbers shouted over the continuing sound of the rain striking the cobblestones. 
 
    “You’ll die first!” Gwen bellowed a challenge, and the sound of her sword striking another rang to emphasize her point. 
 
    Silas used all the moves and tricks that Ruten had taught him with the sword, turning and dodging and moving about, trying to protect the two women who were unarmed, while also wanting to retrieve his knife. 
 
    “Come with me again!” he grabbed and tugged Jade with one hand, as he circled around the frightened princess, so that he could retrieve his knife once more. 
 
    “Can you use a sword?” he asked Jade. 
 
    “No,” she answered, as he parried a sword attack with his knife. 
 
    “I can,” the princess said confidently. 
 
    “Here, take this,” he handed over the sword he held, and then used the magical qualities of his knife to allow him to charge into a trio of men, twisting, dancing, evading, and fighting with confidence, relying on his knife’s superb ability. 
 
    And then he relied too much.  As he faced the last two of the trio, he attacked one, but felt the sword of the other slice across his back.  He flipped the knife backward, causing his attacker to scream.  Both the man and Silas fell to the ground simultaneously, one dead and the other injured. 
 
    The sound of the rain striking the pavement seemed to grow in intensity. 
 
    “Silas!” Jade screamed his name loudly, as he fell forward from his knees to the puddling water on the ground. 
 
    He heard nothing but the sound of the rain striking the pavement, then he felt hands on his face. 
 
    “He’s hurt!” Jade’s voice cried. 
 
    “He’s lucky to be alive, fighting like that,” the princess’s voice replied. 
 
    “What’s happening?  The rest have run away if they’re not dead,” Gwen’s voice was above him. 
 
    The women lifted him carefully to his feet as he gasped in pain, then he haltingly gave directions as they propped him up and took him inside the warehouse, out of the rain. 
 
    “I suppose you expect me to carry him up the stairs,” Gwen said grumpily, though she made no further complaint as she lifted him onto her back and slowly trudged up the dark flights to reach the correct floor. 
 
    “What took you so long?  Oh goodness!  Silas?!” Mata’s annoyance at the long delay changed to alarm as she saw his bedraggled body carried into the room.  She leapt to her feet and directed placing him on the bed, then she and Jade undressed him as he moaned from the painful wound. 
 
    “he went to fight three swordsmen using just a knife!” the princess exclaimed to Mata as the examined his wound. 
 
    “It’s a deep cut, Silas,” Jade told him.  “What do we do?” 
 
    Silas thought about the medicines he had used to treat Mata’s injuries when he had brought her back from the prison, the mixtures he had put together thanks to Dianu’s tutelage.  He was about to tell the women to look on the table for the remainder of the treatments, when he remembered the cuts he had received on his chests, the mysterious, self-healing wounds that had cured within a matter of moments, leaving only yellow and purple streaks on his body. 
 
    “Just wait.  Don’t do anything,” he said through gritted teeth.  If there was to be self-healing, he hoped it was going to happen soon, to release him from the pain he felt. 
 
    And then there was a spark, as if a finger had poked the lower end of the cut. 
 
    “Oh goodness!” Princess Lumene exclaimed. 
 
    Silas felt an end of pain at that lower point, which suddenly turned into a moving, cool relief from the agony, rolling up his back. 
 
    Jade shrieked. 
 
    And then it all was over.  The pain was ended, and the women were silent.  Silas groaned in relief at the absence of pain, then rolled partially over to look at the women. 
 
    They all stood with wide eyes, staring at him.  Mata and the princess had faces that were extremely pale, while Jade’s face was red.  Gwen stood with her knife drawn. 
 
    “What are you?” she growled. 
 
    Silas breathed deeply.  “I’m just a boy; I was trapped in a cave with gasses and fumes that did strange things,” he began. 
 
    There was a thumping noise at the window, making everyone jump in surprise, and then Silas’s knife came flying in through a narrow opening, and landed in his hand. 
 
    “Strang things like this,” Silas held up the knife, while the others backed away. 
 
    “And the mirrors, and the eyes, and the way my body heals.  It’s a yellow and purple scar back here, isn’t it?” he bent his arm and patted his back. 
 
    Mata nodded her head silently. 
 
    “He’s good.  He’s not a monster,” she said. 
 
    “He saved our lives just now,” Jade pointed out. 
 
    “He has been faithful, and honorable, hasn’t he?” Princess Lumene asked Mata, looking over at the girl, who blushed. 
 
    “We both have,” she agreed. 
 
    “Then Gwen shall put away her weapon, and we all will sit down to discuss this evening,” Lumene said. 
 
    “Someone knew you were coming,” Silas spoke up.  “There must have been ten men in that attack,” he pointed out. 
 
    “There were some guards, some maids, a few folks who could have figured out you were leaving, or followed you,” Gwen pointed out.  “A princess cannot stay anonymous for long.” 
 
    “You can’t come see me anymore if it’s not safe,” Mata insisted. 
 
    “Here,” Lumene reached into her robe and pulled a small bag from a pocket within.  “Here’s the money to allow you to buy passage on a ship.  There’s enough for two to travel,” she looked at Silas. 
 
    “I’ll go with her,” he nodded. 
 
    “You take him!” Jade exclaimed to her sister.   “You should have seen him fight in the street!” 
 
    “And I’m wearing three layers of clothes for you; I think the last layer may still be dry.  Is there someplace I can take these off?” she pulled her own shawl free from her body, looking around uncertainly, without looking at Silas. 
 
    “I can step out into the hall,” he offered, and did so. 
 
    “Come back in,” Mata’s voice floated out through the open door a few minutes later, as she opened it to allow a portion of the dim light of the apartment space to spread out into the hallway.  Silas returned, to find Mata wearing a robe of light material for the first time since her rescue, while other clothes lay on the bed, and Jade was adjusting the clothing she had put back on herself. 
 
    “We can’t come back here again,” Gwen said matter-of-factly.  “And we need to get back to the palace soon.  It’s time to say our goodbyes.” 
 
    “Mata, I’m going to miss you, but I’m so glad you’re going to live a free life.  I know I’ll see you again someday,” Jade embraced her sister in a tight, prolonged, tearful hug. 
 
    “I would not believe that one person would travel so far, and do so much, for friendship,” Jade said to Silas next, as she hugged him as well.  “You’re the best person we could’ve relied on.  The mirrors knew what they were doing when they let us meet one another.”  She looked at Mata with a momentary glance of uncertainty, then kissed Silas robustly on the lips, and stepped back, her eyes downcast. 
 
    “You have been a hero in my eyes, and I hope we’ll have a chance to acknowledge your heroism publicly someday,” the princess told Silas as well.  She bowed her head to him, briefly took Mata’s hand in hers, then stepped back to the doorway. 
 
    “We can find our own way out, finally,” Gwen said.  “You’re a good fighter,” she nodded to Silas.  “Good luck,” she tossed the words to Mata as the bodyguard was the last of the three visitors to step out the door and leave the apartment.   
 
    Silas and Mata watched them leave, then looked at one another.  The only thing left for them to do was to find a ride on a ship leaving the island. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Two days later, Silas found a ship at the docks that was anxious to depart for Avaleen after the long storm-caused delay.  The officers were desperate to have an additional crew member and allowed Mata to ship on the freighter at no charge, riding as Silas’s sister and sharing a small cabin with him. 
 
    If the two had not grown so accustomed to one another in their apartment exile, they might have found the close quarters of the tiny compartment to be uncomfortable, but they adjusted quickly. 
 
    Silas found that his duties were similar to the work he had done on the freighter trip that had brought him to Amenozume, with the extra duty of keeping a close eye on Mata to discourage unwanted attentions from the other members of the crew.  A long stare from his strangely-colored eyes proved to be unnerving enough to dissuade most of the crew, and a few early swordsmanship practices with the officers that demonstrated his prowess with the blade was further incentive to the other men on the ship to leave the girl alone. 
 
    Once the ship was bound for the northern port of Avaleen, the stiff winds carried it at a formidable speed, with few adjustments needed to the sails during the day.  Silas spent part of the time giving Mata the same early lessons in handling a blade that Ruten had given him during his time in the trading caravan.  There were few objections from the other men on the ship, who enjoyed watching Mata’s lithe figure in action during the practices on the deck. 
 
    After just a few days, the ship arrived at the port of Avaleen, a city Silas had briefly visited before.  Once the ship was unloaded, the two passengers departed, having paid nothing for the journey, nor been paid for their work on the ship. 
 
    “I have to find a trader and deliver the message Prima gave me,” Silas told Mata. 
 
    “And then what are you going to do?  What am I going to do, Silas?” the girl asked.  “I know I want to sleep in a real bed after having that hammock on the ship, but I don’t know what to do after that,” she fretted. 
 
    Silas had no answer.  He’d spent hours on the ship wondering what advice to give, but had no answers.  “We’ll ask people,” he offered vaguely.  “It might be best to leave Avaleen anyway and head elsewhere; I believe Ivaric will invade this land one day soon.”  He was surprised that such an invasion hadn’t been carried out already, given the length of time since he had seen the Ivaric forces picking their armaments from the warehouse in the dictator’s capital city of Eric. 
 
    Silas gave Mata the money they had, and let her enter an inn to reserve a room for the pair of them, while he stayed outside and kept his face down, limiting the number of people who would see and remember his colorful eyes.  Afterwards, they went up to their room, when Mata threw herself on the bed and spread her limbs wide in a joyful celebration of having a comfortable mattress once again. 
 
    “Oh Silas, I feel free!” she exclaimed.  Her eyes were closed, and her face shone with exuberant joy.  She looked beautiful and joyful, and he wondered why he hadn’t enjoyed kissing her.  Would it be fair to try again, he wondered? 
 
    Mata wanted to take a bath.  She ordered delivery of a tub and hot water, while Silas left to walk around the city, to revisit the places he had seen when he had been there before, as well as to find information about where he could find the location of a trader named Burr, the name that Prima had written on the wrapping of the envelope that Silas had carried to deliver for the caravan leader.  He left behind his mirror, knowing that Mata would want to tell Jade they had arrived on the mainland safely, if it was possible to catch the sister between her duties at court. 
 
    He went browsing among the docks, down in the fishing boat portion of the harbor, looking for Gaspar, Greymont, and Remon, who had helped him escape from Ivaric guards by taking him out to sea, but the fishermen’s boat was out on the water, seeking to bring in a fresh catch. 
 
    He considered strolling out to New Fields to visit the estate of Greywold the nobleman, where his companion from the caravan, the lovely Sareen, had gone to live.  He wouldn’t be particularly welcome there, he suspected.  And the nobility wouldn’t be likely to know anything about where an average trader like Burr would be located. 
 
    But seeing Sareen would be a reminder of a simpler time, when he had considered the caravan to be a safe home, and he had simply traveled the land as part of the group, letting Prima make the decisions about where they went, and what they did. 
 
    He started walking toward the northern suburb, and several minutes later, arrived at the familiar gate where he had last seen Sareen.  The guard at the gate accepted his message to see Sareen, and sent it to the house, as Silas stood idly at the gate and waited.  He thought about the still unresolved feelings he had for Sareen; he’d never been seen by the girl as a possible suitor, he knew, though he’d had chances to put himself forward.  He’d not realized they were opportunities at the time, or he’d not known how to charm the girl who he’d practiced sword work with twice daily.  Had Ruten been trying to throw the two of them together, Silas asked himself. 
 
    “Silas, is it really you?  Is the caravan back in town?” he was startled from his musings by Sareen’s voice, speaking to him from the entry gate. 
 
    He turned and looked at her.  She was more beautiful than he remembered.  Her looks had benefited from staying at the wealthy estate – her skin appeared flawless, and her hair was intricately braided, while the gown she wore was both demure and yet slightly suggestive. 
 
    “Hi Sareen,” his dry throat rasped out the words.  “It’s good to see you.” 
 
    “It’s so good to see you too,” she replied.  She advanced a step and raised her hand to him.  He was supposed to take it, he realized.  But did he need to kiss it, his mind questioned what to do next as he raised his own hand and touched hers, then he did bend and lightly press his lips against it. 
 
    He stood up straight, his eyes examining Sareen to see if he had responded correctly to her gesture, and he saw an amused smile. 
 
    “You look beautiful,” the words blurted from his mouth. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said.  “You look like you’ve grown up quite a bit.  You’re more like a man than a boy now.” 
 
    “No,” he finally answered the question.  “The caravan’s not back in town.  I left it a few weeks ago.  They didn’t kick me out,” he hastily added.  “I just wanted to go somewhere else.” 
 
    “And now you’re back here in Avaleen,” Sareen spoke after a long, silent, awkward pause. 
 
    “Tell me how you’re doing,” Silas didn’t know what else to say.  He didn’t want to tell Sareen that he had traveled so far to help rescue a different girl, one who was with him at an inn in Avaleen.  It was better to let Sareen speak about herself. 
 
    “I’m having a wonderful time.  Greymont’s sister Abbae is very sweet, and very talented.  She’s teaching me to play two of her musical instruments, and we sing together, and we go horseback riding together.  And Greymont’s friends among the nobility and the high gentry come to visit so often!” Sareen was anxious to describe how wonderful her life had become. 
 
    “Do you go back to Shaish’s temple often?” Silas asked, feeling a desire to deflate the girl’s high spirits; he was dissatisfied with the pleasure she took in life since she had drifted away from him. 
 
    The temple was a reminder of her last moments as an ordinary carnival worker, when she and Silas had fled from robbers, and been instructed by the voice of the goddess Shaish that Silas was himself a special project of Krusima. 
 
    A shadow of annoyance flickered upon Sareen’s brow, but within a moment she had smoothed her forehead.  “Greymont’s family is partial to the worship of Growelf,” Sareen mentioned the god of fire.  “The ceremonial bonfires are spectacular, especially at night, when we stand out in the estate in the dark and wrap ourselves in blankets as we sing hymns.  Then we go for walks in the gardens and,” she paused, “contemplate.”  A wicked smile pursed her lips. 
 
    Silas felt defeated.  Sareen was pleased with her new life, and he would not be able to dissuade her from feeling satisfied.  She was not going to admit longing to return to the old ways of wandering freely across the continent – nor was she going to suddenly confess some deeply hidden affection for him.  It was time for him to acknowledge the facts, and move on. 
 
    “I’m glad you’re doing so well.  I need to get back to Mata,” he said. 
 
    “Oh, who’s that?” Sareen asked. 
 
    He would try to make his own situation sound enviable as well.  “She’s a girl from Amenozume.  We sailed to Avaleen together; she’s in our room taking a hot bath, you know, after being on the ship for a few days,” he explained in part, offering up a portion of the truth.  He was satisfied to see a hint of an annoyed furrowing of Sareen’s eyebrows. 
 
    “Be well,” he told her, and paused, waiting to see if she would offer her hand once more, but there was no motion or gesture. 
 
    “Be well too, Silas.  Please come visit again if you’re in the city someday,” Sareen stepped back into the drive, and raised her hand in a wave. 
 
    Silas turned and strode away.  The picture of Sareen lingered in his mind over the course of his walk all the way back to the inn.  He stopped at the door, then turned and went to a market to get food – fresh food.  He needed to calm down and distract himself from Sareen before he walked in to see Mata, he told himself.  And besides, he realized, he truly was hungry – especially hungry for food that was fresher than anything the ship had served over the past several days. 
 
    He soon had an armful of fruits, and skewers of freshly grilled meats, which he carried back to the inn, and delighted Mata with upon his entry to their room. 
 
    “How did you know I wanted these?” she asked as her teeth sunk into an apple, while she held a warm skewer in her free hand. 
 
    She looked beautiful to Silas, in a whole new way, with her hair freshly washed.  Why, he wondered, hadn’t he enjoyed his kiss with the girl? 
 
    Why was he suddenly so obsessed with women, he asked himself a moment later?  He had just spent an entire afternoon without asking a single question to try to locate Burr, the trader he needed to find, and he had no time to waste.  He needed to find Burr, deliver his message, and then get himself and Mata away from Avaleen and the impending invasion he expected to strike the nation. 
 
    “I need to go ask more questions about the trader I’m looking for,” Silas announced to Mata. 
 
    “You didn’t find any answers so far?” she asked sympathetically.  “Would you like for me to come with you?” she asked. 
 
    “No, I think I can do this better if you don’t distract me,” Silas answered, then blushed, as he realized he had spoken the truth, not given the white lie he had intended.  “I mean distract the people I talk to.  You know – because you’re so pretty.  They’ll think you’re pretty, and be distracted.  I’m not distracted by your looks.”  He paused and breathed deeply. 
 
    Mata was looking at him with cocked eyebrows. 
 
    “Are you alright?  Did something happen?   You seem,” she pursed her lips as she considered what words might suffice. 
 
    “It’s nothing,” Silas wished he could turn invisible, instead of any other ability he’d been given.  He wanted to put the conversation behind him.  “Why don’t you come with me?  It’ll be good for you to get out and walk around,” he turned quickly to the door and opened it, then motioned for Mata to join him. 
 
    “Is everything okay Silas?” Mata asked again when they were back out on the street. 
 
    “Yes, it’s fine.  Let’s just find some answers,” he replied, and led her to the longshoremen’s office, where the unlicensed dockworkers found work. 
 
    Several of the men there had heard of Burr the trader, and gave directions to his office. 
 
    Minutes later, at the office, the two migrants from Amenozume learned that Burr had left the port to go inland to the capital city, where he had a second office. 
 
    “It’s about a half day’s ride into the capital,” the office manager advised. 
 
    Satisfied with the information, Silas and Mata silently began to walk back towards their inn.  The sun was starting to set over the harbor in the west, and the sky began to darken. 
 
    “Would you like a drink at the tavern?” Mata asked.  “You seem like you might need one.” 
 
    Silas rolled his eyes, then shrugged.  “Sure, why not?” he asked, and they stopped in the next tavern they saw. 
 
    “Try some wine,” Mata suggested, “make it two,” she told a woman who stopped at their table to take their order. 
 
    Silas looked around; the crowd was far from genteel, but not threatening in any way either. 
 
    Silas tasted the wine when his cup arrived.  It was faintly sour, nothing like what he had expected. 
 
    “Drink it fast, and it won’t be so bad,” Mata hid a giggle behind her hand as she watched Silas’s face twist into an expression of dismay. 
 
    He did as suggested, and did it again a few minutes later when a second round of cups were ordered.  He sat back then, next to Mata, feeling faintly warm and fuzzy-brained.  He contemplated the people around them at the other tables in the tavern, which was filling up.  
 
    “Now, will you tell me what bothered you this afternoon?  Was it my bath?  Did I spend too much money?” Mata asked earnestly, as she sipped her cup of wine. 
 
    “No, it wasn’t you at all; gosh no, by all the gods,” Silas took one of Mata’s hands in his, worried that he had implied some criticism of the pretty young woman. 
 
    “It was someone else,” he admitted.  “I went to see a girl who used to be in the caravan with me; she lives here now.  She wasn’t very excited to see me,” he tried to explain. 
 
    A third cup of wine arrived for him.  He sipped it, and discovered that it no longer tasted so sour; the tavern had switched to a better bottle of the wine, and so he sipped again. 
 
    “You were rejected by your old lover?  I’m sorry Silas,” Mata said sympathetically, her hand clasping his and her fingers tracing shapes on his just as his fingers were stroking her palm. 
 
    “A girl as pretty as you shouldn’t waste time with a boy like this,” a deep voice broke into their conversation as the two travelers looked at one another.  A shadow blocked the light from the closest lantern.  Silas looked up to see a pair of large, bearded men looming above the table. 
 
    “Come over here and tell us what you think a real man is like,” one of the pair reached down to put his hand on Mata’s arm to pull her away. 
 
    Silas found that his hand and his knife were on the move.  He leapt up to kneel on the table, spilling his wine, as he pressed his knife blade against the man’s throat. 
 
    “Take your hand off her right now.  I can shave that beard after I slit your throat with this blade – it’s that sharp,” he said angrily. 
 
    The man’s eyes widened.  He released Mata, then stepped quickly back out of Silas’s range, and whistled. 
 
    The interior of the tavern turned eerily silent for a long second, then movement occurred in multiple areas, as a number of patrons headed for the door, while a few other men stood and walked to join the bearded men who had harassed Mata. 
 
    “Put your knife down boy, and we’ll let you leave this place alive, mostly,” the leader of the men said. 
 
    “You let us leave peacefully right now, and none of you will get killed,” Silas answered. 
 
    “Silas, be careful,” Mata placed a hand on his back.  Her voice was strained. 
 
    A knife suddenly flew at Silas from one side of the room, but his knife pulled his hand into position faster than any eye in the room could follow, and it deflected the knife straight up, so that the blade stuck in the ceiling. 
 
    There was a silence at the inexplicable accomplishment, and then a murmur in the back of the room. 
 
    “What was that, witchcraft?  Did your strange eyes do some trick?” the bearded man asked with a trace of doubt in his voice. 
 
    They thought he had strange powers, or they feared so, at least, Silas realized.  There was a way to use that.  He summoned his Speaker abilities, and tried to focus them to reach the fear and uneasiness within the small mob. 
 
    “I can use the great powers of the God Krusima to destroy you all,” Silas tried to convey a menace and a power that would impact the audience with more than just sound.  “Fear me and leave us at once!” he commanded. 
 
    He saw the eyes of his opponents widen, and their faces paled, then several of them bolted away from the tavern, leaving only four remaining, though two of them stepped back from the confrontation. 
 
    “Go now, or you’ll regret staying,” Silas blustered.  He knew that his wonderful knife would easily protect him against only two adversaries in a fight, but he wanted to avoid a fight.  He didn’t want to spill blood if he could avoid it.  He slid forward and stepped down onto the floor in front of the table he had knelt on. 
 
    “Mata, come with me; we’re getting out of here,” he told his friend in a low voice. 
 
    Silas turned to look at the girl.  As he did, the bearded men tried to take advantage of his distraction, and charged at him. 
 
    “Stop!” Silas screamed the word at the two men, an instinctive reaction, one filled with unleashed emotion and power.  He felt the word emerge from his throat with the strength of his Speaker abilities packed overwhelmingly within. 
 
    The two men stopped their charge in mid-step, and hung in the air, unable to move any closer. 
 
    “Silas, what have you done?” Mata gasped. 
 
    The other two men who had hung behind fled from the tavern.  Silas saw that the barkeeper was crouched behind his bar, fearfully watching the proceedings. 
 
    “Let’s get out of here,” Silas grabbed Mata’s hand, the hand he had been gently stroking just minutes before, but now pulled vigorously, drawing the girl behind him as he fled from the table and then from the tavern. 
 
    They shot out of the door, turned sharply, and went running down the city street, straight towards their inn.  They ran inside and up the stairs and then into their own room without stopping, without talking, without doing anything but trying to reach the sanctuary of their room. 
 
    “Silas!  What did you do?” Mata placed her hands on each of his shoulders and turned him to face her directly.  Their eyes were locked on one another’s face. 
 
    “I used my Speaker abilities,” he said in wonder.  “I used them to frighten away non-Speakers, and I used them to perform telekinesis!”  he was astonished to realize that he really believed what he was saying. 
 
    “What does that mean?” Mata asked. 
 
    “I’ve done it once or twice before, by accident,” he answered.  “It means that my voice cannot just make my words travel a long way, but I can even use my voice to control the movement of solid things,” Silas explained.  “I made pieces of paper move in the past, but never intentionally.  I couldn’t make it happen when I wanted to. 
 
    “Then today – just now – it happened again, and my voice made those two bullies freeze in the air!  It was amazing!” he marveled.  Silas wrapped his arms around Mata in a tight hug, then lifted her off her feet, making her squeal with laughter as he spun them around twice, and set her back on her feet once again. 
 
    “I don’t quite know how I did it, but it worked when we needed it,” he said. 
 
    “Was it the wine?”  Mata asked.  “Did the wine make your voice different? 
 
    “It doesn’t matter, I suppose,” she said, smiling broadly.  “You saved us! 
 
    “That foolish girl Sareen will never know what a hero she overlooked,” Mata said, making Silas’s ego swell with pleasure. 
 
    “Thank you,” he said, and then suddenly, he found that he wanted to kiss the girl, and he bent his head down to place his lips on hers. 
 
    She kissed back, and they both pulled their faces apart after several seconds of locked lips, to look at one another. 
 
    “You’re so beautiful,” Silas told her 
 
    “And you’re so handsome,” she murmured in return.  “In a demonic-eyes kind of way,” she said with a wicked laugh, making Silas laugh as well.  They settled down on the bed, and began to kiss once more, their emotions and hormones running wildly, while the alcohol continued to swirl around in their brains.  Silas felt Mata’s hand cup the back of his neck, pulling them together fiercely, both gasping at the waves of emotion and arousal that swept over them. 
 
    Mata was so beautiful, and so strong, Silas marveled.  There was no way someone like him could deserve to receive the affection of a girl who had withstood the pain and desolation of being thrown into prison on false charges.  She was incredibly strong and resilient, and she was in his arms, her soft flesh beneath his fingers.  Sareen would not have been able to withstand and bounce back from such mistreatment, he told himself. 
 
    “Oh Silas,” Mata flung her head back, letting his lips start to kiss her chin, then her throat. 
 
    “Oh Sareen,” he misspoke. 
 
    “What did you say?” Mata’s body tensed.  “Did you call me Sareen?  Is that who you’re thinking about?” she asked, as her hands pushed him away. 
 
    “Only sort of, in a good way.  I was thinking she isn’t as tough as you,” Silas spoke in confusion, trying to explain his unfortunate slip. 
 
    “Tough?  That’s what you think of me?  Tough?” Mata’s voice cooled appreciably, and Silas noticed that her sultry eyes had widened, as she studied him. 
 
    “I’m, no, Mata,” he stuttered.  “I was thinking about you.  I know how wonderful you are.  I didn’t mean to mention her name.  She’s not nearly as wonderful as you are,” he sat up, as the girl did too, tightening and straightening her clothing.  Silas tried to reach out, but she slapped his hand away. 
 
    “Thank you for protecting me in the tavern.  I’m ready to go to sleep now,” Mata told him.  “I think the wine was going to my head, but I’m thinking much more clearly now. 
 
    “You put your head at that end of the bed, and I’ll put mine down here,” she directed the stunned Silas, directing the alternating directions of sleeping that they had used when they’d shared the bed in the warehouse room in Amenozume.  She promptly laid her head down and stretched along one side of the bed. 
 
    Just like that, it was over.  Silas sat gasping.  He rose after several long seconds, and snuffed the candle, then sat back on the bed and pulled off his boots, and his shirt, then lay down, staring at Mata’s feet, which were still encased in shoes. 
 
    “You ought to take your shoes off,” he spoke aloud.  “You’ll be more comfortable.” 
 
    “Just be quiet,” Mata muttered.  Two minutes later she sat up and pulled the shoes off her feet, then lay back down. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    When Silas awoke the next morning, after a troubled and shortened night of sleep, he saw that Mata was already sitting up, watching him. 
 
    “Are we still friends?” she asked. 
 
    Do days have to start like this, he asked himself silently. 
 
    “Yes,” he replied first, trying to arrange his thoughts to give a fuller answer.  He looked at the sleepy-eyed girl, who had apparently gotten as little restful sleep as he had. 
 
    “I’m sorry for last night,” he began. 
 
    “Sshh, Silas, don’t say anything else.  I’m sorry too, but I’m glad we’re still friends.  That matters more than anything else,” Mata silenced him. “We drank too much wine, and then we were so out of sorts after the attack at the tavern, it was all just a mistake.” 
 
    Silas felt relief that the girl was so calm and rational about the emotional wreck they had suffered, yet hurt that she was so ready to easily dismiss the attraction that had come unbounded for a short time.  Mata saw the pained expression on his face. 
 
    “It wasn’t just a mistake,” she tried to sooth him.  “You’re still so good-looking and decent, but I think we needed all the special circumstances to make everything different.”  She leaned forward and held out a hand.  “Can’t we still just be friends?” she asked earnestly. 
 
    Silas felt his own heart melt with affection for the girl.  “Of course we can.  We are friends,” he agreed as he grasped her hand with his. 
 
    “Silas?” Mata spoke as she retracted her arm and swung her legs over the side of the bed. 
 
    “Yes, Mata,” he replied. 
 
    “That thing you did last night to those men, where you made them stop moving,” she described. 
 
    “Telekinesis,” he explained. 
 
    “You can do that now, any time you need?” she asked tentatively. 
 
    Silas shook his head ruefully.  “I don’t know.”  He looked across the room, at a chair and a table.  He focused his mind on the chair, wanting it to slide against the wall, then he prepared his chest and throat to release the Wind Word voice needed to send his powers across the room. 
 
    “Slide, chair,” he spoke the words loudly, then watched.  Within a fraction of a second, he knew he had failed; before the chair had even had time to begin to move, he knew he’d failed.  His voice hadn’t felt infused with the energy needed to carry out a command. 
 
    “I don’t really control the power,” he admitted to Mata.  “It’s worked a couple of times, but not when I knew it would.  I’ve tried to practice it some, but without success.” 
 
    “Well, that’s good,” Mata answered as she rose to her feet.  “I wouldn’t want you to use it against me!” she laughed, then winked winsomely, making Silas smile and forget his failure to use telekinesis. 
 
    They left the inn minutes later, Silas keeping his head down so that no one would notice his eyes as they walked through the port city on their way to the inland capital. 
 
    “How long were those men stuck in those positions in the tavern last night?” Mata asked as they moved beyond the city center and started to enter the country. 
 
    “I have no idea,” Silas shook his head.  “They could still be there, for all I know,” he grinned at the thought. 
 
    “That serves them,” Mata shrugged, and the pair continued to walk. 
 
    The roads into the port were wide and well-traveled, as goods headed from the countryside to the harbor to be shipped to foreign markets, making for easy traveling during the morning.  By noon the pair of walkers were at a tidy village that seemed used to many travelers’ stops, and they ate a quick meal in a tavern before returning to the road. 
 
    Late in the afternoon they reach the outskirts of the capital city, where a Council of Nobles ruled over the nation by issuing its decrees from a large and formal palace.  Silas and Mata walked past the palace, and past the many ornate palaces and homes of the ruling families, to reach the office building where Burr had an office on the ground floor. 
 
    The door was unlocked, allowing Silas and Mata to enter. 
 
    A dapper man who was still short of middle age looked up from his paperwork at his desk. 
 
    “May I help you?” he asked. 
 
    “We’re here to deliver a message to Burr, from Prima, the trader,” Silas replied, holding the slightly weather-beaten wrapped envelope in his hand.  He held it forward to the clerk. 
 
    The man made no motion to accept the packet. 
 
    “Take a seat over there,” he directed with a casual wave of his hand to some chairs that collected dust in a corner.  “I’ll pass your information along.”  The man went back to writing on the papers spread across his desk, as Silas and Mata took seats. 
 
    They looked at one another as they listened to the sound of his pen scratching on the paper for several minutes. 
 
    “Where are we going to stay tonight?” Mata asked Silas in a low voice. 
 
    “I didn’t notice any inns on the way here,” Silas told her.  “We can ask for a suggestion when we leave.”  He paused, then spoke again.  “Do you still want to share a room, or do you want a room of your own now?” he asked hesitantly. 
 
    The writing stopped, and the room was silent. 
 
    “We can stay in a room together, of course,” Mata looked at Silas directly, as the writing started up again. 
 
    A door in the wall behind the clerk opened, and an aged man stepped out.  “You’re here to see me with a message from Prima?” he asked. 
 
    “These are the ones,” the clerk confirmed. 
 
    “Come back and join me.  Bring your packet,” the man directed. 
 
    “Are you Burr?” Silas asked, as he and Mata stood expectantly. 
 
    “Yes, I am,” the man acknowledged.  As Silas and Mata stepped forward, he asked.  “Oh, is she with you?” 
 
    “They’re sleeping together,” the clerk spoke up without looking away from his books.  “They decided to continue to share a room at an inn.  We’ll need to suggest one for them.” 
 
    Burr cocked an eyebrow at the couple.  “Come along, both of you,” he invited them as he disappeared back down the hallway behind the door. 
 
    Silas led the way past the clerk and back into the hallway.  They spotted Burr holding a door open, and preceded him into the room.   
 
    “May I have the letter?” he asked as he passed them.  He went to sit behind a large desk as he took the envelope, and gestured for his two guests to sit in seats in front of the desk.  He opened the envelope with a small knife, then opened the document inside and read through it quickly, leafing through the pages as he flipped them one by one.  He stopped once to stare at Silas’s face – at his eyes, Silas was sure – and then continued to read until the end. 
 
    “This letter mentions that you’re going to Amenozume; may I ask you to deliver a note to a trader there for me?” Burr asked as he placed the missive back into its envelope. 
 
    “I’ve already been there; we just left there a few days ago,” Silas apologized. 
 
    “You’re mentioned in the letter as the messenger,” he looked at Silas.  “You’re not mentioned at all,” he looked over at Mata. 
 
    “She wasn’t with me when Prima wrote the letter.  We’ve met since then,” Silas explained quickly.  “We’ll be going, so that you can go about your work.  Can you recommend an inn we could stay at?” 
 
    “Tell me about your eyes,” Burr answered. 
 
    “I was in a cave with some fumes that stained them,” Silas answered shortly. 
 
    “There was a story a few months ago, about Ivaric squads roaming the country, looking for a lad with unusual eyes,” Burr spoke the opening sentence, then stopped, and let the silence hang. 
 
    “I got into some trouble in Ivaric,” Silas admitted, uncomfortable with the silence. 
 
    “That makes you a hero in my book,” Burr said easily.  He abruptly leaned forward on his desk.  “Go to the east end of the city, and look for an inn next to a bakery – The Berry Tart, it’s called.  They’ve got clean rooms and honest servants, at an affordable rate. 
 
    “Is there anything else I can do to help you?  Give you any directions?  Where are you going?” he asked casually. 
 
    “We don’t know,” Mata spoke up for the first time in the interview. 
 
    “I can’t give you any directions on how to get there,” Burr advised pleasantly. 
 
    Silas stood up, ready to go.  He had no answer to Burr’s question, and he didn’t want to dwell on the fact while sitting in the trader’s office. 
 
    “Thank you for the advice on The Berry Tart,” he offered.  “And if you happen to see Prima before I do, please tell him I said hello, to him and Ruten and Minnie, and all the rest.” 
 
    Burr stood up. 
 
    “It’s an honor to meet you, and you,” he turned to Mata to finish his phrase.  “Safe travels to you both.” 
 
    They left the office and returned to the streets of the city in the late afternoon light. 
 
    “Let’s go get a room,” Silas suggested, and they began to walk. 
 
    “That was your duty, right?” Mata asked as they strolled along the city street. 
 
    “That was it,” Silas agreed. 
 
    “So, what do we do now?  What do I do now?” Mata asked.  She grabbed Silas’s shoulder and stopped, wheeling him around to face her.  “What are you going to do?   What am I going to do?” she asked seriously.  “There aren’t going to be any jobs for pearl divers around here.” 
 
    “Neither one of us wants to stay around here,” Silas answered.  “I don’t know what to do, but I know we want to get out of Avaleen before Ivaric invades.  Let’s just travel together for a few days to get someplace safe, and maybe a plan will become apparent.” 
 
    “That’s your idea of facing the future?  Just hope for a plan to drop out of the sky?” Mata asked sarcastically. 
 
    “I don’t know; I really don’t know.  All I wanted to do was to save your life, and to be able to do that, I promised to deliver two notes.  I’ve delivered the notes, and you’re alive, and we both have to figure something out,” he replied. 
 
    “Maybe we could go back to Brigamme,” he suggested, with sudden inspiration.  “The village could use a Speaker.  They send Trackers all over the known world.  A Speaker could help them communicate with their Trackers out in the world, and let the world communicate with the village,” he suggested.  It seemed like a plausible solution to him. 
 
    “What would I do there?” Mata asked. 
 
    “There must be something,” Silas said vaguely, as he tried to summon some likely option. 
 
    “Just live there and let you support me?” the girl pressed.  “Maybe going back to your village is the perfect thing for you to do.  I just need to find something for me.” 
 
    They began walking again, each of them silent. 
 
    “Here’s the inn; I smell the bakery,” Mata said with false cheerfulness, attempting to put the conversation of uncertainty behind them for the moment. 
 
    That evening, after they ate a fresh loaf of bread for dinner, Mata used the mirror to exchange notes with her sister in the palace, and then the girl went with Silas to a nearby park, where they used sticks to practice their fencing.  Following their sword work, they returned to their room in a lighter mood. 
 
    “Where are you going to go tomorrow?” Mata asked Silas. 
 
    “I’m going to go east to get out of the capital, then find a road and go south, to get to Barnesnob and out of Avaleen, before the invasion comes,” he told her.  “Come with me to get to safety, and then we can decide what comes next.” 
 
    Mata agreed, and they slept on the comfortable mattress that night.  The next morning, Silas bought them each a blanket to carry on their journey; they had discussed finances, and the need to save their supply of coins by choosing less expensive habitations on their journey.  Then they walked towards the east, into the sunrise, and on their way to a safer country. 
 
    Their journey towards safety only lasted a day and a half. 
 
    They slept in a field the first night, and were still walking east in the next mid-morning, when Silas stopped walking and held his head upraised, staring vacantly at the sky, while Mata walked on for several more steps before noticing his peculiar action. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” she asked, while Silas held a hand out to her, his palm facing towards her to stop her questions. 
 
    “This is the High Council of the Wind Word Guild, addressing all Speakers,” a message in a desperate voice was calling.  It repeated the initial phrase four times, determined to capture the attention of anyone who could hear it. 
 
    “Heathrin has been captured by soldiers from Ivaric.  The Guild headquarters is falling under the control of Ivaric.  An invasion is underway at this time and the independence of the Guild is under attack.  I repeat, the independence of the Speakers Guild is under attack by Ivaric,” the unknown Speaker’s voice exclaimed. 
 
    Silas waited for several seconds to hear any further message, but none emerged. 
 
    “It’s, it’s begun,” he was ashen-faced as he lowered his head and turned to look at Mata.  “Ivaric has invaded in the east, in Heathrin, and seized control of the Guild headquarters.” 
 
    “We’re headed east now; what do we do?” Mata asked, sensing Silas’s shock. 
 
    “We need to turn south, to head towards Barnesnob as soon as possible,” Silas replied.  “The next road we find that heads that way, we’ll go.” 
 
    He pushed them forward at a determined pace, picking up speed as he felt driven by fear.  No longer was his chief concern the question of Mata’s future vocation – it had become a concern for his own ability to stay alive in a nation under the control of Ivaric. 
 
    Less than half an hour after he received the message from Heathrin, they reached a crossroads with another substantial road, one that did stretch away towards the south. 
 
    As they took their first steps along the road, Silas stopped walking once again, and lifted his head once again, listening to a message that Mata’s ears couldn’t hear. 
 
    She stood impatiently waiting, until she saw his eyes begin to focus once again after the brief message. 
 
    “What did they say that time?” Mata asked. 
 
    “It was a different Speaker,” Silas said, chewing his lip as he stared off into the distance.  “It was a Speaker from the capital city behind us; his name is Goan – I’ve never heard of him before.  He said he was sending a message at the request of a trader we had met, and he asked us to come back to the capital to meet in the trader’s office as soon as possible.  He said it was for our safety,” Silas repeated the message in an emotionless tone of voice. 
 
    His eyes finally turned to look at Mata.  “I don’t know what to do.” He told her helplessly. 
 
    “Is there someone you can ask?” she suggested helpfully. 
 
    “I could ask Jimes.  That’s a good idea.  It’ll take a little time for the message to travel though,” he though aloud.  “But we could start walking, and still have an answer before we go too far.” 
 
    “This is Silas, speaking to Jimes in Amenozume; Silas calling Jimes.  Jimes, this is Silas in Avaleen, seeking your attention,” Silas began his message.  He resorted to an older code after that, in the hopes that if any other Speaker were to listen, they might not understand. 
 
    “Jimes, do you know of a Speaker names Goan in the capital of Avaleen?  He sent a message, that I don’t know if I should trust,” Silas asked.  “I’m a day’s walk east of the capital, and awaiting your reply.” 
 
    Mata watched as he stood and faced west to send his message on its way.  “It looked like your breath was colored when you did that,” she marveled. 
 
    “Some people say that happens when some Speakers use their Voice to deliver the Wind Words.  Most Speakers speak with a green-colored breath,” Silas acknowledged. 
 
    “Your breath came out in yellow sometimes, and in purple sometimes,” Mata replied. 
 
    “That makes sense,” Silas answered. 
 
    “Because of the cave you were in,” Mata recollected the story Silas had told her on their very first long evening together, back in Amenozume, when they had struck up their friendship. 
 
    He nodded his agreement. 
 
    “Let’s start on the way back, and hope this is the right decision,” Silas said. 
 
    “Oh Silas, don’t be modest.  You’ll make it work somehow.  Look at all you’ve done.  You told me the gods talk to you personally – they’ll take care of you,” Mata gave him a friendly shove with her shoulder, and a smile, as they returned along the dusty road. 
 
    Her words struck a chord with Silas, and he spend the next few miles silently mulling them over.  He had done extraordinary things: he had extracted Mata from a prison, he had fought off a whole gang of thieves, he had used telekinesis once again, forcefully, in the tavern.  The gods had spoken to him, and told him he was their chosen worker of deeds.  They had given him so many tools that prepared him to be such a weapon on their behalf.  And others, such as Ruten and Prima, had further shaped him, either by chance or also by the design of the gods. 
 
    Yet he had no real idea of what the deities wanted him to do, expected him to do.  There was no evident plan.  He was dawdling along in the middle of the continent, trying to run from Ivaric’s forces and trying to figure out what his future would hold. 
 
    “Silas, this is Jimes.  I hope that Silas can hear this message from Jimes.  My math and triangulation just aren’t as good as yours,” Jimes’s voice spoke ruefully, making Silas chuckle. 
 
    “What is it?” Mata began to ask, before Silas held up a hand to silence her. 
 
    “The Speaker you ask about, Goan, is a special – very special – member of the Guild.  He works on assignments of the Guild Headquarters.  We’re told to always provide any assistance he requests of us if he happens to be in our community,” Jimes explained. 
 
    “I got the message from Heathrin, I suppose you did too, about the invasion.  Be careful Silas.  I’m sure Goan would not work for Ivaric, but I can’t imagine what he has to tell you.  Good luck, my friend, this is Jimes,” the message finished, and there was no further voice speaking inside her ear. 
 
    “Is it over?” Mata watched the changing expressions on Silas’s face. 
 
    “I heard back from Jimes.  He knows who Goan is, but doesn’t know why he would summon me.  He may be trustworthy,” Silas summed up. 
 
    They stopped in the road, as Silas tried to weigh the risks.  There were few other travelers on the road, leaving them to stand there alone. 
 
    “What are we going to do, Silas?” Mata asked. 
 
    “We’ll take a chance,” Silas said.  They started walking again, and he explained what Jimes had said about Goan’s special status as a Speaker agent. 
 
    They walked the rest of the day, and made considerable progress.  They also began to see signs of the Avaleen reaction to the attack.  A large squad of cavalry went riding by towards the capital, forcing the pair of pedestrians to the side of the road, where they walked upon the uneven surface of the ditch beside the road, until the soldiers passed. 
 
    They slept in a grove of trees that night, and stopped in the first village they came to in the morning, where they bought some breakfast food that they ate on their way as they hurried along.  By mid-morning they reached the city limits, but struggled to advance through the streets inside the city, where a panicked populace was moving about, preparing for evacuation or siege or warfare, or whatever unexpected catastrophe might be about to befall them. 
 
    An hour later, they covered the distance of what have been a ten-minute walk two days before, and arrived back at Burr’s office. 
 
    The clerk looked up alertly when they entered the room. 
 
    “You’re back!  Let me get the master,” the man said promptly, leaving his seat and exiting through the back door.  Moments later, Burr appeared, along with two burly men. 
 
    “There’s not a moment to lose,” Burr spoke briskly.  “These are guards I’ve assigned to take you to safety in Faralag – Erick and Petre. 
 
    “You need to leave right now, there are already Ivaric soldiers in the northern suburbs.  Poe, get the packs,” Burr was bristling with orders. 
 
    “If it’s’ dangerous here, why did you call us back?  We don’t want to go to Faralag.  We were safely on our way heading south to Barnesnob!” Silas protested. 
 
    “Ivaric has landed troops along the southern coast, and they’re cutting off escape to Barnesnob; they already seized Heathrin, as I’m sure you know.  Now they’re in the capital.  They’ll have the whole country captured within a few days.  You’re only hope of escape is to go east to the mountains and travel through the wild trails.  Faralag will be a safe place.  The guards will take you to Adams, another trader there, and then you can regroup and make your plans,” Burr had it all laid out. 
 
    Poe, the clerk, returned carrying four packs that were stuffed full.  He handed them out.  There was a sudden hubbub in the streets. 
 
    “You have to go now,” Burr urged. 
 
    “Let’s get moving,“ Petre spoke for the first time, holding the door open. 
 
    “What do we do, Silas?” Mata asked, looking at him. 
 
    A day earlier, Silas had thought about how the gods seemed to have plans for him.  Now he felt completely lost and indecisive, with no idea what to do. 
 
    “We’ll go with them,” he blurted the words out, as he slung the pack across his back, and put his hand on his knife on his hip.  It was still, not vibrating or showing any signs of preparing for a struggle. 
 
    “Who are you?” he turned to face Burr. 
 
    “One of Prima’s contacts,” Burr gave a crooked smile.  “Now get going.” 
 
    They hurried out the door, Petre in front and Erick in back, Silas and Mata in the middle of the short file.  They forced their way through the panicked streets, moving faster – and more ruthlessly – than Silas and Mata had on their own.  An hour later they broke free of the city, and joined a slow-moving stream of refugees fleeing the city.  Erick moved to the front, and they swung wide around the outside of the people who were carrying belongings, pushing carts, and riding horses and mules. 
 
    The two guards set a rapid pace, one that made Silas and Mata breath heavily and perspire as they moved ahead of the rest of the refugees and then kept going along the open road in front of them. 
 
    That night they set up camp under the moonlight, behind a hedgerow. 
 
    “You two will need to speed up your pace tomorrow,” Erick told them brusquely. 
 
    “We’ll do our best, but understand Mata’s a,” Silas began. 
 
    “A girl?  We noticed,” Petre grinned. 
 
    “A diver, not a runner,” Silas answered in annoyance.  He placed his hand on the knife again, but there was no warning motion. 
 
    “I’ll keep up,” Mata spoke up.  “You just lead us in the right direction.” She spoke with finality. 
 
    Silas observed the look of respect that the two guards exchanged in response to Mata’s assertion. 
 
    The guards set a rotation for a member of the group to stay awake and keep watch during the night. 
 
    “I’ll take the middle shift,” Silas offered.  “I’ve got the best night vision.” 
 
    They kept time by the movement of the stars, and Erick awoke Silas when the great blue star was directly overhead.  Silas took a seat and looked at his companions as they lay in their blankets on the cool earth.  Summer was passing, and the evenings were growing cooler.  He walked around the dark campsite to the other side of the hedgerow, giving him a view of the country road they were following; it was peaceful and empty.  A single bird cried to break the stillness. 
 
    He didn’t understand why they needed to go to Faralag; it was the most distant of cities.  Prima had been leading his caravan there when Silas had left the wagons to return to Amenozume, but other than that, Silas had never given thought to the city.  Few of the Trackers of Brigamme had ever mentioned taking cases in the weakly-ruled nation, so Silas had little verbal lore, gossip, or rumor to inform him of what to expect. 
 
    He walked back around to the campsite and sat again, watching and quietly wondering what the journey would be like.  The mountains might prove challenging if the group traveled at a high altitude as the seasons changed, but perhaps the route they would take would stay lower, and move faster than the chill that would unstoppably creep down upon them otherwise. 
 
    When the double yellow star eyes of the wolf constellation crept up to the top of the sky, Silas woke Petre, then crawled back into his own blankets on the ground and fell into a fitful sleep. 
 
    The next day, they started early, rising before the sun.  Once they distributed breakfast rations, Erick set a brisk pace, and they jogged along the road.  Shortly after the sun was fully above the horizon, they passed the location where Mata and Silas had turned around after the call from Goan, and the group continued to travel east.  They ate a brief lunch in a village tavern. 
 
    As they prepared to depart, Silas and Mata picked up sticks, and playfully began fencing with one another. 
 
    “Your footwork is awkward,” Erick observed aloud. 
 
    “We were just playing,” Silas acknowledged that he hadn’t practiced the steps and reflexes that Ruten had made him practice so consistently. 
 
    Petre grunted, and the group resumed its journey. 
 
    When darkness fell, Petre moved Silas to the front of the group.  “If your night vision is so good, you can take the lead.  Keep the pace brisk,” he instructed. 
 
    Silas led them on through the next hour, growing more exhausted with each passing minute, and thankfully stopped when Erick instructed, as they crossed a small swale there a brook bubbled briskly.  He slept that night, while Mata took a turn serving as lookout with the two appointed guards. 
 
    “Do you know where we’re going?” Silas asked the next morning, as the group was rousted before sunrise. 
 
    “We’ve been on the mountain path before,” Erick reported. 
 
    “I remember it well enough to get us through,” Petre agreed. 
 
    They set Silas in the lead in the darkness, then stopped in the early morning, after the sun had breached the horizon. 
 
    “We’re going to practice now,” Erick informed them.  “If you two are going to play at swords, you’re going to learn to do it right,” he told them as Petre found two sticks that served as practice blades. 
 
    “We’re losing a lot of sunlight by doing this,” Silas pointed out after an hour of practice left him sweating, while his legs ached from all the movement and footwork he’d been forced to rehearse. 
 
    “We know now we can make it up by having you lead us along the road at night,” Peter told him with an ironic smile. 
 
    After they resumed travel, they stopped in another village for bowls of stew for lunch, stew that proved to be almost as spicy hot as Jimes’s chili had seemed to Silas back in the days when they’d been together at the Academy. 
 
    In the afternoon they had to pause their journey for a long spell, when a patrol of Ivaric soldiers appeared on the road.   The quartet that had fled from the invasion blended into a field of grain that had not been harvested, and laid prone on the ground for over two hours until the patrol passed from sight.  It was a sobering sight for Silas, who had concluded they were safe from any Ivaric forces; he consequently didn’t mind when Burr’s appointed guardians pressed them to keep traveling after dark. 
 
    The next day, the farms began to grow more distant from one another, with more fallow land between the steads, and Silas’s group passed through the last village they would see in Avaleen.  The landscape began to turn to more pronounced rolling hills, as they entered the foothills of the Granite Range mountains.  After two long days of traveling through the hills, the mountains themselves dominated the eastern horizon in front of the travelers.  On the third day, they ended their walking through the forest by spending the night in a cave that Petre and Erick seemed to know about and head to. 
 
    Inside the cave, there was evidence of periodic habitation.  They found a fire pit and even piles of leaves and grass that provided sleeping quarters for them. 
 
    “We’ve made good time and we’re beyond the likelihood of being found by Ivaric forces,” Petre pronounced that evening, as they warmed food over a fire for the first time on the journey.  “We’ll stay here at the cave for a day to prepare for our mountain journey.” 
 
    Silas and Mata grinned at each other in delight at the prospect of a day without another laborious exercise in hiking.  The reality turned out to be less relaxing than they hoped, however, as their two guides provided sustained sword work training when they weren’t out hunting for new supplies to add to the packs they carried.  In the afternoon though, Silas led Mata on a hike through the mountain forests, which were very similar to the landscape he had grown up in around Brigamme. 
 
    “There aren’t any of the springs around here like we had in Brigamme,” he told the girl when they stood atop a ridge, while he fondly recollected his boyhood home.  He hadn’t seen his village in nearly two years, but the memories remained crisp. 
 
    It was a new landscape for Mata, who had never been to the mountains on Amenozume or elsewhere before her long journey of escape had begun.  She followed Silas as he led her upward, across game paths and along ravines, around gullies and stony outcroppings, until they reached a high point, where they sat on a fallen tree and recovered their breath. 
 
    “You talked about going back to your village to be the Speaker there,” Mata mentioned.  “It would be like this?” she asked. 
 
    “Very much,” he agreed happily, wondering if she was willing to reconsider her objections to going north. 
 
    “It’s beautiful,” Mata said.  “But I don’t think I could ever live so far from the ocean,” she sighed wistfully, shattering Silas’s momentary illusion.  “I miss the smell of the salt water, and the cries of the gulls.  I never thought I’d say it, but I even miss eating fish!” she chuckled. 
 
    Silas sighed at his lost momentary dream. 
 
    “I think Faralag is a port city, so when we get there, we’ll get to see the water again,” he tried to offer consolation. 
 
    “How far off is that?” Mata asked, turning to look at Silas. 
 
    He shrugged to indicate his uncertainty.  “I know it’s a long distance – most of the length of the continent.  I don’t know how long it will take us to travel there, walking through the mountains,” he answered. 
 
    “Let’s get back to the cave,” he suggested a moment later.  He enjoyed the mountains, but was anxious to return to the guards and be ready for whatever they might have in mind or need help with. 
 
    The next day, the journey towards the south began in earnest, under a gray and rainy sky.  The foursome walked slowly along a path that rose and dropped as it followed the western side of the ridges that comprised the edge of the mountain range proper.  Despite the rain, Silas felt at home, surrounded by trees and stones and creatures that were similar to the world of Brigamme, and so he gamely walked along. 
 
    The progress was slow that day and the next.  When the sun resumed shining the following day, the group expected to pick up their pace, but they began to encounter streams that overflowed due to the rain water that had fallen, forcing the group to detour again and again to find suitable places for crossing the water. 
 
    After the third day, they all settled into a better pace, and for the next three weeks, they walked steadily to the south.  Silas attempted twice to use his Wind Word powers to speak to the outside world, but received no replies, and didn’t know why.  He might have simply miscalculated the direction to send his messages; no class had ever focused on the angles and directions of Speaking from the isolated wilderness where on cities or even people lived.  He might have been a moving target that the recipients could not locate or correctly direct their responses towards, for the same reason he might have a problem sending messages out – he was in an unmapped wilderness without coordinates. 
 
    But the mirror ceased to work as well, and Silas couldn’t figure out why.  It simply reflected what was before it. 
 
    They were somewhere due east of Barnesnob, Silas guessed, after the end of the first month of travel.  The group’s speed had slowed; they spent more time each day hunting for food, rather than using the dwindling supplies they carried with them.  On the day that Silas’s enchanted knife brought down a large buck in the forest, the group spent hours smoking slices of meat that they could eat for the following several days. 
 
    The food was a welcome source of protein.  The weather in the mountains, even at the relatively low altitude the travelers held to, grew wintery, with snow and ice as common features. 
 
    Mata complained to Silas about the cold, an extreme of climate she had never experienced before.  They took to sleeping with all their clothes on, and sharing blankets, so that they cuddled together platonically to share body heat. 
 
    Erick and Petre never opened up to their two wards.  They would not answer questions about Burr, his work, or his relationship with Prima, but they always evaded answering with a smile and a laugh and a reply that Burr or Prima could answer their questions directly the next time they met.  The two guards continued to fence with their students and honed their skills, and came to trust them with any and every duty needed.  They especially relied on Silas because of his keen night vision, as well as his knowledge of mountain skills and tricks that helped make the journey smoother. 
 
    After another month of travel from Silas’s reckoned position east of Barnesnob, Petre stopped the group as they were about to round a large outcropping. 
 
    “Be prepared for a sight that very few people will ever see,” he teased, but offered no other clues as the group resumed walking along their narrow trail. 
 
    When they rounded the outcropping, there was no need to point out the unusual sight.  Silas and Mata stopped side-by-side, and stared in open-mouth amazement. 
 
    Rising high above all the other mountains was a vast steep-sided mountain that towered over the others like a mature tree over saplings.  The great monolith of stone soared to twice the height of any of the other mountains visible.  Shining fields of snow coated a vast portion of the upper reaches. 
 
    “Brigamme boy, do you have anything like that where you grew up?” Erick asked with a grin. 
 
    “I’ve never seen anything like it,” Silas said in a hushed voice. 
 
    “It’s the gods’ playground,” Petre pronounced.  “It has its own weather.  Storms and clouds and lightning and thunder all happen around that mountain where there’s nothing similar anywhere else.” 
 
    “No man has ever climbed it,” Erick added.  “Stories say many have tried, and they’ve died, or given up, or never been heard from again.” 
 
    “But most importantly, seeing it means that we have traveled as far south as we need to,” Petre made the two youths turn to look at him.  “We are as far south as we need to be, and we’re going to go due west now, to reach Faralag.  Four more days and our trip will be over!”


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    The next day the group’s trail began to descend a large field of snow, in a sloping alpine meadow that was beautiful to behold but a wearying span to trudge across, as every step required that the walkers lift each foot high, in and out of the deep accumulation of snow that sat upon the trail.  As the group crossed the snow they slowly drifted apart, with a wide gap that separated Erick in the lead, and Silas, not far behind, from Petre, and a bigger gap to Mata who was flailing through the snow to catch up. 
 
    “I’m going to go back and help her,” Silas told Petre as he turned and began to step into his own footprints in the snow, trying to follow his path back to reach Mata. 
 
    “I’ll go back,” Petre stopped forcing his way forward. 
 
    “No, let me do it,” Silas offered, as he continued back. 
 
    “We’ll wait for you at the edge of the snow field; the trail clears off as it descends after this.  We’ll try to open up any large drifts of snow blocking the bottom edge of the field,” Petre agreed, and resumed pressing forward. 
 
    Silas plunged backwards until he reached Mata. 
 
    “I’m doing fine,” she told him stubbornly.  “I just don’t have legs as long as all of you, so it takes me longer to walk.” 
 
    Silas turned and began going forward once again, trying to shorten his stride and break a better path for Mata to follow.  As she grudgingly stepped into his path, Silas looked forward, squinting his eyes against the blinding light that reflected off the white snow.  Petre had not only pulled far ahead of Silas, but had nearly caught up to Erick. 
 
    Silas and Mata were far enough advanced across the snow that Silas could see that the end of the meadow was open space, the hanging edge of the pasture that emptied into the air as the side of the mountain ridge dropped sharply and was unseen beyond.  And the drifts of snow that Petre had mentioned were coming into focus – Silas could see that the height of the last visible snow appeared to be above the heads of the two guards who approached it. 
 
    As they continued to walk, there was an ominous rumbling sound that suddenly filled the air. 
 
    “Is that thunder?  There aren’t any clouds,” Mata asked in surprise. 
 
    Silas looked upward as well, uncertain about the noise. 
 
    The pair stopped advancing and looked around for some clue, as another growl of grinding noise surrounded them. 
 
    “Silas!  Look!” Mata grabbed his shoulder and pointed ahead.  A white billowing cloud was rising in the air beyond the snowy meadow, and then the large drifts of snow that rested at the end of the meadow began to shake and topple.  Erick and Petre had turned and were attempting to flee back towards Silas and Mata’s position, but the snow beneath them was starting to slide away, and the two men were making no headway. 
 
    The large snow drifts collapsed before Mata and Silas’s horror-filled eyes, and then disappeared, as an avalanche swept them down the side of the mountain. 
 
    “Go back!” Erick’s tinny voice barely rose above the roar of the plunging snow on the mountainside, while both guards frantically waved at Silas and Mata to retreat. 
 
    And then the guards began to rapidly recede away from their two companions, and within moments they disappeared along with the sliding field of snow that fell over the mountain’s edge. 
 
    “Mata!” Silas shouted.  He grabbed the girl’s hand as he turned and began to try to run back up the slope of the meadow, away from the falling doom that appeared before them. 
 
    Together they slogged slowly upward, already tired from the day’s work, their legs worn and aching, yet still sluggishly responding to the desperate conditions and fear that drove the pair forward. 
 
    The snow around them began to slide, and their feet began to lose purchase on the icy surface.  They began to fall victim to the avalanche’s voracious appetite for more snow and weight to throw down the mountainside. 
 
    Silas tightened his grip on Mata’s hand, and he felt her other hand grab hold of his sleeve as they began to pick up downward momentum.  He gave up on trying to outrun the power of the disaster, then turned and wrapped his arms around Mata, hoping to stay united with her as they fell victim to the avalanche. 
 
    They were tumbled off their feet, and fell to the surface of the sliding snow, whose momentum was picking up, and dropping them downward at a faster and faster pace. 
 
    “We’re going to die!” Mata wailed in despair.  Snow from above them in the meadow was sliding along with them, intermittently covering them with snow and ice, or pelting them with loose rocks. 
 
    They seemed to fall over the edge of the mountain.  As they tumbled, Silas sensed that their motion was mostly downward, no longer atop a slope.  His vision could see only darkness then flashes of gray light, and more darkness, as motion and impact and sound all became an overwhelming blur. 
 
    One of his arms no longer was wrapped around Mata.  They were about to be torn apart and thrown in different directions, to be buried in different locations under the tons of debris that was falling. 
 
    “Stay with me Mata; we’re going to make it!” he roared the words desperately, wanting more than anything in the world to hold onto his friend, to protect her and himself and keep them united during the tumultuous catastrophe. 
 
    And as soon as he shouted, he knew what he had done.  He felt the activation and reactions in his body as his energy and his body and his will all combined to change his voice into an active tool.  He had unleashed the telekinetic ability within himself. 
 
    He felt his body suddenly move against the momentum of the snow slide, and rise upward, up through the layer of stone and ice streaming above him.  Mata’s body was pressed against his, and the two of them burst into the open air atop the avalanche.  They shot upwards, and then arced to the side, and began to gently descend. 
 
    Silas’s view was first of the blue sky above, and then the stream of tumbling white and gray debris below, and then he saw a stretch of mountainside that was beyond the avalanche, intact ground and trees and plants, with shallow patches of snow intermittently scattered.  The pair of survivors were being wafted towards the unharmed portion of pathway.  Within moments the settled onto the ground.  Their feet touched the soil, and they both collapsed, rolling with momentum until they stopped with Mata lying atop Silas on the stony pathway, her feet in front of his face. 
 
    Mata was crying, sobbing uncontrollably. 
 
    “Oh, by all the gods, what just happened?” she asked. 
 
    Her voice carried above the rumbling noise of the diminishing avalanche. 
 
    “We’re alive!  I was sure we were going to die,” she sobbed, as she remained prone atop Silas. 
 
    They both were in the throes of powerful emotions.  Mata was trying to accept that a miraculous force had plucked them from certain death, while Silas was reacting to the realization that he had unintentionally produced the power that had saved them both.  He had once again produced the power to move objects.  He had once again done it unintentionally, accidentally, providentially. 
 
    If he had known what he was doing, if he had controlled the power, he could have used it deliberately.  He could have lifted and saved himself and Mata sooner, before they were nearly killed.  He could have saved Erick and Petre, who were buried beneath tons of snow and debris at the bottom of the mountain. 
 
    “Help me Krusima.  Help me understand and control it,” he whispered the prayer.  He needed to finally, fully, deliberately study the unique ability and learn to properly channel its force. 
 
    He lay in silence for moments more, then pressed Mata’s feet to one side and sat up.  His body felt like a collection of welts and bruises, but he felt no significant injuries. 
 
    “Are you okay?” he asked Mata. 
 
    “If I’m really alive, I’m okay,” she answered.  She rolled off of him and looked up at him.  “Are we really alive?  What happened?” 
 
    “My telekinesis lifted us out of the slide and put us in a safe place,” Silas replied. 
 
    She stared at him incredulously.   “Like you did at the Avaleen tavern?” she recollected the time he had avoided a battle with tavern drunks by freezing their movements. 
 
    “Thank you, Silas,” she told him intently.  “Do you control it, or is it unpredictable still, like it was in the tavern?” 
 
    “It’s nothing I can control,” he lamented.  “If I could,” he began wistfully, then stopped.  “There’s no one else who has it, who I can ask to teach me.  I’ve tried before to learn, but it just didn’t work.  If it did, I would have saved Erick and Petre,” he lamented.  “If it was something I could control, I’d be able to make so many things better, easier.”  He hung his head. 
 
    “Don’t blame yourself for the bad things that have happened,” Mata tried to comfort him after a moment.  “You’re still able to do things that no one else can do.” 
 
    She stood up above him, then offered him her hand.  He smiled up at his friend, then accepted her assistance, and climbed to his feet. 
 
    The avalanche was ended, the deep rumbling sound gone, though individual stones and smaller, unstable slides of snow continued to intermittently erupt. 
 
    “Could they be alive somehow?” Mata asked.  “Erick and Petre?” 
 
    Silas raised his head and faced towards the path of the snow slide.  “Erick!  Petre!  Shout if you hear me!” he shouted the words out, using his Speaker voice and attuning it to match the courage and discipline that he knew each man possessed. 
 
    The pair stood silently, breathlessly, listening for the sound of a response, but hearing none. 
 
    “Petre!  Erick!” Silas repeated the call, and waited again, but heard no response. 
 
    “I can’t believe they’re gone,” Mata said softly.  “They were good men. 
 
    “I’ll say a prayer for them at the temple,” she added.  “As soon as we get to a temple. 
 
    “When will that be?” she turned to the dazed Silas. 
 
    “Let me think,” he replied.  The boy looked up at the sky. He wasn’t even sure what direction they had to go to go anywhere.   They wanted to go to Faralag, he realized.  And it was in the west, he dazedly recollected.  He found the sun, then looked at the shadows on the ground, and gradually comprehended the directions in the world around them.  He and Mata were already on the west side of the snow slide.  They could walk away from the massive barrier and head in the direction of the city. 
 
    He wasn’t sure how far they had to go; it seemed like one of the guards had told him it was only a few days to the city, perhaps three.  The city, the end of their long, long migration to safety, was nearly at an end. 
 
    A migration to safety.  He laughed bitterly at the notion.  In escaping from Ivaric’s invasion, the two guards had been thrown into a fatal accident.  It hadn’t been safe for them. 
 
    “What do you think?” Mata’s question interrupted his thoughts. 
 
    Silas shook his head slowly.  “It’s that way to the city,” he pointed west, along the trail.  “I don’t know how far to the city.” 
 
    They started walking, an unspoken admission that they both thought the two guards were dead, beneath the avalanche debris. 
 
    Each was silent and somber, exhausted by the ordeal of the avalanche, and shocked by the rapid and unforeseen loss of the two guards who had been accompanying and leading them for so many weeks.  They followed the path they had landed on, and as it descended into a mountain canyon during the day, Silas kept a close eye on the changing position of the sun, and the shadows that were cast, checking to make sure that they were moving in a westerly direction. 
 
    When evening came, they retreated to the shelter of an enormous hollow tree, and slept soundly, without anyone keeping watch, until after sunrise. 
 
    They ate nearly the last of the supplies they carried in their packs when they awoke in the morning.  After that, they walked along a path that clung to the canyon wall, without event until midday, when the canyon emptied into a vastly larger river valley.  As Silas and Mata’s trail descended and then rounded a final hill, they saw, sprawled out on their left side, a wide valley that opened into a plain.  And at a distance, upon that plain they saw a shimmering bump on the horizon that they could not identify. 
 
    “Could it be a forest?” Mata asked, as Silas shielded his eyes and tried to identify the dark smudge. 
 
    “It could be.  We’ll keep going and see what we find,” he answered in a neutral tone.  He wanted to get to Faralag and put an end to the long journey. 
 
    Their path continued to sink down to the level of the river valley as it traveled west, and as it wound on, it grew wider. 
 
    “Silas, this is a road, not a path,” Mata declared in the mid-afternoon, as they ate the last of their supplies. 
 
    She was right, Silas realized.  The path was wide enough to be considered a road.  It was a better road than the forest path he’d driven his wagon upon when he’d been separated from Prima’s caravan in the northern mountains, when his adventures had befallen him. 
 
    Soon after, they began to see cultivated fields, just a few at first, and then more, and finally, at sundown, they came to a village, one that was large enough to host an inn. 
 
    “Where did you arrive from?” the host at the inn asked when the pair walked in. 
 
    “We came down from the mountains,” Silas answered.  “Can you tell us how far we are from Faralag?” he asked. 
 
    “It’s about a day’s journey,” the man ventured to guess.  “Where were you in the mountains?  Did you go to see Mt. Inegalee?” 
 
    Silas remembered the vast mountain they had seen.  He hadn’t looked backwards since the disaster at the avalanche to look at the mountain, which he thought might still be seen even from the village. 
 
    “We hiked in the mountains from the north,” he answered evasively. 
 
    The innkeeper looked at him with raised eyebrows. 
 
    “May we have a room please?” Mata pushed the conversation aside.  “I’m tired and ready to relax,” she smiled at the man. 
 
    “Of course,” he was charmed by her smile.  He collected their payment and sent them upstairs to a room, one of several that appeared to be empty that night.  They dropped their empty packs on the ground, and Mata sighed in relief, then looked at Silas speculatively. 
 
    “What is it?” Silas asked nervously. 
 
    “I think this is a good night to go have a good dinner at the tavern, and to have a bottle of wine with it.  We’ve earned it after coming all this way,” she declared.  He nodded his head in wholehearted agreement. 
 
    They left the inn and walked down the dark street to the tavern they had passed near the center of the city.  Inside, several oil lamps burned brightly from wall sconces, and a mandolin-playing woman sang melodic ballads from a corner of the room. 
 
    “This is nicer than most of the places in Amenozume,” Mata murmured to Silas in a low voice as they selected a table.  “How can a village like this support such a place?” 
 
    Silas shook his head and shrugged in agreement with her surprise as the quality of the accommodations. They ordered a bottle of wine, which was very good, and devoured a fresh and wholesome meal, enjoying the music as they rested and let some of the tension from their long journey drain away. 
 
    Afterwards, they returned to the inn, and slept soundly throughout the night.  The next morning, a lady at the front desk of the inn offered them small, fluffy loaves of bread to enjoy for breakfast as they were leaving, and they savored the delightful treats as they walked out of the village and past well-tended farms along the road.  The air was warmer than it had been in the mountains, but still held just a hint of the winter season. 
 
    “What is this nation like?” Mata asked Silas as they set on their way to the capital city of Faralag. 
 
    “I was told that Faralag was a wild and lawless land, with a weak king,” Silas replied doubtfully. 
 
    “If this is lawless, I don’t know what Amenozume should be called,” Mata challenged the description, as farmers in their fields politely tipped their hats in greeting to the travelers on the road. 
 
    “It’s nothing like what I expected,” Silas agreed. 
 
    By midday, they saw the city of Faralag on the horizon.  The center of the city rose from the ground, with buildings that sprouted vertically upward, far, far taller than any buildings Silas had ever seen before, and as the pair got closer to the city, and among more traffic that was travelling into or outward from there, he even noticed that there were bridges built between buildings, connecting their upper floors.  A central tower seemed larger than all the others and had numbers of the connections that radiated outward from it to the other tall buildings which were nearby. 
 
    “Silas!  Look!” Mata shouted a moment after he had lowered his gaze from the towers, so that he could look at the road once again.  She grabbed his shoulder and pointed. 
 
    Silas saw what had amazed her, and the sight was so remarkable that they both stopped walking, and simply stared in amazement, while other travelers on the road politely stepped around the two rubber-necking visitors, discreet smiles on their faces as they passed. 
 
    A flat-bottomed platform, like the deck of a ship – with a railing all around it – but without a hull, was rising straight upward in the air next to the tallest building.  A crowd of people stood calmly on the deck as it rose, people who treated the inexplicable activity as if they truly were on an everyday ship’s deck, sailing through the sky instead of the sea. 
 
    The deck continued to elevate while it remained within just a matter of inches, perhaps a foot or two, from the exterior of the building.  And then its progression slowed noticeably, and came to a stop halfway up the building, perhaps a hundred feet off the ground, at the same level from which many of the enclosed bridges connected the building to the shorter structures around it.  The dark openings in the building that Silas had thought were windows suddenly opened as doorways, and gangplanks slid out of the building to the deck, allowing many of the people who had ridden the platform to calmly disembark.  Within seconds, the traffic flow ceased as many exited and a few stepped the other way, then the platform rose again, and went up to nearly the top of the building, perhaps another eighty feet higher, and the exchange of passengers occurred again. 
 
    When all the activity had finished, the platform began to gently drop downward, until it disappeared from view behind the other buildings in the city. 
 
    “Did you see that?  What was it?” Mata asked in astonishment. 
 
    “I’ve never seen anything like it!” Silas was completely lost. 
 
    “Can we go into the city and see it?” Mata tightened her grip on Silas. 
 
    “We have to,” Silas agreed breathlessly.  “It’s the first thing we’ll do,” he paused.  “And I’m not even sure what the second thing is, but let’s go see that.” 
 
    They began walking again, joining the traffic pattern that smoothly flowed towards the city.  Minutes later they queued in line at the gate, and soon passed by the observant guards as they entered Faralag city. 
 
    Silas held Mata’s hand as he led them through the crowds in the streets. 
 
    “Silas, this is all so clean and orderly,” she leaned forward and said in a low voice as they proceeded in the direction of the great tower.  The buildings along the city street were tidy, well built, mortared, painted, and seemed prosperous in every way. 
 
    “It’s the complete opposite of everything I’ve ever heard,” Silas agreed, puzzled in the extreme by all he saw. 
 
    The roadway grew more crowded, but the people and vehicles flowed in an orderly fashion when they reached the city center, where several of the very tall buildings were tightly clustered together, and their pace of passage only slowed when they turned a corner and finally saw the base of the great tower, the center of the city, where a pair of well-ordered lines waited at a docking space for the floating platform to descend from the heights. 
 
    There were two lines waiting – one for those who wanted to step onto the platform, and one for those who had carts of various kinds, ready to bring a small amount of cargo to the upper reaches of the structures.  Mata and Silas stepped back against a building wall and observed in astonishment as the platform smoothly closed the distance to the street, then delicately settled into place within a fenced square. 
 
    As soon as it arrived and settled, gates opened, and the few people riding on the deck left, while others waiting in the lines stepped onto the deck. 
 
    Silas examined the scene with intense scrutiny, looking for cables or ropes or some signs of physical connection that provided the means of mobilizing the deck, but nothing was in sight.  He watched a mother take three small children onto the deck, calmly and without a moment’s pause. 
 
    The line stopped moving as the deck appeared to fill up, and the gates started to close. 
 
    Just before the gate of the railing around the deck latched closed, one of the mother’s toddlers bolted through the opening. 
 
    “Emma!  You get back here!” the mother turned from the child she was attending to and saw her daughter off the deck. 
 
    And then the deck began to rise. 
 
    “Mama!” the small girl looked at her mother’s stricken face as a gulf began to grow between them. 
 
    “Stop the platform!” the mother cried.  “My baby is down there!” 
 
    “Emma!” one of the other children on the rising platform saw his stranded sister, and he leaned out to look down at the girl, even as the elevation of the deck grew from ten feet to twenty feet to thirty feet and more. 
 
    And then, somehow, the latch on the gate of the platform failed, and the gate swung free, and the little boy began to fall. 
 
    Silas watched the whole tragedy begin to unfold. 
 
    “Oh no!” Mata groaned sadly as she also saw the child plummeting. 
 
    “I can save him!” something made Silas say.  A memory of lifting Mata and himself out of the avalanche flashed through his mind, and he barked out, “Float down!” as he reached a hand out in the direction of the child. 
 
    There were shrieks and cries coming from the crowd on the ground, when suddenly the small person’s uncontrolled plunge slowed dramatically, and the little boy wafted the last few feet down to the pavement below at a gentle speed; he landed on his feet and ran to his sister.  The two toddlers embraced in an awkward hug as the crowd around then cheered. 
 
    “Thank you, Mover!  Well done,” a voice called from the crowd, and there was a renewed round of cheers. 
 
    “It wasn’t me,” a voice spoke from the same side of the street Silas and Mata were standing on.  Silas searched for the source of the reply, and saw a young woman sitting on a chair that was raised on a platform above the street level, directly across the street from where the flying platform had been situated. 
 
    The woman was wearing a light blue robe, and though she shouted an answer to the voice from the crowd, her head and her gaze remained affixed upward, as she stared at the platform that was docked in the middle of the building, exchanging its passengers with the upper stories of the building hub. 
 
    “You’ve got a volunteer somewhere in the crowd,” the woman in the chair continued.  “Thank her, or him.” 
 
    A man in a guard’s uniform was taking the two small children by the hand and moving them to the edge of the landing area, keeping them safe until their mother could return to pick them up. 
 
    “You did that, didn’t you?” Mata asked.  “You used that tele-thing to save the baby!” she smiled at him. 
 
    “Let’s move away from here,” Silas said in reply, feeling a strange sensation of being observed.  “Let’s go someplace where we can figure out what to do next,” he took her hand without waiting for an answer and led her around a corner and away from the great building’s lifting space. 
 
    “You saved that baby, just like you saved us, and like in the tavern,” Mata repeated her claim as they walked away.  “Is that what’s making that deck move too?  Are there other people like you?” she asked. 
 
    “Let’s go in here,” he opened a door to a tavern and stepped inside.  The interior was bright and clean, unlike any tavern he had seen in any other city, but the pair sat at a small table and ordered drinks. 
 
    “Yes, I think you’re right,” Silas finally answered.  “There was a woman using telekinesis to control the motions of the deck.” 
 
    “The lady wearing the blue robe?” Mata asked to confirm. 
 
    “But didn’t you say,” Mata asked after Silas nodded in agreement, “didn’t you say that nobody has used telekinesis,” she pronounced the word slowly, “in hundreds of years?” 
 
    “That’s what we were taught at the Academy,” Silas agreed.  “It never seemed possible for people to consider that we’d see it again.” 
 
    “What are you going to do?” Mata asked.  “What are we supposed to do,” she emphasized the word ‘we’, “now that we’re here?” 
 
    Silas rubbed his hand over his face as their drinks arrived.  “You’ve got such unusual eyes.  They’re quite lovely,” the serving maid commented as she set their drinks down. 
 
    “We need to find out who Erick and Petre were bringing us to meet,” Silas said.  “It must have been part of the same network of traders that Burr, and Prima, and Hamilton were all part of,” he reasoned.  It was a new, thought-provoking realization that there might be some sort of network, some secret collection of traders who shared some unknown connection.  But he knew Prima and trusted the trader; he wouldn’t be involved in anything unethical. 
 
    “So, should we go to where the traders are?  How do we find the right one?” Mata continued to press questions between sips of her drink. 
 
    “Mata, I don’t know,” Silas answered wearily.  He wished there was something with certainty, something that would simplify their current state of affairs.  Instead, everything was a question, a problem to be solved. 
 
    “Let’s go to the harbor and see if we can find anyone who knows Prima,” he suggested. “Then we can work out everything else from there, if we have someone we can trust.” 
 
    They finished their drinks, asked for directions to the harbor front, then left the tavern.  Their journey across the town took nearly an hour, one in which Silas, reminded by the tavern servant’s comment about his eyes, kept his head down and his face averted from passersby as much as possible. 
 
    The harbor turned out to be walled off from the city, with a thick, well-guarded wall that was more imposing that the wall that protected the city from the countryside. And the wall proved to be more consequential than the main city wall as well. 
 
    The harborside portion of the city had an entirely different character from the city proper.  There was little traffic waiting to pass through the gate to enter the city, and the guards seemed to scrutinize closely those who sought to enter.  The streets were unevenly paved and littered with dirt.   The buildings were dinghy, and poorly constructed. 
 
    The harbor was nearly empty, with only two small ships at the piers, being loaded with goods to send out by sea. 
 
    “There’s not much here,” Mata said.  “When I think of all that happened in the Amenozume harbor, this seems unreal.  How do they trade with the rest of the world?” 
 
    “Maybe they don’t,” Silas was just as mystified.  “Let’s see if we can find a trader who can tell us they know Prima or Burr,” he looked at the darkened doorways that faced the harbor.  “There’s one door with a light,” he pointed. 
 
    The interior of the trading office appeared as slovenly as the whole harbor district in general. 
 
    “May I help you?” a young man’s voice sounded suddenly in the empty office, making Silas jump in surprise.  He pulled his knife free and whirled around to see a plump, fair-haired man standing in a doorway in a dim corner. 
 
    “I knew a trader named Prima,” Silas said.  “We are looking for him or for any of his trading partners in Faralag.” 
 
    “How did you get here?  We haven’t had a ship arrive in the past ten days,” the young man said, stepping closer to Mata and Silas.  He stared at them intently, his eyes particularly studying Silas’s eyes. 
 
    “Just a minute,” he spoke before they could answer, as he passed them and went around the counter, then turned up the light in the lamp and began to look through a file of papers. 
 
    “How did you say you got here?” he asked. 
 
    “We traveled south through the mountains, from Avaleen,” Mata spoke up. 
 
    The man studied them intently, without saying a word, then shuffled through several papers rapidly.  He stopped his shuffling, then shuffled backwards and pulled a paper free.  One hand absently reached out to the lamp and pulled it closer, so that he could study the writing. 
 
    “Alone?” he asked. 
 
    “No,” Silas didn’t see any point in denying it.  “We traveled with a couple of other men.” 
 
    “What were their names?” the man asked. 
 
    “Do you know Prima or not?” Silas felt uncomfortable with the questioning, and the feeling that somehow the tables had been turned in a dangerous fashion. 
 
    “Put your knife away,” the man told him.  “You’re in no danger here, from me, at the moment. 
 
    “Yes, I know Prima, and Ruten and, what’s her name?” 
 
    “Minneota?” Silas prompted. 
 
    The man grinned, and Silas realized he had been delicately tested. 
 
    “You’re Silas of course,” the man said matter-of-factly.  “Your name though,” he looked at Mata, “is a mystery to me.” 
 
    “Who are you?” Silas held a hand up in front of Mata, cutting off her answer.  “How do you know Prima?” 
 
    “My name is Adams,” the man replied.  “I know Prima as a trade, just as Hamilton does, just as Burr did.  Just as many people scattered about the continent know our far-ranging caravan leader.” 
 
    “What do you mean about Burr?” Silas asked. 
 
    “He was killed by soldiers from Ivaric,” Adams said simply. 
 
    “Oh! But he was alive when we left him,” Mata protested. 
 
    “The invasion was brutal.  Burr was definitely killed, and some of his people were too.  Some survived, and some are missing,” Adams told them. 
 
    “We were traveling with Petre and Erick,” Silas spoke up.  “They guided us most of the way here but died in an avalanche when we were nearly in Faralag.” 
 
    “They were Burr’s two best men, and the two we weren’t sure about,” Adams answered. 
 
    “So, you’re alive, and now you’re in Faralag, of all places,” Adams shook his head.  “Burr sent you all the way down here to safety.  He must have thought you were as special as Prima does.” 
 
    “I delivered a note to him from Prima,” Silas affirmed. 
 
    “And so, who are you, and what’s your role in all this?” Adams asked Mata once again. 
 
    “My name is Mata,” the girl answered.  “I’m Silas’s friend.” 
 
    “Ahh,” Adams murmured delicately. 
 
    “Could you tell us where we can find a place to stay?” Mata asked. 
 
    “And tell us about the platform that flies up into the sky by the tall buildings,” Silas added. 
 
    “Ah, you did come through the city, didn’t you?” Adams didn’t answer. 
 
    “And why is the city so clean and strong, while the harbor area is so dirty?  I always heard that Faralag was a weak country,” Silas spoke up. 
 
    “There’s a lot to discuss,” Adams answered.  “And I’m not sure where to begin.  Let’s put you in an inn in the city, and I’ll meet you for dinner.”  He picked up a pad of paper and scribbled on it for several seconds, then extended his hand to Silas. 
 
    “What is this?” Silas asked. 
 
    “It’s a pass you’ll need to show at the harbor gate to get back into the city.  It tells the guard you’re a business acquaintance of mine, staying at the Esmire Inn, on the promenade.  Show it to the attendant at the inn and they’ll put you in a room,” Adams quickly instructed.  “Meet me at sunset at the Duck’s Beak Sitting Room for dinner, and I’ll answer some of your questions.” 
 
    Silas took the pass and studied it. 
 
    “And Silas, one more thing,” Adams spoke up.  “Don’t use your Speaker powers just yet to let anyone know where you are.  Let me consider what we’re going to do with you. 
 
    “Now get along with you and be on your way, while I tend to some work,” Adams brushed his fingers in the air to send the visitors away. 
 
    Silas and Mata waited to re-enter the city, and were subjected to scrutiny by the guards at the Harbor Gate, but passed through and found their way to the Esmire Inn on the promenade.  The promenade, they found, was a long, tree-lined grassy park that stretched for a long distance through the city, providing a peaceful setting. 
 
    The man at the desk examined their slip of paper from Adams, then gave them the keys to a room on the second floor, in the back of the inn, with a small window that gave a view of an alley. 
 
    They rested on their bed and lay in silence for several minutes. 
 
    “I thought that when we got here, everything would be taken care of,” Mata spoke first.  “But it doesn’t feel that way.” 
 
    “No,” Silas shook his head in agreement.  He wanted to hear Adams explain why the pair had been sent to Faralag, and what they would do next, as well as reveal more about Prima and the others in the mysterious network of traders. 
 
    When they went down to dinner at the nearby Duck’s Beak, they found Adams sitting in a private cubby in the dimmest end of the restaurant.  He ushered them in and stared at them. 
 
    “You went by the central towers, didn’t you?” he asked.  “The large buildings in the center of the city?” he added in reaction to the blank stares he received. 
 
    “And you saw a little boy fall from a platform?” Adams asked. 
 
    Silas nodded cautiously. 
 
    “Did you see him be miraculously saved?  And do you know how he was saved?” Adams asked. 
 
    The questions were leading directly to Silas, at the very beginning of the conversation.  Mata looked at him, as he wrestled with what to say. 
 
    “There was a lady wearing a blue robe,” Silas said. 
 
    “Ah, the member of the Mover Guild,” Adams acknowledged.  “The young lady is reputed to be one of the strongest Movers in the Guild, but even she wouldn’t have been able to keep the platform afloat if she had diverted any of her energy to saving the child.  No, someone else did that, and now the whole Guild is abuzz, wondering who the unknown mover is that saved the boy so smoothly. 
 
    “There’s been an alert circulated to be on the lookout for a boy with strangely-colored eyes who was seen at the scene of the rescue,” Adams spoke quietly.  “The guards – and others – will be watching to see any such boy.” 
 
    “It’s not a crime to save a baby’s life!” Silas burst out. 
 
    A waiter came to the table and took their orders, then left. 
 
    “No, it’s quite a heroic thing, actually,” Adams agreed.  “But its extraordinary of course.   There are less than forty members in the entire Movers Guild; they all know one another quite well.  At most, they only add two or three new members in any one year through their Ordeal, so they’re extremely keen on finding any potential new members who know how to move things through the air using only their minds – what’s the fancy word for it?” 
 
    “Telekinesis,” Silas replied flatly.  “In the Wind Word Guild, there are old stories about Speakers who could use their voices to move things, but only one or two were ever known, and that was hundreds of years ago,” he said.  “How could there be dozens of them down here in Faralag?  And what’s the secret of this city anyway?  Everything we’ve seen has been the exact opposite of what we have ever been told about the country.” 
 
    “There is a great mountain out in the Granite Range,” Adams told the others. 
 
    “Mount Inegalee?” Mata asked. 
 
    “Yes, very good,” Adams agreed.  “Every year, the Movers Guild allows up to ten candidates to go to the mountain, and to try to climb up it to a cave that is about halfway up.  Inside the cave, there are deep chambers, and fumes that the candidates breath, that change them, and give them the power. 
 
    One or two make it, and when they come back, they’ve been changed by the cave, and they can become Movers; it just takes training.  A few try to climb the mountain, but give up and come back home, alive. 
 
    “And,” he paused dramatically, “a few don’t come back, and are never heard from again. They presumably die in the effort to climb the mountain,” Adams said somberly. 
 
    “So, the question is, did one of you climb the mountain and go in the cave?” the man asked. 
 
    “No, neither of us did anything but look at the mountain,” Silas spoke emphatically. 
 
    They grew silent again as the food was delivered. 
 
    Adams looked at them doubtfully. 
 
    “I admit I have some telekinesis ability,” Silas confessed.  “But it’s not from the mountain, and it doesn’t have anything to do with Faralag.” 
 
    “I believe you,” Adams held up his hand, then motioned for the two guests to start eating.  “But it would be a good idea for you to voluntarily go visit the Guild and just let them know, so they’ll call off the manhunt,” he suggested. 
 
    “Tell us about Faralag,” Mata spoke up. 
 
    “It’s not what it seems, and the outside world has no idea, as you say,” Adams replied with a grim smile. 
 
    “Well, we don’t let many outsiders into the city at all, so we can keep our secret safe,” he began.  “We believe that the gods want us to keep an eye on the world and protect it. 
 
    “We don’t let many foreign ships into our harbor, and the ones that do enter only see the part of the harbor down in the District between the water and the wall, where it looks just the way you expected it to.” 
 
    “But the towers are so tall,” Mata protested.  “Sailors on ships must see the towers and wonder.” 
 
    “We tell them the towers were the folly of some old king, too tall to really use,” Adams said.  “It just confirms that we’re a nation not to be take seriously. We’re really quite self-sufficient, so we don’t ship much in or out.” 
 
    “And what does Prima do?” Silas asked. 
 
    “Prima is a caravan trader, he truly is,” Adams said assuredly.  “He turns a profit with every trip he makes around the continent.  He also gathers and distributes information.  And on occasion, he acts on information that he finds along the way that requires immediate attention. 
 
    “He told me about a very, very interesting and peculiar boy he picked up along the way,” Adams added.  “It was you of course, Silas, with your strange eyes and night sight, your mirror and your knife and your Wind Words abilities, all provided by an unknown holy cave.  He hadn’t mentioned that you were a Mover. 
 
    “Nor did he say anything about your lover,” Adams eyes shifted to Mata for a moment. 
 
    “We’re not lovers,” Silas replied.  “We’re friends,” he felt his cheeks grew warm. 
 
    “Silas saved my life, and helped me flee from Amenozume, and we haven’t had time to do anything but run ever since,” Mata added. 
 
    They had finished their food as they talked. 
 
    “Silas, my recommendation to you is that you go to the Movers Guild, first thing in the morning, and let them know who you are, and listen to what they have to say,” Adams told him.  “You’re not going to be able to move around this city for very long before those eyes give you away.” 
 
    Silas sat in silence.  “What will they do?” he asked after a long stretch. 
 
    “I am not entirely sure.  I imagine they’ll want to consider you as a potential candidate to join their guild, for one thing.  They need and want many more members.  As I understand, just serving to operate the lifts at the towers is a very difficult task, one that not all of them can even do, and those who can only work in shifts of an hour or two at most.  They can’t keep the platforms running for all hours of the day,” Adams provided insights. 
 
    ”You can think about it for now, Silas,” Mata placed a hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “Can we come see you tomorrow?” Silas asked.  “We need to talk and think.” 
 
    “Let’s meet here for lunch tomorrow,” Adams suggested.  “That way I don’t have to write another pass, and you won’t have to expose yourself to very much public scrutiny if you don’t want to.” 
 
    They all agreed on the plan, and the two travelers thanked the trader for providing a scrumptious dinner.  Then they left the tavern and parted ways, Silas trying to keep his head averted and his eyes turned from anyone they passed on the sidewalk, until they returned to their inn and walked directly to their room, where they lit a candle. 
 
    “What do you think I should do?” Silas asked Mata as he pulled his boots off and lay back on the bed. 
 
    “If everything he says is true, you don’t have any choice; you’ll have to go talk to this Guild,” Mata answered as she flopped down on the bed as well, in their now-routine position of heads at opposing ends of the mattress. 
 
    “I will,” Silas agreed.  “As long as I can make sure I stay with you.” 
 
    “Silas!” Mata’s voice was excited as she sat up suddenly.  “Let’s try the mirror!” 
 
    He sat up as well and stared at her.  Throughout the length of their trip through the mountains, they had not been able to communicate with the outside world through either the mirror or the use of Wind Words.  But with their arrival in Faralag, perhaps, they might be able to rely on their magical devices once again, though Adams had made Silas promise to not use the Wind Words. 
 
    He leaned over, lifted his pack from the floor, then pulled the mirror out, as Mata scrambled to his end of the bed. 
 
    Their two heads bumped gently as they both stared at the surface of the mirror. 
 
    The darkened armory at Ivaric was in view.  Silas slid the mirror back into the pack. 
 
    “It works again!” Mata gave Silas a celebratory kiss on the cheek, as he pulled the mirror free and back into view. 
 
    Jade and the princess and another girl from the court were sitting in front of the mirror, in various stages of undress. 
 
    “Give me that!” Mata snatched the glass from Silas’s hand, the sharp glass causing a small cut to his finger as she did so.  Silas winced and lifted his finger to his mouth, while Mata rolled backwards, away from him, holding the mirror before her face. 
 
    “She sees me!” Mata announced triumphantly.  “Give me the pad and stylus!” she urged, holding one hand out expectantly. 
 
    “Just a minute,” Silas snapped, pulling his finger from his mouth to check on the bleeding, then lifting his pack and handing it to her. 
 
    “I’ll tell them to get dressed,” Mata promised, as she began to write on the pad, then held it up in front of the mirror.  Mata stared at the mirror, then peremptorily commanded Silas.  “Go get the candle and bring it closer so they can read my message.” 
 
    Silas did as ordered, and a minute later, Mata spoke again.  “They’ve put on robes; come over here,” she continued to command him as her delight at the restoration of the mirror’s abilities overwhelmed every other facet of her personality. 
 
    As he took his position next to Mata, Silas saw Jade and the princess holding robes closed and leaning in close to the mirror, as the third woman stepped back.  Jade was writing furiously, while the princess smiled and waved at Silas’s arrival, making him grin and wave back. 
 
    Mata and Jade coincidentally finished their notes to one another and held them up at virtually the same time.  Silas looked at the two women in the mirror and saw Jade’s lips move ever so slightly as she read her sister’s note, then he turned his eyes to the note that was displayed for him to read. 
 
    “Where are you?  Where have you been?  Are you okay?  What have you been doing?” the note was a series of questions. 
 
    “What did you tell them in your note?” Silas asked Mata. 
 
    “I asked how they were doing, and I told them we’re in Faralag, after a long journey,” Mata replied, as her eyes remained fixed on the mirror. 
 
    “I don’t think we should tell them what Faralag is really like yet,” Silas spoke softly, needlessly.  “We ought to respect the secrecy this kingdom has until we know more.” 
 
    “I,” Mata tore her eyes from the mirror to look at Silas, “I think that’s fair,” she agreed, then looked back at the mirror. 
 
    Jade took her note down and started writing again. 
 
    It was going to be a long exchange between the sisters, Silas realized.  He looked in the mirror and saw by the light in her eyes that the princess had reached the same conclusion.  They gave one another twisted grins, then Silas waved good bye, and moved back down to his own end of the bed to relax, letting Mata have her time to converse with Jade.  He’d hear all or most of the news soon, he was sure. 
 
    He closed his eyes and relaxed, wondering what would happen when he went to find the Movers Guild.  It was a small Guild, with only forty or so members, Adams reckoned.  The Speakers Guild had more than forty singers in just one choir, he chuckled to himself.  Such a small Guild, but such astonishing work!  If they turned their abilities to other works, there was no telling what amazing accomplishments would be laid at their feet. 
 
    He felt surprisingly relaxed, considering the newest unpredictable bind he was in.  It was perhaps a result of the nature of the city he was in.  Faralag, the lamented, anarchic Faralag, was a peaceful, efficient, cosmopolitan city, one that protected itself from outside evil like Ivaric.  It seemed unlikely that any harm could come to Silas in a conversation with the Movers Guild. 
 
    “Silas, wake up!” Mata’s voice penetrated his lazy thoughts, and he opened his eyes.  She was kneeling next to him, and as he focused on her, she cheerfully plopped down upon his chest, her face close to his. 
 
    “They all thought we were dead!” Mata laughed.  “Jade was so excited!  Seeing us again was the best thing that’s happened in a month, she told me. 
 
    “They all said to tell you hello, and thank you for keeping me alive and free,” Jade said.  “Even Gwen said you must be good for something!” Mata’s laughter was light. 
 
    “But they have problems too,” Mata’s tone turned darker.  “The Pearl Traders Guild does have Ivaric guards on the docks, just one squad, but the Princess believes it’s just the beginning.” Mata stewed over the unhappy news, then brightened her spirits.  “But they’re all safe for now, and the prison has been emptied of all the captives there, and there’s no sign of the evil presence you saw.” 
 
    Silas gave a momentary shiver at the recollection of the vision of the red skull that had occupied the room in the prison tower above Mata, just before Silas had rescued her. 
 
    “I’ve decided I’m going to visit the Guild tomorrow,” Silas told his friend a few minutes later, after her chatter about the messages she’d exchanged with her sister had wound down. 
 
    “I know it seems like the only choice you have,” Mata lay down upon him, lying motionless at last as she listened to him.  “I’ll go with you if you want me to.” 
 
    Silas smiled at the offer of support.  “We’ll ask Adams whether he thinks that’s a good idea.  I’d like to have you with me,” he agreed, stroking her hair. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    The next morning, Silas awoke early, feeling restless.  The sun had not risen yet, but his mind was full of speculation about the day to come, so he carefully crept out of the bed without awakening Mata, then slipped out of the room and went downstairs. 
 
    The city streets were dark to everyone but him.  There were no people out moving among the streets, and so he walked alone through the blocks of streets and structures, exploring the sleeping city until the sun started to rise and shoppers and merchants began to emerge.  Then Silas kept his head down and returned to his inn. 
 
    Mata was awake and annoyed with him when he returned.  “You should have told me you were leaving,” she scolded him. 
 
    She left to buy breakfast rolls, while Silas remained hidden in the room.  He restlessly stayed inside through the remainder of the morning, while Mata traded notes with Jade once again through the mirror. 
 
    At midday, they walked the short distance to the Duck’s Beak once again, where they took a booth and waited, but not long, for Adams to arrive.  When he did, he arrived with a companion, the lady with short blond hair who had operated the platform by the tall towers on the day Silas had saved the boy.  She was a member of the Mover’s Guild. 
 
    “It’s a pleasure to meet you,” the woman spoke first, extending a hand while still two steps away from the table, then surprising Silas by clasping the hand he extended in return, and pulling firmly, drawing him into an embrace with one arm wrapped tightly around his back as she leaned against him, then brushed his cheek with a kiss as she pulled away. 
 
    “You saved that boy’s life when no one else could have – it was you of course, wasn’t it?” she had piercing green eyes that regarded him warmly. 
 
    “Everyone be seated,” Adams directed as they all stood at the table.  A waiter was standing nearby, ready to take orders. 
 
    “We’ll have a bottle of wine,” Adams told the waiter, sending the man on his way, as the party sat down. 
 
    “Your eyes are stupendous!” the blond girl took the seat directly across from Silas and stared at him frankly. 
 
    “My name is Riesta,” she spoke.  “And Adams tell me your name is Silas.” 
 
    The waiter returned with a decanter of wine and four glasses.  The group sat in silence as the waiter poured the wine, then departed. 
 
    “So, you are a natural Mover?” Riesta asked. 
 
    “No, not exactly,” Silas answered after an awkward pause.  The girl gave him a puzzled look, then turned to Adams for an explanation. 
 
    “I was dropped into a cave.  It was a complete accident – or maybe Krusima did it,” Silas tried to tell his tale, as he found his focus distracted by the stunning eyes across the table that watched him intently.  “There were fumes, and I breathed them before I got out of the cave.  They did things to me,” Silas explained.  He sipped his wine; the taste was smooth and mellow, but he felt its strength. 
 
    “So, you became a Mover?” Riesta asked again. 
 
    “He became a Wind Word Speaker, actually,” Adams chimed in.  “And his knife became enchanted to serve him, and he developed night vision like a bat.” 
 
    “And a Mover too?” the girl wanted to pin down the issue that mattered to him. 
 
    “Four or five times in the past few months I’ve been able to use telekinesis to move things,” Silas confirmed.  “But I don’t really control it.  Things just happen, unpredictably.” 
 
    “Of course!  With no training!  How could you control the Movers power?” Riesta was ready to explain away the sporadic nature of Silas’s power.  “Just think what you’ll be able to do when you join us!  And you’ll have those other things too,” she seemed satisfied with his future, while Silas sipped at his wine again. 
 
    “I look forward to working with you.  I’ll train you personally,” she declared. 
 
    “Riesta has been a Mover for several years now; she was the youngest to ever go to Mt. Inegalee, and the youngest to come back, and she’s been a leader since the very first day.   She handles all the initial training of the Movers now,” Adams offered. 
 
    The waiter arrived and offered to take orders. 
 
    “Bring a plate of noodles and oysters,” Adams ordered for the table once again. 
 
    Silas sipped his wine for a third time, and found that his glass was already, inexplicably empty.  Adams noted his condition and poured more from the decanter into all four glasses. 
 
    “Why should Silas agree to be trained by your Guild?  What are the conditions?” Mata spoke up.  She held her wine glass in her hand, its rim tilted slight so as to point at Riesta. 
 
    “He’ll be trained!  He’ll be able to control and use and adjust the power when needed, whenever needed,” Riesta answered dismissively. 
 
    “And what do you get in return?  What will it cost him?” Mata asked. 
 
    “Nothing.  It will cost him no more than the other members of the Guild.  He’ll be given the robe, assigned his shifts, and live a very good life,” Riesta answered as though the answer were obvious, and obviously satisfactory. 
 
    “I don’t know that he wants to stay in Faralag and lead a good life here,” Mata countered.  “We didn’t come here to become residents,” she put her hand on Silas’s shoulder emphatically. 
 
    “This is the best nation on the continent!” Riesta spoke insistently. 
 
    The conversation stopped as the waiter brought plates, and dishes of food. 
 
    “Everyone would flock to happily live here if they knew how wonderful this place is.  Silas will be able to become a leader the moment he joins the Movers Guild.  As for you, you can stay or you can go back to wherever it is you came from,” she dismissed Mata’s protests. 
 
    “Ladies,” Adams spoke calmly, as he began to dish out the food.  “We’re all being very premature at the moment.  I simply wanted Riesta and Silas to meet and talk about the wonderful ability they share.  Silas is a hero for saving that child, as Riesta mentioned earlier.  There’s no decision that needs to be made at the moment. 
 
    “In fact, Riesta has agreed that since she’s had this opportunity to meet Silas, the Guild will cancel the alert for the guards, and Silas can walk about freely in the city,” Adams informed the couple across the table. 
 
    “I didn’t exactly say that,” Riesta started to protest. 
 
    “It’s criminal that Silas can’t walk through the city as a hero for saving the boy at the tower, and just for getting us here alive,” Mata spoke insistently.  “It’s a shame he is being treated this way.” 
 
    “I don’t know what makes you so angry, but you need to stay out of this.  It doesn’t concern you.  This is about Silas’s future.  He has been given Krusima’s blessing – he said so himself.  We are Krusima’s disciples, thanks to the powers that he gave us as well,” Riesta warned Mata.  “Let Silas speak for himself, or you’ll be banished.” 
 
    Silas felt Mata’s grip on his shoulder tighten.  He felt helpless, as though his tongue was always a step behind the swiftly developing hostility between the two women.  As soon as he was ready to intercede in their argument, they shifted the direction or topic, leaving him trying to catch up. 
 
    Mata stood up abruptly. 
 
    “Let’s go Silas.  This conversation needs to start over, some other time, with some other person,” the girl from Amenozume said dismissively. 
 
    Riesta’s head rose.  Her face was red, her pale complexion revealing her anger.  Silas saw her eyes glaze over for a moment, and then suddenly Mata was lifted in the air and pressed against the wall. 
 
    “You stay there, out of the way!” Riesta shouted at the stricken girl. 
 
    “Back off!” Silas suddenly stood, and his own voice carried the feeling that he knew was the initiation of his own telekinesis.  He saw Riesta suddenly lifted from her own seat as people at the nearby tables looked on, startled.  A woman shrieked as the blue-robed Mover was lifted against a different wall. 
 
    “How dare you!” Riesta shrieked in rage from her strange captivity.  “Take this!” she released Mata from her power and turned to focus on Silas. 
 
    Mata slid down to the floor, as Silas felt his own feet start to rise, responding to Riesta’s energy that was focused on him. 
 
    “No, you don’t!” Silas growled, as he felt a part of his own energy clamp him back down to the ground while the rest of his efforts kept Riesta pinned against the wall. 
 
    The wine decanter suddenly rose and dashed towards Silas’s head, while the platter of pasta erupted upward towards Silas’s face. 
 
    “You shouldn’t have done that!” he said angrily, letting his power seize control of the decanter and the writhing mass of noodles.  The noodles flew towards Riesta and coated her chest, while the decanter tilted forward over her head and poured wine down upon her scalp. 
 
    “Silas!  Stop!” Adams exploded.  “Put her down.   Bring her back here!” the trader demanded. 
 
    Silas heard the man’s voice penetrate the anger and self-preservation that had engulfed him.  He shook his head and looked at the humiliated Mover as she remained plastered against the wall, aghast at the victory Silas had exercised over her. 
 
    Silas curtly nodded his head, then pulled the blonde woman back to the table, and set her down on the floor. 
 
    “I’m finished,” he said, and he felt the surge of energy dissipate. 
 
    “You!” Riesta looked at Silas as she pulled noodles off her shoulders. 
 
    “You shouldn’t attack my friend,” Silas said defensively, warily. 
 
    “You have tremendous powers!” Riesta responded energetically.  “You stopped my attack and held your own!  You,” she paused, then grew tight-lipped. 
 
    “Adams, I am going back to the Guild.  I’ll be in touch,” she gave a contemptuous glance at Mata, studied Silas for a second, then walked out of the tavern. 
 
    “Silas, your companion didn’t need to make such a scene,” Adams looked at Mata.  He looked over his shoulder at the hesitant waiter who stood off at a distance and beckoned for him to come. 
 
    “There’s no need to stay here,” Adams decided with a shrug and a grin moments later.  He placed several coins on the table, then rose and motioned for Silas and Mata to follow him out of the building. 
 
    “I’m going back to my office.  You two should go to an arena or armory or some other place where you can continue to be so extraordinarily pugnacious,” Adams chuckled in a manner that indicated he didn’t really care how they spent the afternoon.  “I’ll send a message when I have something to report.”  He walked away, leaving them standing alone on the edge of the city street, as other pedestrians swerved around them. 
 
    “That woman!” Mata slightly slurred her words as she spoke.  “She has no right to take over your life.  I can’t believe the way she was ready to just take you to her Guild and make you her pet,” the girl said indignantly. 
 
    They started walking back to their inn. 
 
    “I didn’t like the way she looked at you,” Mata said a moment later. 
 
    “Thank you for protecting me,” she added a few seconds after that. 
 
    “What do you think Silas?” Mata couldn’t bear the boy’s continuing silence as they walked. 
 
    “I think I did more with telekinesis today than I’ve ever done before,” he said wonderingly.  His mind was replaying the confrontation in the restaurant, when he’d managed to control the energy to some degree. 
 
    “What do you think about that woman?”  Mata asked pointedly.  She stopped walking and seized Silas’s arm, as they arrived at their inn.  “What do you think about her Guild?” 
 
    “I’m not going to agree to live here in Faralag forever,” Silas said firmly. 
 
    “Thank goodness for that,” Mata gave a sigh of relief. 
 
    “But I do want to have instruction,” Silas added.  “I’d like to know how to control the power better, the way they do.” 
 
    “Be careful,” Mata warned. 
 
    “I will,” Silas chuckled.  He wrapped an arm around her shoulder.  “I will be careful.” 
 
    Inside the inn, he asked if there was an armory nearby where he could practice.  After receiving directions, he and Mata went walking about the city, sightseeing, before they circled around to find the armory.  They practice against one another, then practiced against others in the facility until they grew tired and returned to their inn. 
 
    Silas succumbed to Mata’s pleas for a bath tub to be delivered to their room.  The large metal basin was crammed into their small space, then Silas was made to sit outside while Mata bathed. 
 
    “You need to get in here now; you need this as much as I do,” she opened the door and peered out at Silas a half hour after the hot water had been delivered. 
 
    He stepped in and saw her drying her long hair, while she wore clean clothing.  He looked at her and cleared his throat. 
 
    “What?” Mata asked. 
 
    “Oh, I’ll just close my eyes and not peek; I don’t need to sit in the hall,” she smiled as she assured him. 
 
    “That’s not fair,” Silas grumbled as he undressed. 
 
    “I’ll look in the mirror and see if Jade can talk,” Mata offered to entertain herself while Silas bathed. 
 
    “Be careful what you let that mirror see,” Silas warned, as he turned his body while slipping into the still lukewarm water of the tub. 
 
    “Oh, pshaw,” Mata discredited his concern, as she stared into the mirror. 
 
    “Oh Jade!” her voice betrayed concern a moment later.  Silas lay back with his eyes closed, and let the warm water relax his body.  He heard Mata scribbling a message. 
 
    After seconds of silence, Mata spoke again.  “No!  That can’t be!” her voice was full of emotion. 
 
    Silas opened his eyes and looked at the girl who sat cross-legged on the far end of the bed, his mirror in her lap. 
 
    “Is something wrong?” he asked. 
 
    “I’ll tell you in a minute,” Mata held up a hand to wave Silas’s question away as her eyes remained glued to the mirror, reading a note from her sister. 
 
    Long moments later, she blew a kiss at the mirror, then laid it down and contorted her body to stretch herself towards Silas. 
 
    “Ivaric has landed hundreds of guards in the city.  The Guild say it’s just more security, but Jade says that the princess says it’s an invasion, happening a little at a time,” Mata was teary-eyed.  “She’s very worried; they hear rumors that there will be more ships arriving with more of the Ivaric armsmen next week, and then they’ll take over. 
 
    “I have to go back there; I want to be with her,” Mata sniffled, then looked at Silas with determination.  “She’ll need my help.” 
 
    “You’re an escaped prisoner,” Silas tried to sound reasonable, and kept his voice level.  “You can’t help her.” 
 
    “She’ll appreciate my help and my companionship.  She’ll feel better, and who knows – maybe together we can escape from the city and go up into the mountains, or to the mainland,” Mata said.  Her voice lightened, “I know a simple little path through the mountains we can take,” she smiled. 
 
    “If you’re really determined, we’ll leave as soon as possible.  I’ll tell Adams tomorrow, and we can arrange to take a ship to leave the city,” Silas hoped that he could slow her down, and persuade her to reconsider. 
 
    “You don’t have to come.  You’re not part of this; it isn’t your fight.  It’s not your nation.  You already came back once for a heroic rescue,” Mata told him earnestly.  “Believe me, I am mindful of the fact that you put your life at risk for me,” she said.  “I truly am.  I won’t ask you to do it again.” 
 
    “You won’t ask me, but I can ask myself,” Silas answered with a smile.  “Now close your eyes while I get out of the tub. 
 
    “First thing in the morning, we’ll talk to Adams,” Silas promised. 
 
    They did talk to Adams in the morning, both of them packed and passing through the harbor gate in the city’s wall to go see the trader. 
 
    “You absolutely cannot go anywhere right now,” the trader flatly responded to their explanation and request to board a ship.  “You just bested a member of the Guild in a contest of power yesterday.  She’s going to be mad, and the rest of the Guild is going to be salivating at the prospect of recruiting you into their ranks. 
 
    “You may leave,” he looked at Mata, “but there won’t be another ship coming in for three more days. 
 
    “Go back to the city, the two of you,” Adams firmly directed.  “Here,” he scribbled on a piece of paper,” is a pass to get back into the city.  I’ll have the Guild arrange a new emissary to have talks with you as soon as possible, and I’ll alert the harbor master to notify me immediately of any shipping opportunities. 
 
    “That should satisfy everyone,” he seemed ready to end the interview. 
 
    “Why am I captive to the Guild?” Silas asked.  “I’m just a visitor.  If Mata is ready to go, I’m ready to go.” 
 
    “Is she your wife?  Is she carrying your child?” Adams asked bluntly. 
 
    “No!” both Silas and Mata said sharply. 
 
    “Then her situation has nothing to do with you,” Adams answered. 
 
    “If she is not your spouse, then there’s no connection between the two of you.  The voice of the Guild is powerful, and not overcome by friendships.  The Guild, the priests, the crown – they’re the three most powerful institutions in the city.  You won’t escape from the Guild, my friend. 
 
    “I’ll tell the Guild to make a new offer today, and we’ll settle this quickly,” Adams sat forward and shuffled papers to indicate the conclusion of the interview. 
 
    Silas took the scrape of paper on the desk and grabbed Mata’s hand, then pulled her out of the office and back into the dingy street of the harbor district. 
 
    “Let’s go look at the other ways out of the city,” he suggested as he released her hand and started walking back towards the city. 
 
    “I don’t want to have to go back through the mountains the way we came,” Mata warned with a smile. 
 
    Silas chuckled in agreement as they passed through the gate.  “Let’s walk around the walls to look at the other gates,” he suggested with a wink. 
 
    They spent the morning and early afternoon walking around the inside of the perimeter of the wall, inspecting the wall as well as the gates they found.  The inspection was discouraging.  They found only two gates besides the harbor gate; one was the northeastern gate they had entered upon their arrival from the mountains, and the other was a southern gate that provided access to roads and territory they did not need to visit or cross. 
 
    They ate a simple lunch from a vendor on the street, then went to the armory and proceeded to practice their swordsmanship.  The number of people in the armory was greater than it had been on their previous visit, and Silas felt an uneasy sense that many of those present were watching him. 
 
    “Let’s go back to the inn,” he covered is mouth as he spoke softly to Mata. 
 
    “Don’t we have time for a couple of more sets?” the girl demanded.  “I’m doing so well.” 
 
    “I think there are Movers here, watching us,” Silas answered. 
 
    Her face paled. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Silas repeated, and he led her towards the racks of weapons, where they could put their practice equipment away before departing. 
 
    As soon as he had placed his equipment against the wall, he felt a slight tremor in his boots. 
 
    “Run, Mata!” he loudly urged, and then he felt his feet fly upward, somersaulting him as his feet rose into the air.  He twirled rapidly, growing dizzy and disoriented, until he came to a stop, floating upside down in the air in the middle of the room, nine people standing in a circle beneath him, looking up to him with fierce concentration. 
 
    “Where’s Mata?” he immediately asked.  “Let her go!” he demanded. 
 
    “I’m here Silas; I’m okay,” he heard her voice and followed the direction to see her standing in a corner, a man and a woman standing guard over her. 
 
    “Let me down!” Silas shouted.  
 
    “You will listen to us,” a man in the circle spoke. 
 
    Silas stared at the man, then closed his eyes and took a deep breath. 
 
    He needed to find his Voice, to find the version of the Wind Word speech that would unleash his telekinesis, so that he could seize control of the situation – or at least fight back.  He tried to relax, and then he tried to flex his muscles in his chest, and he tightened his diaphragm in preparation. 
 
    “Put me on the ground,” he released the words in a deep voice, one that rasped his throat. 
 
    But he felt no power.  He felt no release of energy.  He knew his first effort had failed. 
 
    “Since you are so calm about the situation, I shall set you on the ground,” the spokesman for the group agreed.  “But understand, we have enough here to bring you under control, as you can see.  Don’t try anything.” 
 
    As the man spoke, Silas floated downward, and his feet resumed the bottom-most position as they touched the ground. 
 
    “Leave us alone,” Silas said in a different tone of voice trying to capture the strength that had turned his words into weapons. 
 
    “We have a need for someone with the strength you displayed to Riesta,” his captor replied.  “We wish for you to join us and help us allow Faralag  to meet its upcoming obligation.” 
 
    “We,” Silas gestured from Mata to himself, “just want to leave.  Can’t you let us do that?” 
 
    “You’re simply too much of an unknown,” the Mover answered.  “We aren’t sure what you can do, while we do know we could use you, and we feel we have a duty to investigate you.” 
 
    “My name is Kajam,” he stepped forward and held his hand out to Silas, who hesitantly accepted the gesture and reached out with his own hand to briefly shake. 
 
    “We want you to come with us to our compound, so that we can examine you,” Kajam told Silas. 
 
    “I don’t need examined; I need to be released,” Silas reiterated.  “We just want to leave.  Her sister is going to be caught up in an invasion, and we need to go help her.” 
 
    “An invasion?” Kajam asked skeptically. 
 
    “Yes, by Ivaric.  Please just let us go.  Show us how good the people of Faralag can be,” Silas pleaded. 
 
    “Come spend just a few days with us; let us test you and see if we can persuade you to cooperate with us on our project, and then, at the end of the time, you both can go free,” Kajam agreed. 
 
    “Uugh,” Silas groaned.  The Mover was maintaining his position resolutely. 
 
    “What is this project that you seek my help with?” Silas asked, secretly intrigued that his abilities were viewed as so extraordinary. 
 
    “Once every hundred years, there is a day when the sprites must obey an ancient treaty and dance for all the city to see on a platform that is raised high in the sky among the tallest buildings in the city, and then carry out a ceremony to renew friendship,” Kajam explained. 
 
    “Sprites?” Silas asked dismissively. 
 
    “The city has records that profess the sprites did arrive and obey,” Kajam insisted.  “But unfortunately, in the hundred years since last this happened, our city has built the very great towers that you have seen, without considering that a platform must be raised to a location up at the towers’ elevation. 
 
    “So now we are about to begin a race to raise as much material as possible to allow the platform to be built for the dance and the ceremony,” Kajam explained. 
 
    Silas turned his head to look upwards in the direction of the towers, even though the roof of the armory blocked his view.  The towers were incredibly tall, and the sprites were a myth.  The story made no sense, the most incomprehensible part of his visit to Faralag yet. 
 
    “How long will you need me?” he asked. 
 
    “Less than a month?” one of the women behind Kajam ventured to guess. 
 
    “I don’t really control my powers,” Silas decided to confess.  The whole strange story was starting to sound reasonable; he understood that they were driven by a need – a ridiculous and false one, but one that they believed in.  He felt a twinge of sympathy for their desperation, but then mentally backpedaled, and told himself he needed to stick to his decision to walk away from the platform construction.  “I only bring the powers out when I’m very concerned or emotional about something; I wouldn’t be useful to you.” 
 
    “Our training can help you overcome that,” Kajam said assuredly. 
 
    “You can even bring your paramour into your rooms with you inside the Guild while you trade,” Kajam offered. 
 
    “She’s not my,” Silas cut himself off.  Adams had alluded to some advantages that he and Mata might have if they were formal couple.  He could risk letting the assumptions about Mata and him linger unchallenged if it would help the pair stay together. 
 
    “And you’ll let me go after this platform is complete?” he sought confirmation. 
 
    “Yes, absolutely.  The Guild pledges its honor on that,” Kajam sounded sincere. 
 
    “Alright, for now,” Silas conceded and accepted the terms – terms that he had little choice but to accept.  “Let me ask Mata’s opinion, to see if she agrees.” 
 
    Kajam nodded, then motioned to the others, and an opening in the circle allowed Silas to walk over to see Mata. 
 
    “We’d like to talk,” Silas told her guardians, who withdrew a few paces. 
 
    “They say they need my powers for a little while – less than a month perhaps.  If I stay and help them, they’ll help me learn to control my telekinesis better, and then they’ll let me go when this project is done.  They say you can stay with me,” he told her. 
 
    “I have to get home!  I have to help Jade,” Mata insisted.  “I can’t wait here for a month.” 
 
    “If you wait for me, we can go together, and I can help you, and her, and the princess maybe even,” Silas offered.  “And, I let them believe we’re married, so it will look strange if you leave,” he gulped as he added. 
 
    “You called me your wife?” Mata yelped at him with widened eyes. 
 
    “The Mover said paramour, but I think it means the same thing,” Silas tried to ease the controversial term. 
 
    “I’d rather be your wife than your paramour,” Mata said indignantly, lowering her voice as she saw others turn to look at them. 
 
    “Whatever you call it, will you please just wait?” Silas asked.  “If we travel together, when this is over, we’ll do better.  Better at traveling, better at helping our friends.  Stay here and be my wife.” 
 
    She gave him a steady stare, then unexpectedly blushed. 
 
    “Alright,” she stuttered, “I’ll stay with you for two weeks, and we’ll see what happens.” 
 
    “Let’s go tell Kajam that you’ll stay with me,” Silas gently clasped his hand around hers.  “We have to look like mates,” he said with a grin. 
 
    When they reached the group of Movers, Kajam looked at Silas expectantly. 
 
    “Is she your wife or not?” an anonymous voice asked from the crowd. 
 
    “Silas,” Mata spoke up. Silas looked at her, then felt his chin drop as Mata suddenly knelt before him and took one of his hands in hers.  “Silas, will you finally put an end to this affair?  Will you marry me and become my husband?” 
 
    There were titters and gasps from the people around them at the unexpected proposal. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Silas tried to bend down and hiss the words discreetly. 
 
    “Get up,” he added. 
 
    “We’ve shared a bed for months, and it’s time we did something more,” Mata raised the volume of her voice in response.  “I know you love me as much as I love you,” she told him. 
 
    “Can you imagine waking up and seeing those eyes first thing in the morning?” one woman’s voice asked in a loud whisper. 
 
    “We will accept your offer of a residence with the Mover Guild,” Silas tried to act as though he could ignore the woman on her knees, as he desperately tried to make sense of the embarrassing, inexplicable scene. 
 
    “I will work with you to build the platform,” he tried to discreetly lift Mata to her feet while he talked, an impossible task with a circle of observers all around.  “And then Mata and I will leave you to go to Amenozume.” 
 
    Kajam was grinning at the unpredictable scene. 
 
    “For your honeymoon?” he asked. 
 
    “Mata, please,” Silas pleaded. 
 
    “Will you marry me?” she asked again, looking up at him. 
 
    “I almost believe you really want to marry me.  Now please stand up,” Silas answered, as there was a smattering of whoops and applause from the Movers who had come to the armory to be his captors and ended up witnessing his engagement. 
 
    Mata stood up, then looped her arms around his neck and began to kiss him passionately. 
 
    He found that he was responding to the kiss, eliciting louder whoops. 
 
    Her kiss was clean and pure, and once again slightly salty, as though she was still a part of the sea that she had dived into so frequently when she had gathered pearls. 
 
    “Come along and you can do all of that you want in your own room,” Kajam told the couple. 
 
    Mata pulled her face from his with a wicked gleam in her eye, then turned, and led him by the hand out of the armory, in the midst of the group. 
 
    Silas didn’t know where he was walking as the group began to navigate down a city street, other pedestrians moving aside to allow the Guild members to pass.  When Silas came back to his senses he saw that they were stepping onto a broad boulevard, and that nearby, the boulevard came to an end at the gate to an imposing, tall-fenced piece of property that held a tall, soaring building, one that was several stories high, though not as tall as the buildings in the city’s central core. 
 
    Silas turned his head the other way and saw that the boulevard ran a relatively short distance, before ending at another wall compound. 
 
    “What’s that building?” he asked a Mover in the party. 
 
    “That’s the queen’s palace,” the man replied.  “When she’s in the city.  She stays in the countryside a lot.” 
 
    “And our home is here,” he waved a hand towards the airy building of towers that reached upward. 
 
    The group entered the Guild’s enclave. 
 
    “We can trust you to abide by your promise to remain with us?” Kajam asked. 
 
    Silas nodded in agreement.  “I’ll stay here until my work on the platform is done,” he acknowledged. 
 
    Kajam waved most of the rest of the Movers away, allowing them to return to their other activities, while he began to lead Silas and Mata up a ramp, one that switched back and forth, then reached a tower and climbed up around the exterior for a circuit.  A hall led them into the hollow interior of the tower, and Kajam led them upstairs to a balcony that looked down upon the tower’s interior. 
 
    “This is your room,” he gestured to a door that was in the tower wall.  “Enjoy your stay.  We’ll have dinner served at your door at sunset, and tomorrow you’ll begin your training. 
 
    “And if you need a priest to officiate at a marriage ceremony, just let us know.  We’ll make arrangements,” the man smiled, then left them in front of the door. 
 
    Mata watched him go for a moment, then opened the door and stepped in with Silas behind her.  They entered a room with a slightly curved outer wall, one that had windows with a view over the nearby neighborhoods of the city. 
 
    Neither Mata nor Silas noticed the view at that moment though, as they turned and looked at one another, following the long silence of their walk from the armory. 
 
    “What did you do down there?” Silas blurted out the words. 
 
    “I made a practical gesture.  It satisfied the Movers that we are a couple,” Mata answered calmly. 
 
    “That’s all?” Silas asked. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Mata answered the question with a question. 
 
    “Do you,” Silas hesitated, “do you really want to marry me?” he asked. 
 
    “It seems like an easy thing to ask,” Mata evaded a direct answer.  “It solved a problem; now we’re together, and you can build this platform they want, then we can go to Amenozume. 
 
    “Did you expect something more?” she answered with a question again. 
 
    “That kiss,” Silas replied, weakly. 
 
    “We both shared a kiss that the Movers believe was filled with passion,” Mata answered.  “Didn’t we?  The Movers were satisfied with what they saw.” 
 
    Silas closed his eyes.  Mata was suddenly mysterious, refusing to tell him a simple fact.  He felt torn between emotions, and between emotions and logic. 
 
    He turned away from her and looked out the window at the city outside, a landscape of rooftops visible, all the way to the looming great towers in the center of the city.  For a moment he saw the moving platform that carried people, until it descended out of sight. 
 
    He turned and looked at the doorway in the side wall, then went to investigate what was behind it.  A bedroom, one with a large bed, was clean and empty of anything except the bed itself. 
 
    “We can sleep in there,” he turned to Mata, and found that she was at the windows, staring outside, away from him. 
 
    “Life isn’t easy, is it?” she asked softly, and turned to him, revealing moisture in her eyes.  “It should be easy, but it’s not.” 
 
    “No,” he agreed, coming over to stand next to her.  “It’s not easy.”  He tentatively put a comforting hand on her shoulder.  He felt pleased – and confused – when she leaned her head down against his hand in an affectionate gesture. 
 
    The two of them looked intently at one another, when there was a sudden, loud knock at the door. 
 
    “Come in,” Silas spoke to the person on the other side of the door. 
 
    Both he and Mata looked, as the door opened, and Riesta, the Mover he had battled in the restaurant, appeared. Her short blond hair helped to instantly identify her, and Silas felt a blush of embarrassment for his part in their tiff when he recognized her. 
 
    “Your dinner food is almost ready,” she told them simply.  “Would you like a bottle of wine with it?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Mata answered, at the same time that Silas said “no”. 
 
    “Which will it be?” Riesta asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “Yes,” Mata answered firmly. 
 
    Riesta nodded, then closed the door. 
 
    “She’s very pretty,” Silas observed casually. 
 
    “She is; I wish I had hair like hers,” Mata agreed. 
 
    They talked little after that, and talked little during dinner, while Mata poured their wine liberally to empty the bottle. 
 
    And afterwards, when they went to bed, they talked little, but ended up making love. 
 
    “I need this,” Mata gasped.  “I know we care for each other, I don’t know if its love, but I need to have this.” 
 
    “Mata, you mean more to me than anyone else in the world,” Silas told her between deep breaths of air. 
 
    They fell asleep after their passion, then slept soundly, and awoke in a tangle of limbs when they heard a knock on the door the next morning. 
 
    Silas awoke with an instant, full awareness of what they had done with the alcohol coursing through their brains.  He opened his eyes and looked at Mata, who was staring back at him. 
 
    He gave a tentative smile, to which she smiled broadly in return. 
 
    “I’ll leave your breakfast tray out here for you,” a young voice called.  “Your instructor will fetch you in an hour’s time, my lord.” 
 
    “That was amazing,” he told her breathlessly. 
 
    “I think we both enjoyed it,” she lazily agreed, as she combed her fingers through his shaggy hair, uncut since before they had started their mountain passage. 
 
    Silas thought about the way Mata had been so intrigued by his colorful scars.  During the night, she’d lightly kissed them in a line across his chest.  The memory of those kisses aroused him, and he grinned at her once more. 
 
    Their breakfast tray still sat untouched for quite some time, until a new voice called from the front room. 
 
    “Your instructions are beginning in two minutes,” a man’s voice called. 
 
    Silas leapt out of bed and started to pull his shirt on hurriedly, as Mata studied him through her half-lidded eyes. 
 
    “You’ll come back soon, won’t you?” she asked. 
 
    “As soon as they’ll let me,” Silas eagerly agreed as he dressed. 
 
    He picked up his knife, kissed Mata tenderly, then was out the door to face his trainer. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    A small, wizened man who might have been a mythical dwarf stood in the public room of Silas’s temporary home in the Movers Guild.  The man had tufts of hair above and behind his ears, and a pattern of spots and splotches across his bald pate. 
 
    “We need to get going,” the man’s high-pitched voice explained.  “And I’d take at least a bite of breakfast with me, if I were you,” he advised with a nod at the tray of fruits and breads.  “You’re in for a long day.” 
 
    Silas glanced at the man to try to judge his seriousness, then reached down to grab an apple and a loaf of bread. 
 
    “We’ll start by testing your ability,” the old man said. 
 
    “Are you the instructor?” Silas asked dubiously.  “I thought Riesta was the instructor.” 
 
    “I am Master Cover, the instructor of the Mover Guild,” the man agreed.  “Riesta starts the training for the typical candidates, and I finish them.  Except for you – I’m going to handle all your training.” 
 
    “Where do we go for instruction?” Silas asked. 
 
    “We’ll go to the window,” the man said, stumping over as Silas watched him, mystified by the comment.  “Come along, come along,” Cover insisted. 
 
    Silas walked over to the window, as Cover opened it. 
 
    “Throw your bread out the window and make it float in front of us,” Cover instructed. 
 
    “But it’s my breakfast,” Silas protested. 
 
    “Then make it float,” Cover rebutted.  “So that you can bring it back in and eat it.” 
 
    “I don’t just control my ability that well yet,” Silas explained.  “I’ve only ever done anything three or four times, when something stressful was happening, like an attack or an avalanche.” 
 
    “Going hungry is stressful,” Cover pointed out.  He unexpectedly grabbed the bread from Silas’s hand then threw it out the window. 
 
    “Save it,” he instructed, as they watched the loaf fall away. 
 
    Silas stared out the window and tried to imagine his ability springing to life.  
 
     “Return!” he boomed the word out, then leaned out to hopefully see the bread stop falling, as it instead struck the ground below. 
 
    “Well, that’s too bad,” Cover said mildly.  “See if you can do better with the apple,” he glanced at the fruit Silas held. 
 
    Silas took a deep breath, then tried to adjust his voice to be ready to project his telekinetic power towards the apple.  He gently lobbed the apple through the window.  
 
    “Float,” he called, feeling his chest and throat apply his Wind Word Speaker energy to the word. 
 
    The apple plummeted downward, and fell into a small green garden, startling a woman who was walking past. 
 
    “That was interesting.  You have Speaker abilities?” Cover asked.  “Obviously you do; that word showed it.  Well, that and the yellow breath you exhaled.” 
 
    “I am a Speaker,” Silas agreed.  “And I’m a hungry one.   Excuse me while I eat some breakfast now.” He turned and walked back to the table where the tray of food sat. 
 
    As he reached for a plum, the fruit suddenly scooted beyond his reach, making him leap back in surprise, as Cover giggled.  Silas pursed his lips, and reached for a sweet roll, only to see it move beyond his reach as well. 
 
    The teacher was playing games, trying to punish him, Silas realized.  It wasn’t fair; Silas hadn’t claimed to have perfect control of his telekinesis.  Being punished was not going to make it any easier for Silas to learn what he needed to learn in order to help build the platform – and that he really wanted to learn for his own sake, so that he could escape back out into the world with the new talent under control and available to be used as needed. 
 
    Plus, he was hungry. 
 
    Silas shifted his body slightly to obscure Cover’s view of his left hand.  He stabbed his right hand out towards an apple, while also covertly shifting his left hand to pick up a breakfast roll.  Both items moved out of reach and added insult to injury by moving past one another directly in front of him, making each hand miss both items as he flailed with uncoordinated failure. 
 
    He was growing angry.  
 
    There was the click of a latch being lifted, and both Cover and Silas turned their heads to see Mata open the bedroom door and emerge into the living room, wearing only a sheet wrapped around her torso. 
 
    “Oh,” she blushed lightly, “I’m sorry, I didn’t know you were still here, and I came out to eat some breakfast.”  She looked at Silas and grinned, “I didn’t have a chance to grab any food earlier.” 
 
    He grinned back at her, a glint in his eye. 
 
    Her own grin turned into a Cheshire cat grin.  Cover looked from one to the other, a blank look on his face. 
 
    Suddenly, Mata’s eyes widened.  “Oh!” she squeaked, and then her sheet wrapping quivered, and tore itself from her grasp, removing itself from her body and flying back through the partially-open bedroom door. 
 
    Mata turned bright red, from her face down along her neck to her shoulders.  “Oh!” she squeaked again, more softly, then she fled back into the bedroom. 
 
    “Leave her alone!” Silas shouted, suddenly filled with rage and embarrassment for Mata.  “Go out the window yourself!” the words emerged from his mouth mixed with spittle as he found energy instantaneously awakened within himself.  The words carried his power, he could feel. 
 
    Cover rose from the floor and started to drift towards the window. 
 
    An apple suddenly rose from the breakfast platter and pelted Silas in the side of the head.  Another started to rise, as did a small breakfast loaf. 
 
    “Stay down,” Silas ordered the objects, focusing his attention on both the food weapons and Cover as well. 
 
    Cover hovered in place, no longer being overwhelmed by Silas’s power, as the small teacher fought back with a portion of his own ability. 
 
    Silas furrowed his brow as he focused his attention more intently.  “Fly out,” he commanded Cover, “and stay put!” he pointed at the breakfast items without looking. 
 
    The food stuffs in the air quivered in place abruptly, then dropped precipitously in a rain of goods that landed on the platter and the tabletop and the floor, while Cover was briskly forced out through the open window and then hovered in empty air beyond the walls of the tower. 
 
    “Bravo!” Cover applauded.  “This is much better.  You have so much raw talent; if you focused it and refined it – not to mention learned how to initiate it! – you would be the strongest Mover in generations. 
 
    “Now, bring me into the apartment, so that we can proceed,” he spoke off-handedly. 
 
    “Why should I bring you in?” Silas asked.  “You ought to apologize to Mata first.  And you need to be punished yourself,” he added, and he made the man’s pants rip apart, the strips of cloth drifting downward as they were shredded away. 
 
    “That seems over the top,” Cover spoke mildly, “but creative. 
 
    “Dear creature,” he spoke loudly, “please accept my apologies for any momentary embarrassment I caused.” 
 
    “Mata, come out here,” Silas summoned his lover.  “Cover wants to apologize.” 
 
    “Silas!” Mata protested, as she suddenly skidded out of the bedroom, her blouse only halfway over her head as she pulled it down.  “Stop pulling me!” 
 
    “I am sorry, so sorry!” Silas apologized, realizing that he had inadvertently applied his telekinesis to Mata when he called upon her. 
 
    He deliberately closed his eyes and inhaled, forcing himself out of the use of the power. 
 
    “Whoops!” he heard Cover’s voice.  Silas opened his eyes and saw the gnome of a man rising upwards, having descended when Silas’s powers had abruptly ceased to hold him in place.  Cover drifted forward and entered the window, before he set himself upon the floor, shook his shirt and briskly adjusted it so that it fell below his waist as if it were a skirt, covering his undergarments. 
 
    “My apologies, Miss Mata,” he spoke with excessive civility, then bowed.  “I hope I did no harm when I used you to demonstrate to your husband that he must use his powers for many things, including your defense.” 
 
    Mata smiled at the old man’s roguish charm.  “Your apology is accepted, my lord,” she inclined her head. 
 
    “However,” she corrected him, “Silas is not my husband.  We are only,” she paused for a fraction of a second, “paramours, I believe you call us?” she looked at Silas. 
 
    “But you asked me to marry you,” Silas pointed out. 
 
    “And you never said ‘yes’,” Mata responded with a hint of heat in her voice. 
 
    Cover made an apple rise from the floor and strike Silas in the back of the head. 
 
    “How could you treat this lovely young woman so badly?” he asked rhetorically. 
 
    “Did you mean it?  Were you serious?” Silas asked as one hand rubbed the spot where the apple had made contact with his skull. 
 
    “What do you think?  Didn’t we just spend all night making love?  Do you think I would have done that with someone I didn’t love?” she asked with sadness in her voice. 
 
    “If you feel that way, then, yes, of course!  Of course, I’ll marry you.  Mata, you would make me so happy!” he gushed, then stepped over to her, embraced her, and began to kiss her passionately. 
 
    “Save this for the evening,” Cover’s voice spoke mildly. 
 
    Silas opened his eyes, and saw that Mata’s eyes were open also, looking at him as their lips parted.  She smiled at him. 
 
    “We have a beginning to start now,” Cover said.  “We need to start the beginning of your lessons.  We don’t have a great deal of time.  You’ll be with me for the rest of the day,” he told Silas. 
 
    “And you, young lady, are free to go about the city,” he spoke to Mata.  “Do as you please as a guest of the Guild.” 
 
    “I’d like to go back to the armory, to practice sword work,” Mata mentioned.  “Will I be allowed back there after the big scene when we were taken away?” she asked. 
 
    “There’s an armory just around the corner from the main gate of the Guild.  Why don’t you go there to practice?” Cover suggested in a kindly manner.  “I don’t know that there would be a problem at the other place, but this one is easier to visit.  I’ll send a guide to lead you there in a little while. 
 
    “Now, if you’re ready, we need to start our work,” Cover turned to Silas.  “Good bye, Miss Mata,” he said, before he used his powers to unexpectedly propel himself and Silas out the window and upward through the air. 
 
    “Good bye Silas,” Mata’s voice trailed out the window after them. 
 
    “I didn’t know we were going to fly away,” Silas said breathlessly as they rose along the side of the tower.  Cover deposited them on a balcony on the second-highest floor of the tower, then the old man grabbed the railing and breathed deeply. 
 
    “This has been quite an active morning already; I’m a bit worn,” he told Silas.  “Step inside the class room.” 
 
    They ventured off the balcony, and into an empty room, where a half dozen desks were arranged in a circle in the center of a room with curved walls.  The walls were lined with cabinets and with a peculiar cabinet arrangement where a chair was built into the surrounding shelves and crannies.  All the shelves and counters held books and objects, jars, beakers, and crystals. 
 
    “Have a seat over there,” Cover pointed at the singular chair. 
 
    “What is it?”  Silas asked without moving. 
 
    “It is where we judge the strength and the flavor of the powers of our new Guild members when they return from the caves of Mount Inegalee,” Cover answered. 
 
    “What does flavor mean?” Silas’s attention to the chair was distracted by the unusual word. 
 
    “It’s a curious term, isn’t it?” Cover asked.  “I thought it up myself. 
 
    “No one had really noticed that different Movers can apply their powers to different types of materials in different ways,” Cover began to explain.  “Not until I began to notice that different projects went faster or slower, depending on who was working on them. 
 
    “We began to study and test and compare, and we found that some Movers can transport things up and down very well, but not so well going side to side.  Others are the opposite.  Some can move very large things, but not too many times in a day; others can move a hundred small things in a day, time after time after time.  And then finally,” Cover explained, as Silas came to realize that they were walking slowly towards the chair, while he listened raptly to Cover’s explanation, “we even found that some Movers are adept at moving living material while others only move non-living things. 
 
    “And by living material, I don’t just mean people and animals, but plants, and materials that come from living things, like leather and cloth,” the instructors said. 
 
    “And everyone excels in one thing or another.  Everyone can do all things in moderation, but we all do one thing well, and some can even do two things well, the good ones.  Maybe they can move things up and down and side to side well, although they can’t move people better than iron or stone. 
 
    “And then there’s Riesta, who has three strengths, the only one of us who is so blessed.  She excels at up and down, and living materials, and heavy objects; she has three flavors, like some of the wilder dishes that young people can eat without upsetting their stomachs!” Cover grinned. 
 
    “And now,” Cover’s voice grew softer, “there’s you. 
 
    “And I’d like to test you to see what flavors you bring.  If you’ll sit in the chair,” he motioned to the piece of furniture, which they had come to stand next to, “We’ll spend a few minutes testing you. 
 
    “It will be unpleasant, but not painful, and there will be no lasting harm done.  As soon as you step out of the chair, it will be completely over,” Cover stated. 
 
    “How does it work?” Silas asked cautiously. 
 
    “We place a hood over your head, which contains a small portion of the residue of the gasses from the caves inside Mount Inegalee.  It temporarily boosts the strength of our usual students, and I hope it will bring out your powers for testing, though I could be mistaken.  Then we ask you to hold onto several crystals that come from the mountain,” Cover went through his testing procedure step by step. 
 
    “After that, we ask you to show us how well you can lift and move samples that we keep here for testing, until we think we have your flavors figured out.  It takes some time, and the hood is unpleasant, but not terrible.  The crystals spark the power that you generate, and so there is some discomfort from making the connection with them,” Cover continued. 
 
    “But you can release your hold on them if you feel too much pain; that’s usually a sign that the flavor we’re testing is your strength – the flow of power is greater, and generates more heat in the crystal,” Cover seemed eager to let Silas know how the test worked. 
 
    “Alright, I’ll do it,” Silas quickly agreed.   He was actually eager to try the test, to learn about himself, to simply find out if the elements from Mount Inegalee would even have an effect on him.  He stepped in front of the chair, then sat firmly on the hard wooden slab, and rested his arms on the side rails. 
 
    Cover stepped in front of him holding a misshapen piece of dark leather.  The Mover instructor opened it up, revealing a trio of holes cut in one side. 
 
    “Here it comes,” Cover said.  He made Silas laugh as the small man climbed upon a stool, then leaned over and pulled the leather down over Silas’s head. 
 
    The student’s view of the world went black, then lightened as Cover spun the leather around to align its holes with the front of Silas’s face, allowing the boy to see a narrow field of vision straight ahead through the holes.  Silas breathed in, then coughed.  There was a pungency to the hood, one that made him wrinkle his nose in dismay. 
 
    “Breathe deeply,” he heard Cover’s muffled voice through the leather hood and rolled his eyes in dismay at the thought of breathing deeply with the noisome covering over his face.  Then he did as commanded, and coughed repeatedly. 
 
    “Do it again, and hold the air in your lungs this time,” Cover directed. 
 
    Silas produced a hidden grimace under the leather then did as directed, inhaling and choking back his coughs as he tried to keep the mountain fumes inside himself. 
 
    And he suddenly felt both lightheaded, and on the cusp of exercising his telekinetic powers once again.  His lungs and diaphragm and throat all swelled with the release of his energy. 
 
    “Are you ready?” Cover distracted him from his self-examination.  Silas nodded his assent. 
 
    Although he couldn’t easily look down through his hooded eyeholes, Silas felt his hands being placed on two hard, cool, lumpy objects.  He craned his neck to see that there were two large crystalline objects resting on the armrests, with his hand upon the crystals, both the green one and the brownish one.  As he looked at them, he felt them grow warm beneath his palms, and he thought he saw a momentary glow within each as well. 
 
    “Now, look over here,” Cover regained his attention as the small instructor rolled a cart in front of the chair.  Three boxes sat atop the cart. 
 
    “Watch what I do,” Cover reached out and lifted the first box, revealing that it had covered a glass and metal inkstand.  The object was not large by any means, and Silas wondered what challenge it might possess. 
 
    “Lift the object, Silas, up to the ceiling, and hold it there,” the veteran instructor directed. 
 
    Silas looked at the inkwell and let loose a single word.  “Rise,” he commanded quietly.  The object left the surface of the cart and calmly lifted itself up five feet into the air, then hovered without a quiver or wobble.  Silas felt the crystals grow warmer beneath his hands; not unpleasant, but warmer. 
 
    “Now, make it move left and right and left and right,” Cover instructed. 
 
    “Sideways,” Silas murmured calmly.  It was a pleasure to be able to exercise his energy in such a regular, rational manner, he thought to himself, feeling slightly more heat in the crystals.  The process of telekinesis seemed as simple as using his Speaker voice itself while he wore the hood and grasped the crystals. 
 
    The inkwell sedately moved left, almost to the far wall, then returned to the right, crossing the entire room, before moving once more to the left. 
 
    “Now, return the inkwell.  That was a good warm up,” Cover lifted the box and waited for the inkwell to settle onto the cart before putting the box over it.  The instructor raised the next box, revealing a small canary in a wooden cage.  The bird gave a chirp upon being exposed to light. 
 
    Silas repeated the same exercises with the bird.  Cover next presented a large, shallow bowl of water, which Silas moved without spilling. 
 
    The instructor rolled in new carts, with new items, test subjects that grew larger and more complex, while Silas continued to enjoy the easy access to his power that the hood provided, and he moved them all without challenge as the morning proceeded. 
 
    “When are the crystals hottest?” Cover asked repeatedly. 
 
    “They never get very hot,” Silas replied, drawing a puzzled look from Cover, who even took to placing his own hands on the crystals to test their warmth during many points in the exercise. 
 
    “Can you lift this whole cart?” the perplexed instructor asked at one point, as he proceeded to make Silas repeated lift and lower and lift and lower an entire cart with its contents.  Silas performed several tests, then proceeded to lift two carts, then three, as Cover pushed the test boundaries higher and higher. 
 
    “Take a break,” Cover finally instructed.  “You can remove the hood and leave the chair.” 
 
    Silas sighed in relief, glad to be done with the confining hood.  He stripped it off as he stood up, then walked over to the windows and looked outside.  He could see that the day was bright, and the sun had moved far across the sky from the east.  A great deal of time had passed while he’d sat in the chair.  It had been vaguely interesting, but grown to be boring as the testing had stretched on and on and on. 
 
    “See that cloud up there?” Cover had come to stand beside Silas at the window. 
 
    Silas looked at the small, lonely fluffy intruder in the otherwise blue sky, and he nodded. 
 
    “Do you think you could move it?” Cover asked. 
 
    Silas’s brow furrowed, and he looked down at the instructor to see if the man was serious. 
 
    “Can you make it move back to the west?” Cover asked. 
 
    Silas looked at the small cloud thoughtfully.  It didn’t have much substance; it might be easy to move.  Yet he could feel the aftereffects of the hood starting to fade from his physical body.  The longer he was away from the hood, the less of his telekinesis he was going to be able to grasp so easily. 
 
    “Fly west,” the boy stared at the cloud and focused on it, while trying to find every scrape of the power within himself, so that his voice could direct it all up towards the target in the sky.  He felt weakened from the release of the energy and grabbed the window sill to support himself. 
 
    He and Cover stood at the window and watched with their breath held, waiting to see any reaction. 
 
    There was no sense of wind blowing.  No shadows formed.  And the cloud continued to slowly amble towards the east. 
 
    “It was worth the question,” Cover said after a long, silent minute of observation.  “No one has ever done anything like that before.  You just seem to be able to do everything else so well, I thought it was worth a question.” 
 
    Silas shrugged.  It had been a quixotic quest, and he felt regret only in that it had used the last of the traces of the ability that the hood and crystals had instilled in him.  He felt no further ability to easily call his telekinesis into action. 
 
    “Hold on a minute!” Cover said suddenly, as Silas turned to look up at the cloud once more. 
 
    The front of the cloud seemed to still be moving to the east, but the tail of the vaporous mass was growing attenuated, stretching out to the west.  The back of the cloud was actually starting to move to the west, Silas realized. 
 
    “Look at that!” he said excitedly. 
 
    As Silas watched, the front of the cloud slowed its movement, came to a complete stop, and a minute later, began to trail after its own western edge, moving in a long line of vapor that grew thinner as it was driven against the air currents in the upper atmosphere. 
 
    “That was stupendous!” Cover enthused.  “Can you do something else?  What about that building?  Could you lift that building, just an inch?” he pointed down at a warehouse. 
 
    “I can’t do anything now,” Silas answered.  “The power from the hood is all gone already.” 
 
    Cover pursed his lips as he studied Silas. 
 
    “We’ve done enough for today,” he decided.  “You go back down to your lover and have fun.  I’ll see you tomorrow, and we’ll work on how to stimulate your access to the power.”  The instructor led the way out onto the balcony, then lowered them both through the air to a balcony on the floor where Silas was staying. 
 
    A momentary breeze seemed to blow. Silas felt something more than the movement of air; he felt something indistinct, something that seemed to actually change within himself.   There was a momentary impression of the color blue, oddly enough, and then whatever happened was over. 
 
    “Farewell,” the old man smiled impishly, then lowered himself down through the air and out of sight, while Silas went back to his apartment, eager to see Mata. 
 
    She wasn’t in the apartment, much to his disappointment.  He picked up some of the leftover breakfast fruit and bread from the table top and began to hungrily consume it while he waited for Mata’s return.  He felt good – confident and excited.  The hood had made his access to the Mover power so effortless and easy that Silas tried to imagine what it would be like to have the ability at his fingertips.  With such abilities, he and Mata could go back to Amenozume and easily protect Jade and others. 
 
    He wandered out to the balcony and looked down at the streetscape below.  People were walking about their everyday lives; it was hard to imagine living an everyday life in a large city like Faralag.  He’d be glad to leave the crowds and get back on the road, traveling once more.  And then someday, he and Mata would be able to settle down, hopefully in a smaller city or village.  Perhaps they would live on Amenozume, so that she could resume her pearl-diving, while he could…do something, though he wasn’t sure what. 
 
    As he looked down, he saw Mata’s familiar figure, tall and lean, with the long dark hair, strolling confidently on the street below.  Two men were with her, and the three were engaged in animated conversation as they walked towards the gate of the Guild campus entrance.  Silas watched in anticipation of Mata’s return to the apartment, and then found himself puzzled and vexed when the trio walked past the entrance gate to the Guild property and continued down the street a short distance, before they entered a tavern door and disappeared from view. 
 
    He stood on the balcony, puzzled by Mata’s new acquaintances, and puzzled by his own feeling, and uncertain of how to react.  He felt jealous; he wanted Mata to return immediately to their temporary home, to be as anxious to be back with him as he was anxious to be with her.  But instead, she had gone to socialize with two other people, two men, men he didn’t know.  And he didn’t know what to do.  He didn’t want to passively wait, but he didn’t want to go down to find her, to barge in upon her and to visibly seem to be what he was – jealous. 
 
    There had to be some other course of action.  He didn’t know what it was, but he was sure that it didn’t involve his standing indecisively on the balcony.  He would start to move and try to think while doing so.  He left the apartment, and started walking down the stairs, then took a corridor to another set of stairs, and descended further.  He took a turn and a corridor and before he knew it, he was lost inside the Guild facility. 
 
    He was annoyed by the silly problem.  He passed several people, any one of whom could have undoubtedly told him how to go out to the street, or how to return to his apartment.  But he refused to ask for directions, hopeful that the next corner or crossing passage or courtyard would show him something he would recognize and be able to navigate around. 
 
    He found himself, ten minutes later, at the entrance to a small chapel to Krusima. 
 
    It was a destination, he decided, and so he opened the door under the god’s symbol of mountains and pick axes, and stepped inside, where he was alone.  It was a small chapel; no more than a half dozen people could comfortably stand or kneel at the worship line. 
 
    Silas stood and tried to let his mind go blank.  He was filled with too much turmoil, concern over unimportant matters, though.  He couldn’t truly worship Krusima, or think of the god, as his mind circled around the petty problems, such as Mata’s ability to socialize with others, or his ability to get lost in the Guild’s buildings.  He couldn’t reverently ask for help with serious matters, such as learning to use his telekinesis upon command, or leaving Faralag at a time of his own choosing, or knowing if he was truly in love with Mata. 
 
    “Come back when you’re ready to be serious,” a deep voice filled the chapel. 
 
    Silas swiveled his head to the left and right, searching to see if there was a visible source of the voice, though there was none. 
 
    The god wasn’t interested in his problems. 
 
    “You could at least help me; you’re the one who started all of this, with the cave and the gasses and the eyes!” Silas whined loudly. 
 
    “You aren’t focused yet.  L’Anvien is coming.  You haven’t yet seen the need to become a champion.  You’ve got to accept that you will be a sacrifice – you will lose a great deal, so that the greater world will survive.  When you accept that, you will start to live up to the challenge that you must win,” Krusima growled softly. 
 
    Silas felt his knees weaken. 
 
    He was going to be a sacrifice. 
 
    Without knowing what he was doing or where he was going, Silas stumbled out of the chapel. 
 
    Sacrifice.  Sacrifice.  Sacrifice. 
 
    The word echoed in his mind as he walked through a narrow alleyway and came to the open courtyard just inside the gates of the Guild complex.  He stared vacantly at the open gates, trying to digest the revelation that he was being prepared to become a sacrifice. 
 
    “My husband speaks in harsh terms,” a feminine voice whispered gently. 
 
    Silas turned, and found that a beautiful woman – a woman without mortal peer – was standing behind him.  She was faintly translucent. 
 
    “I am here in this city where I am worshipped so faithfully,” Kai’s voice was soft.  “They build temples to me on the very tops of their great towers. 
 
    “I can almost walk among mortals, because their faith is so great,” the goddess said.  “And so I stand here now, to tell you that your sacrifice will not be the all-consuming loss that you fear.  Do not let your heart freeze, dear acolyte.  Just learn your lessons, keep a good and generous soul, despite whatever you may think is happening, and know that we are following your progress.  I have high hopes for you,” the filmy goddess embraced him and gently placed her almost-solid lips upon his cheek, and then she was gone. 
 
    “Who was that?  Where did she go?” Mata was walking through the gate, as a pair of men waved good bye to her while they walked on down the street.  “Did that woman just kiss you?” Mata asked. 
 
    Mata walked up to him, and Silas saw a flash in her eyes.  He smelled wine on her breath as well. 
 
    “Who was that who kissed you?”  Mata demanded.  “You go and take your lesson to become a mighty Mover, and now you publicly start to kiss other women.  Already throwing the poor little pearl diver over, are you?” her voice was growing heated. 
 
    Silas felt dazed and stunned.  He tentatively placed his hand on the cheek where Kai has pecked him.  The skin felt warm. 
 
    Mata was almost next to him, but her head was turning around, looking for the woman she had seen, a woman who was a goddess and who had completely disappeared. 
 
    “We were in bed together this morning, and now you’re doing this?” Mata started to cry. 
 
    Silas was still unable to come to terms with the jarring effect of the meeting with a divinity.  He couldn’t clear his head of the sense of being overwhelmed by the majesty and serenity that Kai had exuded. 
 
    Mata’s open palm cracked across Silas’s cheek, the same spot that Kai had kissed.  The boy’s head rocked backwards. 
 
    “Mata, what’s the problem?” a man’s voice sounded from the gate. 
 
    “It’s nothing,” Mata’s voice broke with a sob as she answered over her shoulder. 
 
    “Is this Silas?” the man and a companion walked in through the gates, approaching the troubled couple. 
 
    “Who are they?” Silas asked, still too discombobulated by the spinning set of circumstances, with telekinetic training, emotional miscues, and divine interventions to respond appropriately. 
 
    “Just people I met in the armory while practicing, and what does it matter?” Mata answered and asked abruptly.  “I just saw you kissing a woman!” 
 
    “I didn’t kiss her; she kissed me, and she wasn’t a woman – she is a goddess!” Silas thundered back defensively. 
 
    “Am I too skinny for you?  Did you just want to take my pleasure and then move on to someone else?” Mata was growing more and more agitated, perceiving herself as a woman scorned. 
 
    Silas smelled a hint of wine on Mata’s breath.  She’d chosen to drink spirits in the middle of the day with the men she’d grown friendly with. 
 
    “I know Mata says that you’re some immortal hero, but you’ve got no right to treat her poorly here,” one of the men intruded directly into the conversation, addressing Silas. 
 
    “You’ve got no right to take her out and get her drunk in the middle of the day, and you’re not a part of this anyway,” Silas replied angrily, ready to lash out. 
 
    “Any gentleman who sees a lady being mistreated is a part of such an injustice,” the man stepped closer, pulled Mata back and behind him protectively. 
 
    “Tiller, this isn’t your problem,” Mata chimed up. 
 
    “There’s nobody here having a problem except me, who is being falsely accused,” Silas spoke in return.  “But there are going to be problems for your friends if they don’t leave us alone right now,” he reached out and lightly shoved Tiller in the chest, pressing him back away. 
 
    “I don’t have to take that from you!” Tiller shouted, and he swung a fist at Silas, striking him in the jaw and sending him crashing to the ground. 
 
    Silas felt his anger and astonishment and embarrassment all surge wildly, and then he felt his energy surge back into his active possession. 
 
    “Hit the ground yourself!” Silas roared. 
 
    All three of the others in the encounter, Tiller, Mata, and the unnamed other man in the background, were all smacked down to the pavement, hard – so hard that Silas heard their heads crack against the paving stones. 
 
    He heard no sound from any of them as he struggled to his feet, then looked at them.  Mata moaned softly, as the two men began to silently move their arms. 
 
    Silas knelt by Mata and cradled her head in his hands. 
 
    “Mata, talk to me.  I’m so sorry,” he said remorsefully.  His heart was in his throat as he looked upon the victim of his impulsive use of his powers. 
 
    Mata moaned again, and her eyes flickered open.  She looked about without comprehending anything she saw, then she lapsed back into unconsciousness. 
 
    “What’s happened here?” a pair of guards for the Guild arrived at the scene.   
 
    “I knocked them all down,” Silas said simply. 
 
    “I don’t recognize any of them.  We’ll have them removed from the property,” the guard replied. 
 
    “Not her; she’s with me,” Silas looked up at the guards, who recognized his uniquely colored eyes. 
 
    The two men who had interrupted Silas and Mata’s argument began to stir as the guards started to lift their arms, and they staggered out through the gate unsteadily, under their own power, as Silas lifted Mata and began to carry her up to their rooms in the tower. 
 
    “Silas, what happened?  Where are Tiller and Stein?  Where are we?” she asked as he paused to catch his breath at a landing on the stairs. 
 
    “I knocked them down; I knocked all of you down with my powers, but I didn’t mean to hurt anyone, especially not you,” he pleaded. 
 
    “Put me down,” she responded in a flat voice. 
 
    “Are you sure?” Silas asked, still holding her against his chest.  “I think you need to go rest in our bed for a while.  I can carry you the rest of the way,” he tried to insist. 
 
    She pressed against his chest forcefully, squirming her way free from his grasp.  “I’ll find a different place to sleep,” she answered emphatically. 
 
    They stood on the landing looking at each other. 
 
    “Mata, don’t over-react!” he spoke insistently.  “There were just some mistakes, but you don’t need to go anywhere.  You aren’t going to sleep with someone else, are you?” he couldn’t help himself from asking. 
 
    She reached out and slapped him again. 
 
    “How dare you?” she hissed. 
 
    They stared at one another for long seconds, until a pair of legs came into view descending the staircase towards them, and resolved themselves to belong to Riesta. 
 
    “My lady, I’d like to move to a different room,” Mata immediately spoke up, shifting her gaze from Silas to the female Mover. 
 
    “You two are not happy with your room?” Riesta questioned.  “We can certainly arrange different quarters for you.” 
 
    “Just for me; not for him,” Mata said pointedly. 
 
    “Ah,” Riesta’s green eyes shifted from one to the other. 
 
    “We have a spare apartment next to my quarters,” Riesta offered.  “Shall I show you the way?” 
 
    “You’re not serious about this, are you?” Silas asked in disbelief. 
 
    “With your behavior in the past few minutes, yes, I’m completely serious!” Mata snarled.  “Please show me the way.” 
 
    “My apologies, master,” Riesta said to Silas.  “I hope you won’t interfere.  There will be time to reconcile with your betrothed in the future.” 
 
    “Why would you call him master?” Mata asked Riesta as the pair began to climb the stairs. 
 
    “You said yourself that he’s Krusima’s disciple, the first time we met,” Riesta reminded Mata as they climbed.  “And just a little while ago, Master Cover reported that Silas showed more power in testing than anyone he’s ever seen – he said Silas actually grabbed hold of a cloud and made it float backwards!” 
 
    The pair of women came to the next landing in the staircase, and turned to climb higher, momentarily facing Silas as they did, both their pairs of eyes shifting momentarily downward to look upon him with indecipherable expressions.  Then they rose up out of sight, as Silas stood and listened to the sounds of their shoes climbing the steps. 
 
    He stood momentarily, then abruptly sat down on a step, and fell into a state of overwhelming confusion.   He had gone from a state of euphoric belief in his abilities, to despair over his relationship with Mata, and with Krusima to a lesser degree, at the moment. 
 
    He sat for a long time, edging to the side as occasional stair climbers passed by. 
 
    At last, he saw Kajam approach him.  “I understand you’ve had a challenging day,” the veteran Guild leader said.  “Why not go up to your room and relax; I’ll have a nice dinner sent to you with a companion,” Kajam counseled. 
 
    “Alright,” Silas listlessly accepted the suggestion.  He waved farewell to Kajam, then climbed the stairs up to the level of the room that he had shared with Mata. 
 
    For just a moment, as he swung the door inward, he had a sense that his companion would be in the room, awaiting him with a reasonable-sounding explanation.  He and Mata would reconcile painlessly somehow, and life would be good again. 
 
    But he opened the door and found the room empty, growing dimmer as the westward bound sun ceased to shine its rays inward.  Silas went into the bedroom where he’d experienced such pleasure with Mata just hours earlier, then sat on the edge of the bed, still too shocked by the way circumstances had changed to know what to do. 
 
    He’d been happily exercising his powers during the testing phase, in a way that Riesta seemed to think had been significant.  Then he’d returned to the apartment, hoping to share pleasure with Mata once again, only to find her not present.  He’d seen her walking along the street, and after that, everything had seemed to spin and spiral and become a nightmare. 
 
    He heard a sharp knock on the door of the apartment. 
 
    It was presumably the dinner that Kajam had promised to have delivered.  Silas trudged listlessly to the door, then opened it. 
 
    An attractive young woman stood at the door.  She wore a robe, with a lute slung over one shoulder as she used both hands to hold a large box. 
 
    “May I come in?” she stepped forward towards the narrow opening between Silas and the doorframe, apparently expecting him to move aside.  He didn’t react quickly enough though, and her shoulder and musical instrument brushed against him as she entered. 
 
    She stopped when she was in the middle of the room.  “Would you take this, please?” she slightly raised the box she was carrying. 
 
    Baffled, Silas swung the door shut, then stepped over and took the handles on the box, surprised by how heavy it was.  He marveled that the woman had carried it up the flights of stairs to the apartment. 
 
    “Yes, I carried it all the way up here,” she seemed to read his thoughts as she spoke.  She looked around the apartment.  “Why don’t you put it over there, by the balcony door?” she suggested. 
 
    “Who are you?” Silas stood in place, his arms stretched long by the heavy box. 
 
    “I’m your counselor,” the woman answered.  “My name is Farah.” 
 
    “What are you doing here?  Are you supposed to be somewhere else?” Silas presumed that Farah had mistakenly come to the wrong apartment. 
 
    “No, you’re the boy with the purple and yellow eyes; there can’t be two of you,” Farah replied confidently.  “Are there?” she asked pointedly, confident of his answer. 
 
    “Not that I know of,” Silas agreed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    Silas stood with the heavy box in his hands, looking at the lovely girl with the dusky skin and light brown hair, as they faced each other in the room in his apartment. 
 
    “Why are you here?” he tried again to learn why the girl was present. 
 
    “I’m a counselor,” she repeated.  “Kajam requested that I visit you to feed you and sooth you this evening.” 
 
    He looked at the box he held, then looked at the lute on the girl’s back, but could make no sense of it all. 
 
    “Put the box over there, and we’ll get started.  This will all make sense soon,” she seemed once again to anticipate his questions. 
 
    Silas chose to obey, expecting that an explanation for the whole, mysterious presentation would be soon revealed. 
 
    As Silas carried the box across the room, he heard Farah remove the lute from her shoulder and from its case, then a few quiet strums of melodic notes. 
 
    He turned around after setting the box on the floor and saw that Farah had settled comfortably onto the divan, as she idly strummed her instrument. 
 
    “Before you come back, open the box and bring the wine decanter and mugs,” she directed him. 
 
    Silas turned back to the box once again, and lifted the lid, to reveal a number of sacks and containers and items in the box, including a small brazier and a wire basket of charcoal.  In one corner was a ceramic bottle and two mugs, which he dutifully carried back to Farah. 
 
    “Pour a cup for each of us,” Farah prompted him as he awkwardly took a seat on the edge of the divan cushions next to her.  Her idle strumming transformed into a whole melody, a warm tune that she played while Silas handled the drinks for each of them. 
 
    “Now, because my hands are busy, I’d like for you to hold my cup up to my lips for me to drink, and then you can take a drink of your own cup,” Farah proposed. 
 
    Silas awkwardly leaned against her as he maneuvered her cup to her face, then watched her lips quiver slightly as they made contact with her cup and sipped the light golden liquid.  She took another sip, then lifted her chin to signal the end of her drink, as her music drifted into a livelier tune. 
 
    Silas drank some of his own wine, and found that it was refreshingly light, with a taste that was vaguely like apples. 
 
    “Do you like it?” Farah asked.  “It’s nice, isn’t it?  I picked out this bottle just for us tonight.  We don’t have many bottles from Jois’s vineyard, but this is worth it.” 
 
    She smiled at him in a kindly manner, and Silas felt a warm regard for her. 
 
    She strummed the tune, and as she did, she tilted her head to the side, a signal that she wanted more wine.  Silas obliged her with another drink, then drank more of his own wine.  By the end of the song he discovered that his cup was empty, as was hers. 
 
    “Well, pour more, or I’ll be thirsty,” Farah strummed a discordant note and gave a cross-eyed expression that caused Silas to chuckle before he poured more of the wine into their cups. 
 
    “I need to heat up the brazier or we’ll never eat supper,” the woman explained at the end of the next song, as she leaned her instrument against the table and got up.  She walked steadily over to the box by the balcony door.  A moment later, in a less steady manner, Silas followed her. 
 
    He watched as she placed the small brazier on the balcony, then placed chunks of charcoal in it and sparked a small flame, before she started grilling skewers of meat from one of the containers in the large box she had carried up to the apartment.  They each sipped wine as Farah cooked, then served two bowls of dinner before pouring a small bottle of water into the brazier to quench the fire. 
 
    The sun was setting, and the room was getting darker. 
 
    “Shall I light a candle?” Farah asked. 
 
    “If you need one,” Silas answered lazily.  “I can see fine.” 
 
    “I can too,” Farah agreed.   She walked back to the divan and settled in, then motioned for Silas to join her. 
 
    “Now, tell me what happened today,” she abruptly asked. 
 
    He began to tell her.  She was a safe ear he could talk to, and with the wine they had each dank, he found that the words came easily.  His story came out, telling of the confrontation by the Guild gate, then going back to the first time he met Mata in Amenozume, then floating among episodes randomly, in response to questions that Farah asked as the pair sat together on the divan and Farah strummed his lute soothingly. 
 
    “You two have lived more adventures and more of a life together in these past few months than most married couples live in years,” Farah advised him as they sipped more of the wine.  “Surely you can talk to Mata about these incredible adventures and find a way to reconcile. 
 
    “And almost as importantly, you need to reconcile yourself to the truth about yourself, and your abilities to carry out so many amazing actions,” she added. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Silas was perplexed by the turn of conversation. 
 
    “The gods have directed a great deal of attention to you directly.  They’ve made you a champion for some reason,” Fatah explained.  “But you are still concerned with the matters of your own life, and you ignore the wishes of the gods. 
 
    “You cannot begin to use these powers correctly until you understand in your heart that everything else is less important.  Your home village, your Wind Words abilities, your trader caravan friends – all those things may have to be put aside to let you focus on your mission from the gods,” the counselor instructed. 
 
    “I don’t think I’ve been ignoring the gods,” Silas resisted accepting Farah’s conclusion.  “I’ve just stayed busy with other things. 
 
    “They haven’t given me a map or directions,” he added defensively.  “And Mata still matters the most.” 
 
    Farah sighed, and strummed a discordant note. 
 
    “So, you think what?  That I should forget everything but finding out what Krusima wants?  Going to his temple and just waiting until he tells me where to go and what to do?” Silas asked in exasperation.  “I won’t do that.  I want to try to talk with Mata again first, for one thing, to fix things with her.” 
 
    There was a sudden knock at the door. 
 
    “Come in,” Silas called, puzzled by the thought that anyone would come to see him as darkness fell. 
 
    The door opened, as Silas and Farah were silent, then a set of steps entered the room. 
 
    “Silas?  Are you sitting here in the dark with those crazy eyes of yours?” Mata’s voice asked in a low pitch. 
 
    “Can I light a lantern?” she asked, and then she gasped as she stumbled over some object. 
 
    “Mata?  What are you doing here?” Silas pressed himself up from his reclining slouch on the divan, surprised by the unexpected guest. 
 
    “I came, to talk,” she hesitantly replied.  Silas heard a flint strike steel, and a moment later the room grew brighter as a lantern wick flared aflame. 
 
    “Oh, who’s this?  You’re not alone,” Mata saw Farah. 
 
    “I’ll leave now, so that you two can talk,” Farah said.  She stood up, her robe clinging to her body, and her lute in her hand.  “I can come back tomorrow for the rest of the material,” she said to Silas. 
 
    “It’s very good to see you here, Mata.  I hope your conversation is fruitful,” Farah bowed slightly to Mata, then walked around and past her, shutting the door on her way out. 
 
    “Who was that?” Mata asked coldly.  Her eyes inspected the room and focused on the empty bottle of wine.  “You didn’t waste any time, I see. 
 
    “I’ll leave now so that you two can be alone,” she spoke belligerently. 
 
    “Mata, Farah’s already left; you should stay,” Silas replied, already regretting that the circumstances were conspiring once again to provoke disharmony.  It wasn’t fair, and he deserved better, he told himself. 
 
    He was entitled to do something about the situation.  His life and his future and his own dreams were just as much at stake as Mata’s, or Faralag’s ridiculous tale about sprites, he told himself. 
 
     He walked around the furniture, then arrived in front of Mata, and swept the lantern out of her hand.  As she looked on, startled, he pinched the wick out, darkening the room. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Mata asked angrily. 
 
    “What do you see now?” Silas asked. 
 
    “You know I don’t see what you do in the dark!  What kind of game is this?  Let me leave,” Mata demanded as she tried to edge around Silas to get to the door. 
 
    “Look at me,” Silas demanded in return.  “You don’t see me trying to cheat on you,” he said.  “And even if there was plenty of light, you wouldn’t see a cheater, because I haven’t been untrue to you.  Farah was sent here as a counselor, and all she was doing was making me be calm and think about things. 
 
    “And it was Kai who was with me in the courtyard,” he reaffirmed. 
 
    “And besides, who else besides you would even kiss someone with purple and yellow eyes?” he asked. 
 
    He saw a ghost of a smile gently turn the corners of her mouth upward. 
 
    “That’s a fair point,” she agreed.  “I’d forgotten about that in the darkness. 
 
    “You’re sure this Farah woman was just a counselor?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes.  And you’re sure that Tiller was just someone you were practicing swords with, and eating with, and drinking with?” Silas could help himself as his residual jealously prompted his question. 
 
    “If I could see you in the dark I’d slap you right now,” Mata spoke sharply.  “Maybe having wine at midday was not the best notion, but it wasn’t the start of an affair either.  We just had a good workout at the armory and had lunch and fellowship afterwards. 
 
    “I’ve never had a lover before, but if it means I’m not supposed to make new friends and enjoy other people, then maybe I’ve had all I need of being your lover,” she spoke earnestly. 
 
    Silas felt his heart skip a beat.  The uncertainty of their changing relationship wasn’t all just in his heart, it seemed, and he felt like Mata’s comment had opened a door. 
 
    “I don’t want to prevent you from having friends,” he told her, feeling guilty. 
 
    “I know you don’t.  And I wouldn’t want to stop you from having other friends either.  We’ve only had each other for so long now, it just feels,” she stopped as she tried to find a proper word. 
 
    “Caged?” Silas suggested. 
 
    “Yes, maybe that is it,” Mata agreed. 
 
    “You’re not caged by me,” he told her earnestly.  “You can have other friends.  Someday we’ll be back in Amenozume, and your sister will be safe, and all the troubles will be at an end.  And if that means you decide you want to go back to a life diving for pearls, and you find a man in Amenozume who you fancy, I won’t stop you or stand in your way.” 
 
    “Because you’ll be on your way back to Avaleen to see your friend Sareen?” Mata took a veiled swipe at Silas. 
 
    “I haven’t thought of her in a long time,” he said slowly.  “But now that you mention her,” he left a suggested return to the former beauty of Prima’s caravan go unspoken. 
 
    “Oh, you!” Mata scolded him, and then they kissed. 
 
    “It’s so dark in here I can’t even tell if your eyes are open,” she complained a minute later. 
 
    “They’re not, and yours better not be either,” Silas spoke the words softly against her lips, and they spent the night happily reunited with one another. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    Silas returned to training the next day, as Cover spent much of the morning trying to coax the boy’s telekinesis out of him without resorting to any equipment or props.  The trainer’s lack of success after a course of various exercises led him to finally place the practice hood on Silas once more, and then practice training during the short window of functionality that Silas had thanks to the hood. 
 
    Cover did the same on the following day, and the day after that, and the day after that. 
 
    Silas felt some frustration, but mostly settled for using the easily-obtained power that the hood unleashed, and then waited impatiently to return to his apartment and further affection with Mata. And in the meantime, he absorbed lessons and theories that Cover taught, giving him insights into ordinary uses and expectations of the telekinetic abilities. 
 
    “This is a great city, the most dynamic and advanced city in all of the continent of Ellan Sheeant; why don’t you two get out of your apartment more to see the sights?” Kajam asked when he saw them one day eating lunch together at a food vendor near the Guild, to be answered with only giggles and smiles. 
 
    “Silas,” Cover spoke up mid-morning after another round of unsuccessful efforts to evoke the energy that Silas held. 
 
    “Yes, teacher?” Silas replied mildly.  It seemed earlier than usual to resort to the training hood. 
 
    “The platform is not being built.  We need your help – desperately,” Cover began, in a more serious vein that Silas had known him to speak at any previous time. 
 
    “We know the ability to be a Mover is within you.  We see it everyday with the simple use of the hood.  But you can’t rely on the hood forever, and we need to be able to use you to construct the platform, especially to move the largest parts. 
 
    “I’m going to use another device, an ancient and secret one, that you mustn’t reveal to anyone else,” Cover spoke in a conspiratorial voice that was so sincere it made Silas covertly look around to make sure no one in the empty practice room was listening. 
 
    Cover reached inside his vest and pulled a fine silver chain from a hidden pocket.  Hanging from the chain was a small purple crystal, one that sparkled as it happened to catch a ray of sunlight that reflected off a table top after coming in through a window. 
 
    “What is that?” Silas asked. 
 
    “This crystal is from the interior of a cave on Mount Inegalee,” Cover replied.  “It carried a hidden, mysterious ability to help Movers generate their energy, but only three times each day.  It is an ancient charm, and I cannot explain how it works, but I’ve always kept it securely stored in case the day ever came when I would have to put it to use as the best tool for a training. 
 
    “You seem to be that case,” Cover said as he handed it to the fascinated Silas. 
 
    Silas accepted the chained talisman and held it before his face as he walked towards the windows, examining the crystal in the sunlight. 
 
    “It looks like there’s a spark of energy inside of it,” Silas decided after closely searching the sharp-edged mineral.  “Is there?” 
 
    “Different people see different things,” Cover answered enigmatically.  “And very few have ever seen it, or even heard of it. 
 
    “But I want you to try to use it this morning.  First, I want you to grow accustomed to it; feel it, sense it, touch it, wear it, let it convey its strength to you.  That all may take a little while, or it may not,” Cover explained.  “We’ll take a break for the rest of the morning and get back together after lunch to put it to the test with you,” he explained, then dismissed Silas to go forth from their class room. 
 
    Silas walked away at a slow pace, looking at the crystal more than at the stairs as he descended them. 
 
    He stumbled on the last step before the landing, and started to fall, only to land in the arms of Riesta, who absorbed his falling weight while she took a step back and grunted from the force of impact. 
 
    “What do you have there that nearly made you fall down the stairs?” she asked curiously, looking at the crystal that Silas clasped in his hand. 
 
    “It’s just a bauble, a small nothing,” Silas instinctively lied to hide the mysterious artifact that Cover had entrusted him to possess. 
 
    Riesta shrugged without concern, then released her grip on Silas.  “Just be careful; we need you in good shape so that we can get started on the Sprites’ platform.   We’ll need to start any day now if we want to be finished in time,” she observed, then continued on her way up the stairs. 
 
    Silas pulled the crystal back in front of him and considered how to hide it.  Wearing it under his tunic would be suitable for hiding it from everyone but Mata.  She would soon see him without his tunic, he grinned mischievously.   
 
    He could slide the crystal and the chain inside his belt; it would remain with him, but hidden from sight.  He stood on the steps and slipped his belt off, then leaned against the wall to trap his trousers in place while he worked the crystal into the interior of his belt, and finally pulled it back onto his person. 
 
    Then he walked down and found Mata already returned from her sword practice.  The two lovers ended up bathing together before they ate lunch from a street vendor, then Silas departed to return to the classroom for an extended exploration of the power of the crystal. 
 
    “Well Silas, did you try the crystal while you were at lunch?” Cover was waiting and immediately asked as soon as Silas entered the room. 
 
    “No, master, but I’m ready to try,” Silas answered. 
 
    “We’ll go and take a look at the yard where the parts of the Sprites’ platform are being fabricated,” Cover directed. 
 
     “I’d like for you to use your powers to lift us back down to the street level,” he directed.  “Now, I’m sure you spent the past few hours studying the crystal, so you should be able to use it just by invoking your powers as if you had worn the hood.” 
 
    Silas guiltily recalled the time he had spent with Mata, ignoring the crystal completely.  But Cover made it sound as if he could invoke the crystal’s abilities as simply as if he were wearing the fume-infused hood that made his telekinesis come as easily as breathing.  He would attempt to bluster his way through the effort, and hope for the best. 
 
    The pair stepped out onto the balcony outside the tower room and Silas looked down at the street level below. 
 
    “Descend,” he said softly, as he imagined the pair floating to the ground, gently riding upon the power that he could project. 
 
    They each immediately did as he envisioned, and seconds later they were deposited on the paving stones. 
 
    “Very good.  I see that this is working,” Cover said smugly.  “We’ll have you operating on your own in no time.” 
 
    They walked through the city streets to the industrial sector where the laborers were busily working to bolt together the portions of the platform that needed to be raised up into place to satisfy the requirements of the ancient treaty. 
 
    “Those long beams are piers that must be installed atop each of the four corner towers,” Cover explained, when they walked through the construction yard where long wooden and metal shafts were being pieced together. 
 
    “They have to be lifted up to the tops of the buildings so that they may be held in place by Movers while the construction crews install them,” Cover told Silas.  “And then the great Platform will be placed atop them. 
 
    “And we’ll need to have Movers there on the day of the Sprites’ arrival to make sure everything stays elevated when the ceremony proceeds,” Cover concluded. 
 
    “What will happen when no Sprites arrive?” Silas asked with a gentle laugh. 
 
    “What will you say when the Sprites do arrive?” Cover countered. 
 
    Silas grinned and nodded his head in acknowledgement of the response. 
 
    “So, let’s see if you can lift one of these beams,” Cover suggested.  He pointed at an already complete portion of the project that sat to the side of the yard.  “Let me see if you can lift that entire beam, how high you can lift, and how long you can hold it there,” the wrinkled small man directed. 
 
    Silas looked at the massive piece of equipment.  It looked mighty, but given its length, he worried that it might bend or crack if not lifted with equal support given to all parts.  He would have to focus on the distribution of his lifting power, as well as the weight he lifted, the height he lifted it to, and then the length of time he could keep it aloft. 
 
    He focused intently on the beam, and his hand unconsciously strayed to his belt, to wrap around the hidden crystal, while he blocked out the noisy sounds of the construction going on around him. 
 
    “Rise,” he commanded the beam, feeling his body reach for the strength to project the word and project the power with it. 
 
    His free hand was in front of him, straining to lift itself up in union with the beam. 
 
    The beam began to shiver, then the left end began to lift, raising a small cloud of dust that shook free as the beam rose into motion.  The center, and then the right end of the beam began to move as well, and Silas focused on evening out the power he was distributing, so that the beam became level, then started to rise.  It was inches above the ground, then a foot above the ground, and then a yard above the ground, and Silas knew that he was beginning to succeed. 
 
    He felt flushed and strained.  The beam was massive and took everything he could give in the way of energy.  It stopped lifting and held steady.  He had succeeded in one sense, but only in beginning the task, not in actually carrying it out. 
 
    He wanted to succeed.  He wanted to go back to his apartment and tell Mata what he had done, so that she would be proud of his accomplishment. 
 
    He closed his eyes and imagined the beam rising further, under his control, with waves of invisible energy flowing from him to the beam in an unrelenting application of force. 
 
    He opened his eyes and grunted as he tried even harder to make the beam rise. 
 
    And then the beam began to move upward.  It slowly rose, foot by foot, above head-height, then above the nearby scaffolding, then above the surrounding buildings.  Silas and Cover tilted their chins upward as their heads moved to follow the changing elevation of the beam.  It continued to ride atop an even and level distribution of the applied energy, without bending or twisting or suffering damage. 
 
    Silas watched, and felt his free hand continue to rise upward as well to mirror the beam’s movement, while his other hand remained firmly affixed to his belt, grasping the powerful crystal that was making the action possible.  He lifted the beam higher still, far higher, up to a level that was even with the tops of the great towers at the center of the city, and then higher still, just to be sure of meeting his goal.  Once he was confident that he had reached the necessary altitude, he stopped the lift, and began to settle in for the extended period of maintaining the beam in place as Cover wanted to see. 
 
    He felt winds begin to press against the side of the beam, and he adjusted his efforts to keep the beam steady.  He knew that when it would be raised for its real installation, he would have to hold it steadily in place long enough for a construction crew on top of the building to fix the necessary attachments. 
 
    A shift in the winds made him immediately change the direction his countervailing force was applied to, and he began to wonder if there was a way to more permanently fix the beam in one place so that it could resist the pressure of the changing winds in the upper airs.  He pondered the problem, until his concentration was interrupted by Cover. 
 
    “Silas,” he heard the voice emerge out of the surrounding silence. 
 
    “Silas,” the instructor repeated, in a sharper tone. 
 
    “You’ve proven that you can lift it – proven quite convincingly.  You can bring it back down now,” Cover spoke in a mild tone of voice, though in the silence around them Silas could detect some humor in the understatement. 
 
    The construction site around them was silent, Silas suddenly realized.  The hammering and sawing and moving and cursing and laughing and shouting and other noises that had been so widespread when he’d entered the construction yard had ceased. 
 
    He took his eyes off the high-floating beam momentarily to look around.  Almost every person in the yard that he could see was looking up into the sky, their own tasks ignored as they stared at the beam Silas had raised up to the sky yonder.  Only a few weren’t gazing with awe at the mighty object that was fixed in the sky, and those few were staring at him directly. 
 
    Silas looked back up into the sky and began to lower the hand that was still raised high above his head, the hand that had been the conductor for the lifting operation.  He began to slowly lower the hand, and felt the beam began to descend as well.  He watched carefully as the long object – which looked so slender from a distance – steadily dropped downward, closer and closer to the earth.  It came down to the height of the buildings in the neighborhood of the yard, and then it came within the confines of the fences, slowly approaching the earth. 
 
    He made it stop, when he saw that the adjustments he had made in the air had turned it from its original orientation, and he carefully realigned it to fit back on the cradles that awaited it in the yard.  Then he proceeded to bring it back down and settled it into place. 
 
    A pair of workers somewhere began to clap, which led to a cascade of applause moments later. 
 
    “Silas,” Cover spoke fervently, “I let myself whisper to myself that it might be possible for you to lift one of these beams all by yourself – after all, you had made a cloud change its course! 
 
    “But to see the ease with which you carried out the whole operation, it truly gratifies me,” Cover said.  “You know, that for the rest of us, it would require at least two working together to lift a beam, with a third and probably a fourth necessary to lift it all the way, and to hold it steadily in place for the workmen to fix it in its location. 
 
    “We’ve just taken a great step forward with your demonstration, as you can tell,” Cover waved his hand around at the receding round of applause. 
 
    “Now, let’s head back to the Guild and call it a day.  We’ll resume practice tomorrow to see if you can coax these great powers out without the crutch you seem to still need.  The energy obviously flows through you, and we just need to convince you to let it out,” he said.  He began to walk away, and Silas followed, receiving pats on the back and shoulder from those he passed while they walked. 
 
    They returned to the yard the next day, accompanied by a pair of Movers, who watched Silas’s success in lifting the beam. 
 
    “Everyone agrees that you’ve moved our timing forward,” Cover told Silas on the return to the Guild.  “Tomorrow we’ll put crews in place on the top of the towers and lift the first two beams up into position so that they can bolt them where they belong. 
 
    “After that, the other set of beams will be finished, and we’ll set those in place.  And then, the day after that, we’ll attach the platform atop the whole arrangement.  We should finish the job with three days to spare,” Cover opined smugly. 
 
    The following day became a holiday for the Guild, as the members prepared to watch the raising of the two beams together.  Silas lifted one beam, while a team of four, led by Riesta, lifted the other, and virtually every resident of the Guild halls came to watch the project carried out. 
 
    The two beams began to rise simultaneously, bringing cheers from the crowd.  Silas focused on his beam, maintaining evenness in the application of power so that it stayed in a perfectly horizontal position as it climbed through the sky, then began to slowly drift to the east as it went, moving along the pre-planned course that would take it to the center of the city, where it was destined to serve its purpose. 
 
    Silas began to walk behind the beam, using the city streets to track it on its journey, so that he could maintain close visual contact with the piece of equipment.  He watched the beam exclusively, occasionally bumping into or tripping over impediments along the way, while he was part of a migration of Movers and construction workers who needed or wanted to be close to the setting of the beams into place. 
 
    Silas watched as they approached the buildings in the center of the city.  The winds seemed to swirl with greater intensity around the high buildings, which caused Silas to slow down his beam so that he could carefully lodge it in the appropriate location.  He could see the small figures of the men and women who waited atop the buildings, ready to carry out their duty of securing the beam in place. 
 
    As he focused on the movement of his beam, he realized that the second floating beam was coming into his field of vision and was drifting close to where he was holding his beam in the air, waiting for workers to scurry out of his way. 
 
    “Marrene, move your end to the north!” Riesta’s voice called sharply. 
 
    Ovail, help her!”  Riesta raised her voice. 
 
    “No!” she shouted, as the beam began to spin.  “Go north!  North!  North, not south!” 
 
    Silas urgently lifted his beam one hundred feet into the air, above the chaotic movements of the other beam, as it pivoted crazily, then moved in a rush toward the top of one of the towers.  Workers were suddenly running frantically, trying to get out of the path of the unpredictable projectile. 
 
    The end of the beam swept across the corner of the building, and struck a worker, flinging the woman out into the air off the building.   Silas heard her scream as she began to plummet down into the canyon between the buildings. 
 
    Without thinking, he split his powers into two streams.  “Catch her!” he muttered, and the woman suddenly stopped falling, as if she had landed in an invisible midair net. 
 
    He lifted her quickly upward, only to realize that the other beam was still unpredictably careening beyond the control of the other Movers, threatening to damage the buildings as well as harm the workers and destroy itself. 
 
    “Cease!” Silas shouted again, reaching out to grasp the beam with another portion of his own energy. 
 
    The runaway beam froze in place, shivering as his powers contended with the uncoordinated efforts of the others.  In the meantime, his own beam began to lazily descend, as his reduced flow of attention to it no longer held it aloft. 
 
    “Silas, what are you doing?” Riesta shouted.  She was close by, and didn’t need to raise her voice, but fear and shame were running high among all the Movers involved in the project. 
 
    Silas swiftly lifted the rescued worker onto a random roof top and released her, then focused those powers back on his own beam, so that it maintained it altitude. 
 
    He had both beams under his tenuous control. 
 
    “All of you release your beam!” he shouted.  He was on his knees, he became vaguely aware, one hand clutching his belt with a white-knuckle grip as he unconsciously tried to squeeze more ability out of the hidden crystal charm. 
 
    His own beam was starting to drift in the breeze, until he refocused on it and moved it directly to where it was supposed to go.  He stationed it across the gap between the two buildings it was supposed to bridge, then lowered it and released it, letting it clang dully into place. 
 
    Crews of works rushed towards it, as Silas focused all his remaining attention on the beam he had seized control of from the others.  He raised it high above the buildings to remove any immediate opportunity for it to further wreck the operation, then he repositioned it above the two further buildings it was supposed to connect, and he lowered it so that it hovered just a few feet above its intended position. 
 
    “Let it straight down, gently,” he heard Riesta’s voice speak softly in his ear, and he realized that her hands were on his shoulders, gripping him as she watched the drama above the city unfold. 
 
    Silas did as she directed; he could see workers rushing towards the beam to grab it and try to guide it as it came within reach.  He lowered it further but felt himself growing dizzy.  The beam appeared from a distance to be in place, and he knew he couldn’t exercise his overtaxed efforts any longer.  He released his use of the telekinetic power, then pitched forward into unconscious darkness. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    When Silas awoke, he found that he was lying in bed in a dim room. 
 
    “Mata?” he called groggily.  The room was his own; the bed was the bed he shared with his pearl-diving companion. 
 
    After a moment of inactivity, Riesta’s face poked in through the doorway and stared at him speculatively for a moment. 
 
    “She stepped out this morning for a bit, but she’ll be back soon.  Do you need anything?” the Mover asked, then stepped into the bedroom and came to stand by his bedside. 
 
    “I’m just,” Silas paused in confusion.  “What’s happening?   What happened?” he asked. 
 
    “Well, we had quite a muck-up with the beams, as you know,” Riesta began.  She sat upon a stool next to the bed. 
 
    “You managed to save the day, and save a worker, and save the buildings themselves, perhaps,” the woman speculated.  “But you certainly didn’t save any energy for yourself.  You passed out and have been asleep for nearly two days.” 
 
    “Is everything okay?  Are the beams in place?” Silas asked. 
 
    “Mostly,” Riesta hesitated.  “The second beam – my team’s beam – suffered some damage.  But it’s been attached in place and is holding steady.” 
 
    “How is the worker who fell?” the boy wanted to know. 
 
    “She has some bruised ribs, but she’s healing.  She’s very grateful that you saved her,” Riesta answered. 
 
    “That’s good,” Silas nodded, then closed his eyes and lowered his head back to the pillow. 
 
    “Would you like anything?” the Mover asked him. 
 
    “Some water,” he answered.  “And Mata.  And a visit with a Speaker,” he felt an impulsive compulsion to meet someone in the city who spoke Wind Words, who could tell him some news about the world outside the city.  He’d become totally caught up in the events of Faralag and his own training, and lost track of anything happening elsewhere in the world. 
 
    “Mata will be back from the armory soon,” Riesta told him reassuringly.  “A visit with the Speaker?  That’s peculiar.  I don’t think I’ve ever even met the Speaker; he’s in the palace, so I’m sure we could ask if you could have a visit with him,” she tried to dismiss the request. 
 
    Mata entered the room at that moment. 
 
    “You’re awake!” she spoke gleefully, and ran to the bed to give him a resounding kiss. 
 
    “You taste like wine,” he murmured. 
 
    “I had lunch with Teller again, and we had wine.  You’re not jealous again, are you?” she teased him. 
 
    “No,” he smiled. 
 
    Riesta quietly exited the room, while Mata snuggled up beside Silas in the bed, her atop the covers while he was beneath them. 
 
    “I asked to meet their Speaker,” Silas told her as he rested his arm atop her. “I got so caught up in life here in Faralag, I haven’t really thought about the outside world for several days.” 
 
    “I haven’t talked to Jade in a long time,” Mata responded thoughtfully.  “You’re right; it’s like I forgot about everything else outside the city.” 
 
    She sat up.  “I’m going to get the mirror and try to reach Jade.”  She hopped off the bed and returned moments later with Silas’s pack in hand.  The girl sprawled on the bed once again as she opened the pack and pulled the mirror free. 
 
    They had both forgotten about the mirror during their stay in Faralag, Silas reflected.  It seemed hard to imagine, given their initial desire to return to Amenozume. 
 
    “There’s no one there,” Mata said petulantly as she stared at the mirror.  “The dressing room is empty.” 
 
    “I’m going to contact the Speaker,” Silas replied, troubled by their simple acceptance of isolation. 
 
    “Your friend at the palace?” Mata asked in surprise. 
 
    “I’ve never met the Speaker here before,” Silas answered in confusion.  “I don’t think he’s a friend of mine.” 
 
    “I thought you meant the palace in Amenozume,” Mata explained. 
 
    Silas rose and walked to the window to get his bearings, to find the proper direction to face so that his message would go to the palace.  He knew that he was so close, being in the same city, that his message would be heard in the palace no matter what, but he felt obligated to try to do things correctly. 
 
    “This is Silas, a traveling Speaker of the Wind Words, addressing the Speaker in the Palace of Faralag.  A Speaker visiting Faralag is addressing the Speaker of the Palace of Faralag.  Speaker, this is Silas, requesting an opportunity to visit with you and learn how things fare in Faralag,” he spoke aloud, attuning his body and spirit to provide the power needed to broadcast his words to the distant official in the palace. 
 
    Mata sat on the bed and observed him. 
 
    “You’ve spoken to him.  How long until he answers back?” she asked. 
 
    “Not long, I hope,” Silas replied, standing by the window and leaning out so that he could look off towards the side, in the direction of the palace. 
 
    There was no immediate response.  The pair frittered the midday hours away. 
 
    In the afternoon, Cover accompanied a servant who delivered a tray of food to the pair.  After grabbing a bite of bread, Mata excused herself.  “I want to go practice at the armory,” she said eagerly before she rubbed Silas’s head, then left. 
 
    “You slept for two days,” Cover commented when they were alone.  “You drained yourself severely.” 
 
    “That’s what it took to get the job done,” Silas shrugged nonchalantly, feeling more uneasy than he wanted to admit. 
 
    “It’s dangerous.  You might have drained yourself so far you wouldn’t have recovered,” Cover warned.  “You must stay aware of your own condition. 
 
    “We’re not going to try to make you do anything today, but I hope you’ll be able to move another beam tomorrow,” Cover’s statement was accented as a question. 
 
    “I should be able to move one tomorrow,” Silas agreed cautiously.  “Who’s going to try to move the other beam?” 
 
    “We feel that it’s best that henceforth you be the only one to move the beams for this project,” Cover answered.  “Riesta couldn’t overcome the incompatibility among the team of four trying to work as one. 
 
    “Would you be willing to do it?  It’s a terrible burden to put on one boy,” Cover acknowledged. 
 
    Silas considered the request.  He hadn’t found his beam to be especially burdensome to move when he hadn’t faced the instability and worry of the other beam. 
 
    “I can do it,” he agreed.  “At least I can try.” 
 
    “Good!” Cover agreed.  “Let’s do something rewarding for a change.”  He stood up and looked towards the door. 
 
    “What did you have in mind?” Silas asked tentatively.  He wasn’t sure that he was going to agree with the instructor’s definition of rewarding. 
 
    “Let’s go to the hospital and visit the worker who you saved from falling to death,” Cover suggested. 
 
    Silas perked up at the idea, and immediately agreed. 
 
    Cover used his ability to lower the pair from the balcony to the courtyard, and they then walked through the town to the hospital nearby.  Silas was congratulated along the way by a few passersby who recognized his unique eyes. 
 
    At the hospital, Cover asked for directions to the patient’s room, and led the way to where a woman with a heavily bandaged torso lay in bed, both her ankles wrapped in bandages as well, and dark bruises visible on her unwrapped limbs. 
 
    “It’s good to see you! I’ve never met you, but those eyes tell me who you are!  If I could get up, I’d hug you right now.  You saved my life!” she gushed. 
 
    “I’m glad I could do it,” Silas answered modestly. 
 
    “My name is Melan, by the way, and I know you’re Silas – everyone knows. 
 
    “When that beam struck me and I started to fall, I thought my life was over.  And then suddenly – a second later – I wasn’t falling any more and I was lying in midair, nothing but emptiness all around me!  They told me it was you after they brought me here to the hospital and had me treated. 
 
    “My husband is out running errands, or I’d introduce you to him.  He can’t believe that you just plucked me out of the air and put me back on top of the tower,” she added. 
 
    “And you’re doing well?  They say you worked too hard – was it because of me?   Are we going to get the job done in time for the sprites?” she asked. 
 
    “Silas is going to take over complete control of the project; we won’t use any other Movers, so everyone should feel confident,” Cover spoke up for the first time.  “He can get the work done in time for our visitors.” 
 
    “I can’t tell you how much I appreciate you saving me.  I won’t be able to help finish the construction work on the project,” she motioned towards her bandages, “but I’ll hope for the very best for you.  Come back and tell me how the progress goes, please?” she requested.  “I’m sorry I’m such a mess, but I can’t really wear a fancy gown while I’m lying in a hospital bed,” she grinned. 
 
    Silas grinned and agreed to see her again.  He didn’t think she had anything to apologize for regarding her appearance; her smile was warm, and her short hair looked undisturbed by the pillows it lay upon 
 
    “She thinks highly of you,” Cover commented as they left.  “Who wouldn’t, if you’ve saved their life?” 
 
    They walked back towards the Guild buildings. 
 
    “Can we go see the construction yard while we walk?” Silas asked. 
 
    “If you feel up to it,” Cover agreed, and so they strolled to the yard, where Silas was given a warm welcome by those who saw him, as he glanced at the empty spots left by the beams that had been moved, and then contemplated the beams that remained.  “I’ll plan to move that one tomorrow,” he said, designating one of the two beams.  “Where is the platform itself that will rest on the beams?” 
 
    “It’s in the back of the yard,” Cover said, before they walked further to where several large triangular slabs of wood and metal were under assembly. 
 
    “They’re huge,” Silas whispered as he stood, confounded by the width of the area the platform pieces covered. 
 
    “They’re not really that heavy,” Cover commented.  “They’re thin and made mostly of wood.  You can lift them one at a time to raise them.  If it weren’t for the one issue, I wouldn’t see any complications at all.” 
 
    “What complication is there?” Silas asked with a sinking feeling.  He was going to end up having to work with the other members of the Guild after all, he told himself as he began to shake his head woefully.  And working with the others would lead to the same type of uncoordinated disaster as a couple of days previous. 
 
    “The beam that you saved, the one that Riesta’s team was trying to put in place, was a bit damaged by all the stress it suffered in the process the other day,” Cover began. 
 
    “You think it suffered stress,” Silas muttered under his breath.  “You forget the stress I had.” 
 
    “So that beam isn’t going to be able to fully support the piece of the platform that is attached to it,” Cover explained. 
 
    “So,” the instructor said in response to Silas’s disgusted look, “we think that you should wait to deliver that piece of the platform last, on the day of the sprite’s arrival, and hold it in place during their arrival and dance, then whisk it away once the event is over.” 
 
    Silas looked at Cover incredulously, appalled by the suggestion. 
 
    “It’s the only plan we could come up with that sounded plausible,” Cover’s voice sounded defensive.  “Can you come up with something better?” 
 
    “Sure.  How about no one dances where the platform isn’t put in place?” Silas snapped argumentatively. 
 
    “We have a few days to come up with a better plan,” Cover comforted Silas, as he decided to move on from the topic.  “Let’s return to the Guild hall now, shall we?” 
 
    Mata returned to the apartment an hour after Silas, her breath carrying traces of wine once again. 
 
    “A few of us had a glass of wine after the armory,” she dismissed the matter when Silas casually mentioned it.  “Just folks from the armory; I don’t even know their names.” 
 
    They slept on separate sides of the bed that night, and Mata didn’t rise when Silas left to go meet Cover. 
 
    “I’m going to try to talk to Jade with the mirror again,” she explained sleepily as Silas left the apartment. 
 
    He hadn’t heard back from the Speaker at the Faralag palace, Silas realized.  Perhaps the Speaker – man or woman – had been napping, and had missed the message, he tried to rationalize. 
 
    Silas decided that he would go to the palace after he finished moving the beam, and he would attempt to meet the speaker in person. 
 
    Cover spent an hour in the instructional room trying to prompt Silas to exercise his powers without any outside assistance- either the crystal in his belt of the gas-soaked hood – but gave up without success when the time came to proceed to the construction yard, when the day’s beam waited to be moved. 
 
    They chatted amiably as they walked to the yard, where they observed that a crowd had gathered.   
 
    “We all want to see you prepare the city for the sprites to come visit!” one of the workers explained.  In fact, there were more than just workers present; visitors had filled the yard as well, present to watch Silas launch the next beam to the top of the city’s landmark towers. 
 
    Silas walked over to the beam and looked around at those who stood closest to it, the workers who had assembled it. 
 
    “Thank you all for your work,” he called out, and gave a shy half wave, then focused on the beam. 
 
    There would be no second beam in the air to complicate his beam’s journey this time, he told himself reassuringly.  He would only need to stay aware of the winds and the locations of the workers atop the towers he was about to connect. 
 
    “Everyone back,” he called out as he swept his arms wide, shooing the observers away from the vicinity of the beam.  He looked at the long shaft, then grabbed his belt and let his fingers find the comforting bulge of the crystal within, as he called out, “Rise”, to the beam. 
 
    He had his telekinesis evenly distributed across the bottom of the beam, and it began to lift smoothly into the air. 
 
    “Back up!  Give me room,” he spoke loudly while he looked upward into the air, watching the rising component, and waved one arm in a wide sweep behind his back, signaling that he was about to start walking out of the yard.  He would need a path cleared so that he could begin to follow the beam across the city to reach the towers that were its destination. 
 
    The beam reached a sufficient height to float cleanly above the surrounding buildings, letting Silas begin to maneuver it towards the towers, while it continued to rise.  He kept his eyes on the beam as he began to walk towards the gate of the construction yard, not looking for his path. 
 
    He suddenly felt a warm hand clasp his hand that was on his belt, pulling it away from his body.  “I’ll lead you; just keep watching your beam,” he recognized Farah’s voice as the voice of his guide. 
 
    “Thank you,” he murmured while they began to advance at a steady pace. 
 
    He kept his eyes aloft as he felt them walk confidently forward, and the beam continued to increase its elevation.  He remembered his meal and conversation with Farah, the trust he’d felt in her, and so he trusted her completely while she led him around corners and across streets without him ever glancing at the obstacles that might be in his way. 
 
    “Watch the curb,” she’d warn quietly but firmly from time to time, while the towers in the city center began to appear and grow in his peripheral vision.  They were advancing towards the tower, he and the beam and Farah, as well as the roaming audience that was along for the spectacle unfolding above the city streets. 
 
    When they were close to the towers Silas could see the workers who stood atop the building, watching the approach of their duty.  He thought of Melan, the worker who had been injured during the catastrophic handling of the last beam delivery, and he knew he wanted to avoid causing any harm to anyone else.  He owed it to Melan to protect her fellow constructors, the men and women who provided the muscle and skill and patience to build complex structures.  
 
    “We can stop here,” he told Farah.  “I can see everything I need from here,” on the edge of an open park that provided a clear view. 
 
    “As you wish, Silas,” Farah replied calmly, coming to a stop, while still holding his hand. 
 
    He stood with one hand at his side, fingers intertwined with Farah’s, while his other hand was up in the air, directing the beam’s movement. 
 
    He wasn’t holding his belt, he belatedly realized.  He hadn’t held the belt and the crystal pendant within it since Farah had woven her fingers into his, back in the construction yard.  Yet he had lifted and moved the vast beam in the air the whole time. 
 
    A brief twinge of doubt filled his mind, and the crowd around him collectively gasped as the beam gave a wild drop of several feet while it approached the top of the tower.  The construction crew atop the flat roof universally dropped flat or scrambled away, driven by their collective memory of the damage inflicted by the last unmoored beam in the air. 
 
    “You can do this Silas,” Farah said confidently. 
 
    She was right, he knew; he’d transported the beam across the city without holding the crystal, and he could finish the task now without holding the crystal.  He squeezed her hand, and she squeezed back in return. 
 
    The beam rose back to the proper elevation, then slowly approached the gap between the tops of the two towers it was planned to bridge. Silas gently eased it into place as the workers atop the buildings regained confidence and returned to their places. 
 
    When one of the constructors waved to signal that the beam was settled appropriately, Silas released his energy, and the crowd around him cheered. 
 
    “So nicely done,” Farah let her hand slip away from his at last. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” he asked her.  “Thank you for helping guide me.” 
 
    “I’m like everyone else!” she laughed.  “The whole city knows there’s a mysterious newcomer who can single-handedly prepare us for the sprites’ arrival, and I wanted to see you in action. 
 
    “When will your next performance be?  I want to watch you again!” she said with a smile. 
 
    Silas wished for a moment that Mata showed such interest in his work. 
 
    “I’ll talk to Cover and we’ll get the last beam scheduled as soon as possible,” Silas promised. He looked around, and saw his instructor speaking to a cluster of other members of the Movers Guild. 
 
    “When will we move the last beam?” Silas asked Cover.  “I’m ready to go any time.” 
 
    “Do you want to move it this afternoon?” Cover asked curiously. “We’ve got workers up on top of the towers already.  We could move them to the other towers if you think you can manage the next task so soon.” 
 
    “I can do it today,” Silas said assuredly, looking over at Farah.  He felt encouraged to demonstrate his abilities before the counselor. 
 
    “You go back to the construction yard to tell them and to get your beam ready; take your time – we’ll have to get some things adjusted here,” Cover directed.  “Then proceed to bring your load over here.  “I’ll send one of these young pairs of legs up to the crew on top of the towers and direct them to move over to the other side when they’re done,” Cover nodded to the circle of Movers around him.  Their faces showed a variety of opinions, Silas noted, expressions that ranged from admiration of his effort to obvious dislike of his demonstration of his superior ability. 
 
    “I’ll go get ready,” Silas agreed and left the group to walk across the park and back to the yard. 
 
    “I’ll come with you,” Farah strode along at his side. 
 
    They walked at a casual pace.  “Would you like to see some of the city?  You’re supposed to take your time, aren’t you?  I can show you some sights,” Farah offered. 
 
    They walked on streets Silas had never visited before, and Farah offered commentary about some of the sights and buildings they passed. 
 
    “Here’s the theater when my boyfriend used to take me,” she pointed out one building midway through their trip.  “I enjoy the comedies they perform more than the tragedies.” 
 
    “You have a boyfriend?” Silas asked cautiously. 
 
    “Formerly,” Farah showed an insincere smile.  “We broke up; we had different visions for how our lives would be in the future,” she admitted, then tactfully changed the subject back to the theater. 
 
    Minutes later, they arrived back at the gates to the construction yard and entered. 
 
    “What brings you back, my lord?” one of the familiar workers asked Silas. 
 
    “Is the fourth beam ready to fly today?” Silas asked, looking in the direction of the berth where the beam had been built. 
 
    “It’s ready, but who’ll carry it?  Is that other crew of Movers going to lift it?” the man asked. 
 
    “His lordship is ready to do the job himself, this afternoon, if the beam is ready,” Fatah spoke for Silas before he spoke for himself. 
 
    “We’ll be proud to see our work carried aloft!” the worker was pleased. “It’s a miracle to think that the one lad can do so much on his own, let alone do it twice in one day,” he said as he began to lead the way to the final beam.  “And we’ll have the last pieces of the platform finished in just a day or two more, ready to be fitted in place on the beams, for the sweet little sprites to dance upon to their hearts’ content!” 
 
    They reached the fourth beam, with few workers near the completed project, other than those that had seen and begun to follow Silas. 
 
    “We probably dallied enough along the way that its safe to start lifting this beam,” Silas stood looking at the beam and thinking aloud. 
 
    “You could carry it slowly,” Farah offered advice. 
 
    “Let’s wait just a minute more,” Silas decided, wanting to make sure that the tower workers had time to transfer across to their other tower sites. 
 
    “Have a seat,” Farah authoritatively directed. 
 
    Silas did as directed, looking curiously at the counselor.  “Now what?” he asked. 
 
    “Now I’ll massage your shoulders and back and neck, to help you relax after all that work this morning,” she replied, stepping around behind him.  Her fingers began to immediately knead the muscles of his shoulders, relaxing and releasing the tension and weariness that resided there. 
 
    “That’s good,” he grunted with satisfaction.  “I could sit here for hours and let you do that.” 
 
    “If we were going to do it all afternoon,” Farah replied, as her fingers worked their way into the muscles in his neck as they massaged, “I’d take you back to my apartment to do it properly.” 
 
    Silas moaned in appreciation, as the girl skillfully penetrated the knots that Silas hadn’t realized he had in his muscles.  She edged her hands down along his back, then slowly worked back upwards to his shoulders.  Her hands slipped inside the neck of his tunic to work on his shoulders, then began to slip down the front of his shirt as he eyes slid closed and his head lolled forward.  She massaged his chest, relaxing him further, but then beginning to send his mind a different set of stimuli, before she pulled her hands free and tousled his hair affectionately. 
 
    “Let’s get your beam up in the air,” she told him.  “We dallied long enough now.  You don’t want to disappoint your audience,” her hand swept in the direction of the workers who were watching him. 
 
    Silas took Farah’s hand in his, then rose to his feet. 
 
    “It’s time, he agreed.  They walked over to the beam so that he could study it, then he held his hand out in front of him at arm’s length, remembered the feeling of his voice and body when he used his power, and he spoke his command.  “Lift,” he ordered the beam. 
 
    The long, slender construct shuddered as it rose from its cradles and began to rise, while Silas hurriedly smoothed out the distribution of his power so that all parts of the beam maintained a uniform speed of ascension.  He lifted his arm, partially wondering if the movement of his arm was really necessary in the practice of his craft, or simple a reflex.  The beam took flight and rose to the necessary height for horizontal movement across the city and began to slowly inch its way towards the towers that were its intended resting place. 
 
    Farah began to walk Silas through the yard and then out of the yard, once again providing the guidance he needed to follow a safe path through the city, while he picked up a second following of gawkers and admirers who wanted to watch the combination of magical abilities and worker skills place the beam in its expected location above the center of the city. 
 
    “We’re going to work on the far side of the central tower,” Silas told Farah when the high core of the city came into view. 
 
    “Then we’ll go this way so that you can get around to see,” she offered, leading him across the street and then circling halfway around the complex of large buildings to have an unobstructed view of the two towers about to be connected by the beam that hovered nearby, waiting for Silas to send it to its resting place. 
 
    Minutes later, it was over.  There were no injuries or drama, just the placement of the beam where it belonged. 
 
    “You did so well!” Farah congratulated him, her hand squeezing his happily. 
 
    Silas felt lightheaded suddenly. 
 
    “Is there someplace we can sit down?” he asked, as people closed in and began to pat him on the back and shoulder, adding a sense of claustrophobia to the weakness he felt from the two powerful performances of telekinesis in just a matter of hours. 
 
    “Here, come with me,” Farah saw the weakness in his colorful eyes, and wrapped her free arm around his waist to help steer him towards the seats of a café across the street.  The crowd of followers cleared away, and they sat quietly, sipping glasses of juice. 
 
    “Do you feel better?” Farah broke their comfortable silence sometime later.  “Are you ready to walk home?” 
 
    “I’m ready – a little unsteady still, but ready,” Silas confirmed.  He walked back with an arm around Farah’s shoulder to help him maintain his balance, and when they entered the gate of the Movers Guild domain, Silas looked up and saw Mata standing on their balcony, looking down upon him.  He waved, then climbed the stairs with Farah’s help and reached the apartment door. 
 
    “I’ll leave you now.  You rest up and don’t push yourself.  Let me know if you ever need help or want to talk; you were wonderful today,” she praised him, then kissed his cheek as Mata opened the door.  Farah, gave a silent wave to Mata, then departed. 
 
    “You’ve been gone quite a while, but you weren’t alone, I see,” Mata chided Silas. 
 
    “Please just let me in.  I want to go lie down and rest,” he replied, annoyed that she had no sympathy for his state of unsteady discomfort.  He entered the apartment and went directly to the bedroom, where he flopped down on the bed to rest and recover. 
 
    “I moved two beams today,” Silas told Mata as she followed him into the bedroom.  “I maybe wanted to show off,” he admitted.  “It was a little too much.” 
 
    “I heard,” Mata’s tone revealed sympathy at last.  “The city was very excited.  The towers look so different with the beams framing their tops.  People are calling it ‘Silas’s necklace,” she told him. 
 
    He smiled as he closed his eyes to rest. 
 
    “That’s a funny name,” he replied.  “It’ll look different when I put the platform pieces up there.” 
 
    “Are you sure you can?  Some folks think you’re doing too much, maybe showing off.  Should you let the other Movers finish the job, or help?” Mata asked. 
 
    Silas opened one eye to look at her, as she sat on the far edge of the bed.  “Who says that?” he asked, annoyed by the question. 
 
    “Oh, just people, at the armory, I guess,” she said casually. 
 
    Silas closed his eye and fumed over the comments. 
 
    “I’ll let the Guild decide who does what,” he answered after a moment.  “They asked me to do the work for them.  That’s the only reason we’re here still.” 
 
    “It’s not such a bad city.  It’s starting to feel like home,” Mata spoke with a casual tone. 
 
    “I know what you mean,” Silas agreed.  He hadn’t thought about leaving very often, and he’d been consumed with training as well as carrying the beams through the city.  He had never heard from the Speaker, or followed up either with further calls to the Speaker of the city, he realized. 
 
    “Have you spoken to Jade recently?” he asked. 
 
    “Not in a few days; it’s hard to catch her in the dressing room,” Mata replied.  “I’m surprised you ever talked to her at all with the mirror.” 
 
    “We’ll both have to try to learn more about the outside world tomorrow,” Silas suggested, then yawned. 
 
    “You get some rest, and I’ll come get you at dinner time,” Mata rose from the bed and left the room, as Silas slumbered uneasily.  He fell into a strange, unsettling dream of being walled away from something important, while he waited for something important, but didn’t know what either of the important things were. 
 
    “Are you hungry?” Mata awoke him with the question as the sun started to set. 
 
    Silas sat up, and spent seconds orienting himself to his surroundings, so different from the vaguely defined world of his dream.  He felt better for having had the nap, troubled though it was, and felt his stomach calling for nourishment. 
 
    They left the Guild gates to begin walking along the street, as residents of the city began to throng the public spaces in the evening as well, making for a lively and active environment.  Silas kept his head down and tried to keep his eyes hidden from passersby as much as he could. 
 
    “Is this the tavern where you had lunch?” he asked at one door.  “Should we just go there?  It’s convenient.” 
 
    “No, let’s go elsewhere; the food’s not that great,” Mata hastily replied, pulling on his arm to lead him away. 
 
    They walked on and selected a tavern not far from the shipping port gate, when Mata ordered a chowder thick with the fruits of the sea. 
 
    “This is so good,” she approved of the meal as she shoveled spoonfuls into her mouth in rapid succession.  “It reminds me of home.  I haven’t had much fish in a long time.” 
 
    Silas raised his cup of juice towards her in a toast.  “Here’s to home,” he offered, and they clinked cups approvingly. 
 
    “We will go home someday, won’t we?” Mata asked.  “I feel sometimes lately like you’re becoming a part of this city, doing all the Movers’ work and making everything possible for them.  You’ll never want to leave them, or that Farah, and they’ll never let you go.  I never see you any more during the day.” 
 
    “You don’t spend a lot of time in our apartment yourself,” Silas pointed out defensively.  “You go to the armory all the time and then out for a drink afterwards.” 
 
    They sat in silence for a minute. 
 
    “When the work on the platform is done, I’m going to leave,” Silas stated.  “We’ll start going north to get to Amenozume again and finally help your sister.” 
 
    “I hope so,” Mata said softly, and they spoke no more of the matter. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    The next day, Silas was visited by Cover and Farah early in the morning, just as the breakfast tray was delivered to the upper floor apartment he shared with Mata. 
 
    “Farah reports that yesterday’s work was too much,” Cover spoke first.  “I’ve come to suggest that you take a day off and allow the other Movers to transport the first pieces of the platform to be attached to the beams, now that they are all in place.” 
 
    Silas thought about Mata’s claims from the night before. 
 
    “I think it would be good to let the others move some of the pieces,” he agreed.  “But I feel fine now; I just needed to rest.  Let the others move what they can, then I’ll lift one today as well. 
 
    “After they finish and are done,” he added. 
 
    “Very good.  Come to the studio for lessons this morning,” Cover said. 
 
    “Good luck Silas.  I’ll see you this afternoon,” Farah, stroked his arm with her hand in a friendly gesture as she followed Cover out the door. 
 
    “I’ll see you this afternoon,” Mata mocked Farah in a sing-song voice from the bedroom door a second later.  “Has she been with you every day you’ve been doing this?” 
 
    “No,” Silas quickly replied defensively.  “I just saw her yesterday for the first time while moving the beams.” 
 
    Mata looked at him with thin lips tightly pursed, but said no more as she began to eat from the breakfast tray, and soon afterwards, Silas left to meet Cover at the instructional room once again.  It felt familiar and comfortable after the many days Silas had been visiting. 
 
    They proceeded to try to coax his energies out of him without using any prompts or aids. 
 
    “You know Silas, when the construction of the platform is done, and the sprites have come and gone, your obligation to the Guild will be complete,” Cover spoke in a serious tone.  “You can choose to remain here and work with us, or you can leave. 
 
    “But if you leave, we cannot allow you to take the crystal with you,” Cover spoke forthrightly.  “You will be on your own to try to ignite your mighty powers.” 
 
    “But,” Silas began to protest, then ceased.  He didn’t need to try to fight over the matter, and he had no justification.  He wanted the crystal, and he felt he needed it, but it wasn’t his.  Though after he finished building the platform, he might be able place a claim for justifiable reimbursement. 
 
    “Let’s go look in on the platform construction,” the instructor suggested, oblivious to the internal debate raging in Silas’s consciousness. 
 
    Together the pair left the Guild and walked to the construction yard, along the now-familiar route they had walked so many times before.  When they arrived at the yard, they saw the cluster of Movers who had been assigned to work under Riesta, all surrounding one of the component pieces of the platform.  The wide triangular shapes were meant to be sent to the tops of the central towers and then bolted in place, connected to the beams and to each other, to create the flat surface that the Sprites would dance upon as they displayed themselves to the whole city, before carrying out their ceremony of renewal of the friendship treaty. 
 
    “What have they carried so far?” Cover asked one of the bystanders in the yard. 
 
    As he asked, the Movers began to lift the flat plate into the air over their heads. 
 
    “That,” the worker answered. 
 
    “What else?” cover prodded. 
 
    “Nothing.  That’s the first thing they lifted today,” the woman asserted. 
 
    The trio stood together as the plate rose high, then began to drift in the direction of the city center.   As it did, the Movers began to walk through the yard and then out the gate, into the city streets. 
 
    “I would have thought they’d have moved others already,” Silas spoke partially to Cover, and partially to himself. 
 
    “I would have too, but they probably had to negotiate a lot over how to handle it, and there were some bruised egos after their calamity with the beam they tried to move, so that meant a lot of extra complications,” Cover replied. 
 
    “Let’s go see if there’s another component ready to fly,” Silas said eagerly. 
 
    “We can check the inventory, but you need to give the others more time to get their work done first,” Cover restrained Silas’s eagerness.  The pair went on through the yard, identifying the parts that were completely fabricated and ready to move, and those that still needed more time to complete.  They looked up at the sky at the end of their inspection and saw that the first plate was still moving towards the towers. 
 
    Cover sighed.  “You can go have lunch and then go sightseeing, then come back here later this afternoon and have your turn moving one of these, but you’ll only get to have one turn this afternoon,” he directed. 
 
    Silas nodded silent acceptance of the directive, disappointed that he wouldn’t get to do more.  The flat parts of the platform were each smaller than the beams he had carried, lighter and less of a burden.  He could have carried a greater load than the instructor was allowing him to. 
 
    He parted from Cover and left the yard, then paused out on the street as he pondered what to do next.  He could go see Farah, he mused, except that he didn’t know where she lived or worked.  Or he could go visit the armory, and perhaps practice with Mata, he concluded. 
 
    He walked through the streets to reach the armory, then opened the door and stepped inside.  He’d practiced there a time or two early in his arrival in Faralag, before his days had been overtaken by the Guild and Cover’s efforts to train him; for all that Cover had advanced his abilities, he might as well have stayed at the armory and practiced his sword work, he despondently told himself, overlooking the theoretical knowledge and information he had gained about using the Mover energy. 
 
    He looked around the armory, checking to see if and where Mata might be practicing among the dozen or so duos that were crossing practice swords.  He spotted Mata in his third search around the armory, just as he was ready to conclude she was absent from the building. 
 
    She was practicing with a man, fiercely exchanging blows that knocked each other’s practice swords aside, and bumping repeatedly in a physical contest that seemed to Silas to be nearly as much wrestling as it was fencing. 
 
    And they were clearly hard at work; Silas could see the sheen of perspiration on Mata’s flesh, and on her opponent’s too.  Mata had removed her blouse and wore only a slim strip of undershirt as she practiced, revealing great swathes of skin on her torso.  As Silas watched, the man battling Mata repelled an attack from her sword, then stepped in close and hooked a leg behind her leg, pressing her backwards then so that she began to fall backwards. 
 
    As she fell, Mata released her sword and grabbed her opponent’s shoulders, so that she pulled him down with her.  He landed on top of her, their bodies in full contact along their lengths, and their faces close together.  They each burst into laughter, Mata’s face alive with joy in a way that Silas hadn’t seen in days.  Her companion leaned in even closer and whispered something in her ear, making her laugh again, then blush, then grow serious.  She turned her head at that intimate moment and happened to spot Silas in the doorway. 
 
    He closed his eyes, shook his head, then pivoted and left the building. 
 
    His romance with the girl was over.  It had lasted just a handful of days, he thought as he walked along.  They’d traveled together for so long and been friends and supportive of one another for so long, without complications.  But as soon as they become lovers, they had somehow managed to wind up in different places. 
 
    “Silas!  Wait!” he heard Mata’s voice behind him.  “Where are you going?” Her voice grew clearer as her words were spoken. 
 
    “Silas,” she raced up to and caught him as she called his name again.  She pulled a shirt over her head as she ran and smoothed it as she slowed to walk beside him.  “Is everything okay?” she asked. 
 
    “It appears to be,” he tried to speak calmly, sadness and anger churning inside him. 
 
    “We were just practicing,” Mata tried to put the best cover on what Silas had witnessed. 
 
    “I saw.   I know what I saw,” he said with a trace of anger emerging in his voice. 
 
    “That was just a moment of practice!” Mata exclaimed.  “Tiller has told me that I need to be prepared to fight against opponents that outweigh me, and he was just demonstrating what happens when I’m underweight.” 
 
    “Underweight, or under him?” Silas couldn’t prevent himself from asking. 
 
    “That’s not fair!” Mata slugged his shoulder.  “You hang all over that pretty ‘counselor’ and bring her to my apartment, and then you say that about me.  Shame on you.” 
 
    Silas inhaled deeply.  There might be a trace of justification to Mata’s retort, but not to the same degree as the incriminating scene he had witnessed. 
 
    “She was helping me to our apartment when I nearly passed out yesterday,” he answered.  “Your friend Tiller was helping himself to you, from what I saw.” 
 
    “You’re being ridiculous,” Mata replied weakly. 
 
    Silas wanted to say five things at once.  He wanted to embrace and push her away; he wanted to be honest and he wanted to hide his feelings; he wanted to move on and to hold on too. 
 
    “I need to get to the yard and get to work,” he brushed it all beneath the surface while he tried to sort out the conflicts in his wounded soul. 
 
    “Will you be at our apartment when I get back?” he asked. 
 
    “Of course,” she snapped.  “Or are you kicking me out?” 
 
    “No, of course not,” he snapped back.   “I’ll see you later.” 
 
    He walked on, as Mata stopped in her tracks, and the other pedestrians in the street quickly came between them, while Silas stewed as he strode along to the construction site. 
 
    He knew what he had seen, he told himself.  Mata had been happy and joyful while fencing with Tiller.  She hadn’t displayed such joy with Silas in many a day. 
 
    He reached the construction yard with his mind and soul churning.  He needed a release, an outlet for all the anguish he felt. 
 
    “When will the master want to transport one of the plates to the top of the towers?” he heard a voice ask.  It was the same woman constructor who he and Cover had stopped to talk to before. 
 
    “How many pieces have the other Movers flown out?” he asked. 
 
    “Just the one so far,” she answered. 
 
    “Why don’t they get their act together?” he muttered the rhetorical question. 
 
    “I’ll go see what’s waiting for me to carry,” he spoke more loudly to the woman.  He clapped a hand on her shoulder, then went deeper into the yard and re-entered the section where the triangular pieces were being stacked. 
 
    “Are all of those finished?” he asked a foreman as he looked at three pieces piled atop one another.  
 
    “They’re just waiting for a ride,” the man grinned. 
 
    “Well, we’ll give them one,” Silas said, then he recklessly pointed a hand at the pile and spoke the word, “Rise!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    Silas was driven by multiple motives.  He wanted the platform completed, the sooner the better.  He wanted to do his part, and his part was to be the work horse.  He wanted to release the pent-up frustrations he felt over his deteriorating relationship with Mata, the girl who he deeply cared about, though he had spent little-to-no time with her recently.  And he wanted to use the fantastic power that had come to superficially seemed to be his. 
 
    As simple as it was for him to grasp his telekinesis while he was in Faralag with the magic crystal in his possession, when he left the city, perhaps if he left the city, he’d no longer have the crystal or the surety of power.  That too was frustrating.  He’d be back to possessing a magical knife, his Speaker powers, his enhanced night vision – all qualities that were tremendous, but none that matched up to what the Movers ability provided. 
 
    The three stacked triangular plates, each as big as a house, continued to rise into the air while he mused, and they reached a point where they were high enough for him to move them to the building site, he realized. 
 
    His arm was up in the air, still pointing at the wooden and metal platform components. 
 
    Silas started to walk slowly out of the yard, his eyes aloft, and one arm held out to intercept any obstacles he might run into. 
 
    “Here Silas, let me help!” he heard Farah’s voice nearby, and then her hands were on his arm, taking charge of him.  They walked through the city streets, where they encountered the other Movers, who were on their way back to the construction yard. 
 
    “How can he take three at once?” one voice asked. 
 
    “He’s Silas; he doesn’t have the limits we have,” Riesta’s voice answered calmly. 
 
    Farah led him on, and they reached the construction site minutes later. 
 
    “This has a good view,” he told his guide as they reached the park where he liked to watch the top of the towers. 
 
    He spread the three flat constructs apart, bring a whoop of anticipation from the workers high overhead.  He hovered the three above the network of beams, then started to lower them slowly. 
 
    “Not here!” he heard thin voices shout, and he saw a cluster of workers beneath one of the triangular pieces waving their hands to indicate a new location for the platter. 
 
    Silas stopped the descent of all the pieces, then shuffled the designated one to the side, and proceeded to lower them all once more, until they came to rest in their places and swarms of workers began to connect them all to the beams beneath them. 
 
    “There; that’s done,” Silas said. 
 
    “That’s more that Cover wanted you to do,” Farah accused him.  He turned down to look at the lovely girl who still had her hands on his arm.  “How do you feel?  Are you lightheaded again?” she asked. 
 
    “I feel fine; I could go back and get more,” Silas replied. 
 
    “No,” Farah told him firmly.  “Cover said one time.  I’m sure he meant one piece of the platform, not three, so you’ve already cheated once.  You’re not going to do anymore.” 
 
    Silas looked at her and grinned.  Her determination to intimidate him into obedience was charming, and she grinned back as she recognized how non-existent her authority over him really was. 
 
    “You need to do something else.  Let’s go listen to a concert, shall we?” she asked.  “There’s going to be a performance at the theater I showed you this morning.” 
 
    They walked to the theater and went inside, where soothing music filled the hall for the next hour, as sunlight streamed in through the skylights overhead.  When the music was done, Silas was calm; he no longer needed to exercise his frustration.  He’d done enough by carrying the three pieces of the platform, a quarter of the whole edifice that was being put in place for the upcoming.  His action might upset the other Movers who felt he was upstaging them, but he wasn’t concerned about that; there were no long-term ramifications if he left the city, and if he stayed in the city, it would have to be worked out in the future. 
 
    But his fractured relationship with Mata still loomed on the horizon.  The soothing music of the concert had helped to reduce the anxiety of facing his next encounter with the girl, but he was going to face the girl soon. 
 
    “I better go now,” he told Farah when they exited the theater. 
 
    “Would you like to go have a glass of wine?” the woman asked. 
 
    Silas pursed his lips as he felt tempted by the offer.  He’d accused Mata of having drinks with other men, making him feel guilty of hypocrisy.  “I can’t this time,” he reluctantly declined. 
 
    “I’ll see you tomorrow when we move some more of the platform,” he offered, then hastened away before he felt further tempted to change his answer and accept Farah’s offer to spend more time together. 
 
    He wasn’t ready to return to the apartment and face Mata either.  He needed something to do, something that would require more time, and give him more time to prepare himself for whatever the meeting with Mata would bring. 
 
    He found that he was walking past the hospital where he had visited Melan a few days earlier.  She had been a construction worker on top of a tower when an out-of-control beam had struck her from the tower roof.  Only Silas’s quick reactions had saved her from falling to her death.  
 
    He stepped quickly inside, then wound his way through the corridors to return to the room where Melan lay in bed. 
 
    “You look healthier,” he spoke softly, seeing her closed eyes and unsure if she was sleeping. 
 
    She opened her eyes and turned her head on the pillow, then immediately recognized him and smiled broadly. 
 
    “Come in Silas!  What brings you here?” she asked. 
 
    “I came to see you,” he answered simply, as he pulled the wooden stool to the bedside and plopped down atop it.  “You’re looking better,” he repeated. 
 
    It was true.  She had less bandaging around her torso, and the bruises on her limbs were fading.  Her ankles were unwrapped, though still swollen. 
 
    “I’ll go home tomorrow, they tell me,” Melan smiled at Silas.  “It’ll be nice to see my husband, Tiller.  He’s hardly been here while I’ve been in hospital; he says he’s working extra hours so that he’ll be able to leave work to spend time with me at home while I finish healing.  I doubt he will though; he’s always out trying to make more,” she explained. 
 
    “I’m sure he’ll be happy to spend time with you while you recover,” Silas replied. 
 
    “How does the construction go?” Melan asked.  “I can’t see a thing from this window,” she gestured towards the far wall. 
 
    They discussed the progress of the platform for a while, until a nurse came to check on Melan, and Silas excused himself. 
 
    He had passed enough time to let his nerves calm, and he walked slowly back through the streets to the home of the Movers Guild, keeping his head low and his face hidden to avoid comments from strangers in the street, comments he was in no mood to face or deal with. 
 
    When he reached the Guild gate he looked up and saw a brief glimpse of Mata at a window, before the curtain fluttered shut.  She was waiting for him. 
 
    When he opened the door, she sat in a chair, watching and waiting for him. 
 
    “Did you have a nice afternoon?” she asked in a civil tone. 
 
    “I did,” he answered cautiously.  “I moved some platform pieces, I listened to a concert with Farah, then I left her and went to the hospital to visit Melan, the worker who was hurt in the accident with the beam.  She’s feeling better,” Silas reported as he took a seat next to Mata and waited to see how the conversation would develop.  Their last conversation had ended with implications of one of them moving out. 
 
    “She says her husband, Tiller, will be taking her home tomorrow, so she’ll finally get out of the hospital and get to see him too,” Silas rambled. 
 
    “You say her husband is named Tiller?  Is that a common name here?” Mata asked with a mild frown. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Silas replied puzzled by the question. 
 
    Mata seemed to process the information internally for a moment, then moved on. 
 
    “Are we going to continue to live together while we’re here?” she asked. 
 
    “I don’t want you to leave,” Silas replied bluntly.  “I know you like your friend, Tiller, more than you care for me now,” he paused. 
 
    “Is your fencing partner named Tiller?” he sought confirmation, as the same coincidence struck him that had occurred to Mata. 
 
    “He is,” Mata spoke, with a troubled expression. 
 
    “Has he ever mentioned having a wife?”  Silas tried to clarify the troubling coincidence. 
 
    “No, he’s never said anything like that.  He can’t be married,” Mata denied the implication.  “He wouldn’t have said,” she paused, “he didn’t talk like a married man.” 
 
    “You’re sure?” Silas asked, ready to push to cast any darkness upon the man who seemed to have been weaning Mata away from him. 
 
    “I think so Silas; I’m not sure,” Mata vacillated.  “We don’t need to talk about him.  We should talk about us.” 
 
    “Next time you see him, ask him if he knows Melan, the construction worker who was injured,” Silas pressed one last comment. 
 
    “I will,” Mata conceded.  “And what about your honey girl?  Farah?  Is she married too?”  
 
    “I don’t think so,” Silas answered defensively.  “But she’s not trying to woo me the way Tiller is with you.  She just has helped me with the transport.  She’s been my guide and friend, and nothing more,” Silas felt his answer was truthful, though he thought for a moment about Farah’s offer to have a glass of wine, and wondered if it might have been a subtle step towards seduction.  It wasn’t, he was sure. 
 
    “You can come with me tomorrow and be my guide while I lift more of the platform,” Silas offered. 
 
    “I can’t; not if you want me to grill Tiller about his alleged wife,” Mata countered. 
 
    Silas shrugged. 
 
    The conversation stagnated after that.  The pair ate a silent dinner and slept silently on their respective sides of the bed that night. 
 
    In the morning, they were awakened by an early arrival and pounding on their door. 
 
    “Silas, wake up!  It’s urgent,” Silas tried to rouse from his slumbers to comprehend what was happening.  He recognized Cover’s voice calling loudly from the front room of the apartment. 
 
    “What is it?” he pulled on clothes and stumbled to the bedroom door, then went out. 
 
    Cover was pacing back and forth.  “We need you.  There’s been a mistake. 
 
    “An astronomer,” the instructor began. 
 
    “What’s that?” Silas asked about the unfamiliar word. 
 
    “It’s a person who studies the stars and the planets,” Cover replied.  “This one knows about the sun and the length of the year in particular.  He says that a hundred years ago, the sun and the calendar were aligned differently.” 
 
    “What’s that mean?” Silas asked, still sleepy and unable to comprehend. 
 
    “In the hundred years since the last visit of the sprites, the years weren’t all exactly even.  They all are actually a little less than a complete year – there’s just a fraction of an hour every year that is short,” Cover offered. 
 
    “So?” Silas didn’t understand. 
 
    “So, over a hundred years, we’ve pretended to use more time than we really had.  It’s making some holidays creep a little earlier in the year; the entire calendar is unadjusted.  And that includes the anniversary of the dance of the sprites.  We don’t have as many days left to be ready for the sprites as we thought!” Cover finally made the story relevant to Silas. 
 
    That was something Silas could understand.  He wished that the breakfast tray would arrive so that he could begin to eat while he contemplated the news. 
 
    “How many days do we have?” he asked. 
 
    “The sprites will be here tomorrow!” Cover replied dramatically. 
 
    “Tomorrow?” if the breakfast tray had been present, and if Silas had been eating, he would have spit out a shower of crumbs from his mouth as the startled word exploded out.  “We have to finish the platform today?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Cover answered succinctly.  “Get dressed; we’re going to the yard so that you can started transporting the pieces from the yard to the towers.” 
 
    Silas rubbed his face with both hands as he tried to evaluate the situation.  He had moved three pieces of the platform as once; there were only eight pieces left to move.  He seemed likely to be able to move all the pieces of the platform within the day. 
 
    “Let me clean up; I’ll be back,” the boy told the small, wizened man, and then he returned to the bedroom, where Mata was sitting up in bed. 
 
    “I heard loud voices.  Is there a problem?” she asked. 
 
    “Someone’s made a mistake.  They think the sprites are coming tomorrow.  We have to finish up the platform for the sprites to dance on today,” Silas explained as he quickly prepared himself to leave.  “I don’t know how long I’ll be,” he warned. 
 
    “Good luck,” Mata said with a grim smile.  “I’m sure you’ll save the day.” 
 
    Silas passed the breakfast tray on the stairs, and he grabbed pastries off of the tray going up while he was going down.  He munched on the food during the walk to the construction yard, where many workers were still arriving for the start of their daily labors. 
 
    Cover spoke to a foreman, who hurried to send a crew of construction workers to the towers in advance of Silas, so that they would be prepared to connect the pieces he delivered to the framework when he arrived at the towers. 
 
    “I’ll take those three,” Silas indicated three finished pieces.  The workers who were not dispatched to the towers began to work with gusto on the remaining pieces, to finish them in as timely a fashion as possible.  Farah was absent from the unexpectedly early start to the day’s labor, so a passerby on the street, a young boy named Alexan, was randomly recruited to safely lead Silas to the towers while the preoccupied transporter looked up and carried the cargo above the city. 
 
    Minutes later, the operation began, as Silas lifted the broad, flat sheets of dark metal and wood into the air, then began to follow the leadership of young Alexan across the city while the morning traffic flowed through the streets. 
 
    They arrived at the towers while the construction crew was bustling about, trying to rapidly prepare themselves to go to work.  Silas steadily floated the pieces in stable positions in the sky, waiting impatiently for the crew to catch up to the urgency of the new deadline for completion of the project. 
 
    There was a sudden burst of shrieks and shouts behind Silas.  He was curious as to the cause but didn’t dare risk taking his eyes off the floating pieces in the sky. 
 
    “What is it?” he asked Alexan. 
 
    The boy didn’t know, and Silas sent him to find out. 
 
    “The people,” Alexan came running back.  “Some of the people said they saw a sprite watching you!” 
 
    “What?” Silas inadvertently shifted his eyes from the sky to the boy.  Alexan’s face was anxious and earnest as he looked up at Silas. 
 
    “My lord!  It’s what they said.  A blue sprite appeared in the sky for two seconds not far behind you, then disappeared,” the boy insisted.  “I can’t say any more.  I didn’t see it myself.” 
 
    Silas’s eyes turned back to the air above the towers, where his platform components wobbled slightly as they continued to lazily circle the incomplete platform and the scurrying construction crew. 
 
    “It’s impossible,” Silas said flatly. 
 
    “I think they,” the boy nodded back at the excited followers, “all believe they saw one.” 
 
    Silas shook his head and waited for the foreman of the construction crew to give a signal that all was ready, and that it was time to proceed.  The double pump signal came two minutes later. 
 
    Silas lowered the components into place, one after the other, then gave a half-smile of satisfaction, and turned. 
 
    “Thank you,” he dismissed Alexan, as he prepared to return to the construction yard to pick up three more sections.  “You were a big help.” 
 
    The boy departed, and Silas wove through the crowds on the street as he returned to fetch more panels for the platform. 
 
    Farah was waiting for him when he arrived.  “You shouldn’t have started without me,” she scolded him. 
 
    Cover was still in the yard as well. 
 
    “There’s a bit of a problem,” he told Silas, who rolled his eyes at the comment. 
 
    “Because of the shortage of time, the crews on the towers aren’t going to be able to fix the weak spot in one of the beams between towers, from the damage the beam suffered when it was installed,” Cover looked up at Silas as he explained.  “The beam won’t be strong enough to hold the center component of the platform.” 
 
    “What do we do?  Just let there be a hole in the middle of the platform?” Silas asked in exasperation.  He knew they had discussed the topic once, many days before.  He had forgotten the issue and presumed that the problem had been fixed.  Apparently, it hadn’t. 
 
    “Well, no,” Cover said, looking at Silas speculatively.  “There’s another option.” 
 
    Silas looked at his skeptically. 
 
    “You could wait until tomorrow to put that last piece in place,” Cover began. 
 
    “But the ceremony’s tomorrow!” Silas protested.  “If there is a ceremony, which there won’t be, because there are no such things as sprites,” he uttered beneath his breath. 
 
    “Yes,” Cover confirmed, “and so, once you put the last piece of the platform in place, you would remain with it, and hold it in place with your power until the ceremony is over,” he looked away from Silas, but glanced at him with a covert sideways look. 
 
    Silas turned bright red. 
 
    “I am not going to go dancing with the sprites!” Silas blustered. 
 
    Heads around the yard turned to stare at him. 
 
    “And sprites aren’t real,” he told Cover in a lower voice. 
 
    “Then you have nothing to worry about.  You go to the top of the tower and hold the plate in place, no sprites show up, and you’re done.  You can end your work on the tower.  You can continue your lessons without any interruptions.  Or you can do whatever you choose,” the instructors replied in a reasonable tone. 
 
    Silas rolled his eyes at the deceptive simplicity of the answer. 
 
    “Or Mata and I will be free to leave the city?” he asked. 
 
    “That was our agreement,” Cover confirmed. 
 
    Silas suddenly realized that a part of him wanted to leave the city.  He felt the urgency with a greater strength than he had felt at any time since his first arrival in the city.  He felt it for the first time in a long time; it was if a spell had been lifted from his heart. 
 
    “Alright.  I’ll stand up on the platform tomorrow and hold the plate in place,” he agreed.  It would be nearly the last thing he would do in the city for the Movers Guild. 
 
    “Farah,” he called the girl.  “Are you ready to guide me?” he asked. 
 
    Minutes later, with the girl’s hand on his forearm, Silas traipsed through the streets with another watchful contingent of followers, moving three more pieces of the platform to the tower tops.  He had only two pieces left in the nearly empty construction yard.  He’d move one with his last task of the day, and then move the final piece the next day, during the foolish culmination of the whole process of constructing the platform. 
 
    Farah did guide him for the delivery of the last piece of the platform that day, in the early afternoon. 
 
    “I need to go run some errands,” she told Silas  when the last job was finished, seeming to be less interested in spending time with him than she had before.  “You did a good job today,” she patted him on the back as they stood near the base of the tall towers, then departed, leaving him on his own. 
 
    He decided to go see if Melan was released from the hospital, rather than walk directly back to the Guild halls. 
 
    In the hospital he found the injured construction worker sitting upright, on the edge of her bed.  She was surprised and pleased to see him. 
 
    “I’m getting ready to check out!” She told him.  “Thank you for coming to see me one last time.  I think you came to see me more than anyone else,” her smile faded for just a moment as she commented. 
 
    “Can I help you?” Silas asked, seeing the small bag of belongings by her feet. 
 
    “Yes, if you can carry that,” she acknowledged.  “And if you can walk slowly enough to settle into my pace.  I don’t move fast,” she warned. 
 
    Silas nodded in acknowledgement, and shuffled along behind Melan as she left the room and slowly maneuvered to the staircase, then winced as each step slightly jarred her still tender rib cage. 
 
    When they reached the door of the hospital and stepped out onto the sidewalk, Melan made as if to take the bag from Silas’s hand. 
 
    “I can carry it further for you,” he protested, raising the satchel out of her reach.  “You tell me where you want to go, and I’ll take care of it.” 
 
    “I want to go home, but I want to see my husband; he hasn’t visited me in the hospital the past two days,” Melan spoke in a clearly irritated voice.  “I can walk there if you’ll carry my bag for me.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t you rather just go home and rest, and wait for him to come home to you?” Silas tried to offer a more sensible option. 
 
    “No,” Melan said flatly.  “Give me the bag; I’ll carry it myself.” 
 
    “I’ll carry it for you,” Silas conceded.  “Just let me know if you need to stop or rest.” 
 
    They proceeded to start traveling through the city streets, Silas staying close to Melan, ready to assist her if she needed assistance or a rest stop along the way, while she doggedly continued to labor forward, in obvious pain from the exertion. 
 
    Minutes after they began, Silas realized they were headed towards the neighborhood of the Movers Guild.  As they progressed, he realized they seemed to be on a course that would take them right to the armory where Mata practiced so often.  And sure enough, they turned onto the street near the Guild gates, and then stopped in front of the door of the armory where Mata worked, and where Silas himself had practiced a time or two, as his former suspicions began to rise. 
 
    “This is where he spends so much time,” Melan’s voice had a sad, plaintive note to Silas’s ear, and he felt sympathy for the woman.  She reached forward and pulled the door open, then stepped inside, with Silas carrying her bag. 
 
    Inside, they both stood at the edge of the floor as their eyes adjusted to the shift from bright daylight.  Silas spotted Mata, practicing once again, on the far side of the gymnasium, battling hard against the same foe Silas had seen her battle before, the man who he believed had stolen her affections from him. 
 
    “There’s Tiller, over there,” Melan pointed across the armory, towards Mata and her opponent. 
 
    “That’s your husband?  Sparring with Mata?” Silas asked incredulously. 
 
    “You know that girl?” Melan turned to look at Silas. 
 
    “She used to be my girlfriend,” he spoke the words aloud, in the past tense, for the first time, and knew what he had done as he spoke. 
 
    As the two observers spoke, the two athletes on the practice pad suddenly entered an extended exchange of sword thrusts and parries, which ended with Tiller using the advantage of his heavier weight to once again force Mata to the floor, as he dropped on top of her. 
 
    “Get off now,” Silas faintly heard Mata speak forcefully to the man as he lay down and kept her pinned below him. 
 
    In response, he thrust his face at hers and began to kiss her aggressively, before she turned her face to the side to avoid the unwanted attention. 
 
    “Tiller!” Melan called out sharply.  She started to storm across the armory floor, heedless of the other practice matches she interrupted as she made a beeline for her wayward husband. 
 
    “Is this what you’ve been doing while I’ve been in the hospital?” she shouted as she walked. 
 
    Silas hastily set down the bag of the woman’s belongings and started after her, heading for another confrontation with Mata, one that would be compounded by the presence of her paramour and the man’s wife.  Silas felt his stomach tighten with anxiety in anticipation of the coming confrontation. 
 
    Tiller rose to his hands and knees, removing his press upon Mata, who began to struggle to slip to freedom as her opponent looked up at his wife. 
 
    “What are you doing here Melan?” he asked in confusion. 
 
    “I was released from the hospital today, and my only visitor was the man who’s been to see me more than you,” Melan gestured vaguely towards Silas behind her. 
 
    “This fool?” Tiller sneered.  “Why was he visiting my wife?” the man tried to turn the course of the conversation. 
 
    “Because I saved her life, and I wanted to know she was healing well,” Silas spoke up. 
 
    “You stay away from Mata,” he added in a growl.  “No married man should be cheating like you are.” 
 
    “Silas!” Mata spoke up.  “Tiller?  What is he saying?  You’re not married!  You told me so.  What is this all about?” 
 
    “Not married?” Melan erupted.  “You villain!  I’m in the hospital, and you’re out wooing young girls, telling them you’re not married?”  she reached forward and shoved the man with both hands, delivering a shot to the chest that forced him back a step. 
 
    “Enough of you!” Tiller replied in a violent voice.  He raised the practice sword he still held and began to swing it towards Melan. 
 
    “Enough of you!” Silas spoke in reply.  Before Tiller could strike his wife, Silas shoved his own hand forward, and delivered a bolt of telekinetic energy that thrust Tiller several feet up into the air and several feet backwards, so that he violently slammed against the rear wall of the building, then collapsed. 
 
    “You were cheating with my husband!” Melan turned towards Mata. 
 
    “No, wait,” Silas stepped between the women, facing Melan.  “She didn’t know he was married.  She’s been here in this city alone and lonely, and he lied to her and took advantage of her loneliness.  She isn’t at fault.” 
 
    “It’s true, my lady,” Mata cried sincerely from behind Silas.  “I don’t know what I was thinking.  I just felt so alone in the city, and he was so friendly and charming and attentive.  It was like I wanted to have a companion in the city, someone who would keep me here contentedly. 
 
    “But I don’t feel that way anymore,” she added.  “I don’t know why. 
 
    “Please forgive me for my ignorance of his black heart,” she added. 
 
    “You left a better one to accept the lesser one,” Melan told Mata, looking at Silas’s face as she said the words.  “I’ll be leaving the worse of the two now, and for good,” she looked from Silas over to where Tiller remained slumped against the wall, then turned and began to walk towards the exit. 
 
    “Wait,” Silas called, then trotted after the woman. 
 
    “I’ll carry your bag for you, if you’d like,” he offered. 
 
    “I’m going to take a hackney cab back, I think,” Melan replied.  “I’ll go stay with a friend for a few days, then figure out how to put my life back together and be rid of that sack of turds.  Thanks for all your kindness,” she leaned up to give Silas a kiss on the cheek, then lifted her bag, groaned, and walked out the door. 
 
    Silas watched the door for a second, then turned and looked back into the interior of the armory. 
 
    All eyes were directed at him.  All practice matches had ceased, all noise had diminished, and all attention was focused on him. 
 
    Including a wary Mata, he saw. 
 
    “Silas?” she spoke softly from across the room. 
 
    Her eyes displayed wariness, but also regret. 
 
    He remembered the long-ago conversation under the stars, when they’d become fast friends in Amenozume, and he remembered the nights of all-consuming passion they had briefly shared in Faralag.  And he remembered the way his thoughts about Farah had seemed to alter dramatically, as if a lantern wick had been snuffed out. 
 
    He held out his hand to Mata, a gesture inviting her to come to him. 
 
    The girl smiled.  She stripped off the protective padding she wore, dropping it to the floor, then glanced once over her shoulder at the unconscious Tiller.  A moment later, she ran to Silas and grabbed his hand on the way to pressing herself against him in a tight embrace. 
 
    “I’ve missed you,” she said. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go to the apartment,” Silas suggested. 
 
    “Could we get something for lunch first?  I’m hungry,” Mata commented. 
 
    Silas looked at her, trying to not appear critical as he apprised her appearance after her extended physical exercise at the armory. 
 
    “Okay,” she immediately understood the meaning of his glance.  “I’ll go clean up.  Or you can go pick up food and bring it up the apartment while I start bathing,” she suggested with a grin.  She stood tall and kissed his lips lightly.  “I’ll be waiting for you,” she breathed the words in a way that set Silas’s heart racing. 
 
    “You get going and I’ll be there soon,” Silas agreed, and watched her head down the sidewalk towards the Guild. 
 
    The world had turned one hundred and eighty degrees!  He’d gone from having an unshakable sense of captivity and gloom in Faralag to feeling that the best news was just around the corner.  He felt his alienation from Mata evaporate, and his freedom to leave the city as he wished had expanded. 
 
    A minute later, he paused his cheerful stride at a food vendor and bought several items of food, then turned to go back to the apartment, where he found Mata stepping out of the bath, freshly clean, and smiling at him once more.  They remained together in the apartment for the rest of the afternoon. 
 
    “What happened to us Silas?” Mata asked languidly, later, when they lay together on the bed.  “It feels so different now; until this morning I think I felt like I was being lured or forced or tricked to want to stay apart from you.” 
 
    “I know what you mean,” Silas agreed, as his hand gently massaged her neck and scalp.  He thought of the time he had spent with Farah; though it hadn’t gone so far as Mata’s near dalliance with Tiler had gone, it had diverted his attention away from the girl he was with.  And then it had suddenly disappeared. 
 
    “Can we leave here soon?” Mata asked. 
 
    “After I dance with the sprites tomorrow,” Silas grinned at the phrase. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Mata didn’t take him seriously. 
 
    As Silas explained the predicament with the damaged section of the platform, and his assignment to stand atop it and exercise his telekinesis to maintain it in place atop the broken tower-top beams, Mata sat up and clapped with glee. 
 
    “You’ll be up close and personal with the sprites, right where they’ll practically have to dance around you,” she foretold. 
 
    “There’re are no such things as sprites!” Silas insisted through clenched teeth. 
 
    Mata’s eyes crinkled with delight.  “I know!  I just like to tease you.”  Silas responded by reaching out to begin to tickle the girl, and they grappled in a friendly contest. 
 
    The next morning, Cover arrived in the apartment early in the morning, once again before the breakfast tray had arrived to start the day. 
 
    “Let’s go!  There are sprites practically hovering in the air waiting for you to complete the platform,” the instructor called from the living room of the apartment. 
 
    Mata swatted Silas’s bottom affectionately as he blearily rose from the bed. 
 
    “I’ll come soon to watch you dance,” she promised softly, though she pulled the sheets back over her recumbent body with no signs of rising from the bed. 
 
    “You’re going to go out looking like that?” Cover exclaimed as soon as Silas emerged.  “The whole city is going to be watching.”  He thrust a wrapped bundle he was carrying at Silas.  “Here, these are your robes for the ceremony.  Put them on, comb your hair, and look presentable.  And hurry,” the small man added. 
 
    Silas silently returned to the bedroom, grumpily explained the situation to Mata and changed, then re-emerged from the bedroom and silently followed Cover to the construction yard for the last time. 
 
    They went to the frame where the final piece of the tower top platform lay, and walked around it, examining it as it received the last few touches of completion from a crew of workers who had raced to meet their deadline. 
 
    Farah was waiting there for Silas.  “Will you need a guide today, my lord?” she asked deferentially. 
 
    “I’ll be his guide today,” Mata’s voice rang from the entrance to the isolated piece of the construction yard, and Silas grinned as he turned to see Mata striding towards them. 
 
    “I thought I ought to come so that I can see you dance with the sprites. I’d like to know how he dances, since he’s never danced with me,” she grinned back at her companion. 
 
    “It’s time to move on,” Cover interrupted the exchange.  “Silas, it’s time to finish this great project.  You’re about to give the greatest gift of our lifetime to the entire city of Faralag.” 
 
    Silas bit his lip and turned to look at the last piece of the platform.  It looked exactly like all the others he had moved.  The last woman working on the piece lifted her tool away from its surface.  She looked up at Silas, smiled, and gave a positive hand gesture, then backed away with her toolbox in her hand. 
 
    “It’s all yours; just waiting for you,” Cover said. 
 
    Silas grasped a hand around the slight bulge in his belt, then pointed his other hand at the waiting triangle.  “Rise and fly,” he commanded. 
 
    The piece shivered, then smoothly rose in the air, as the small crowd around the yard began to clap at the successful completion of the platform’s components.  Silas watched his object rise until it was far above the ground, safely above all the surrounding and intervening buildings, and he moved his hand to the right, to begin the journey. 
 
    Mata began to lead him out of the yard, then through the streets of the city, slowly pacing their progress to match the movement of the flat object in the sky, until they reached the park that Silas always stopped at, the park that gave the unobstructed view of the platform overhead. 
 
    A throng filled the park, a festive gathering of spectators who wanted to see the appearance of the sprites that no one had seen in one hundred years.  Mata slowed on the outskirts of the throng, as Silas moved the component into place, so that it hovered just above its expected resting place. 
 
    There were no constructors atop the tall towers, no one waiting to connect it and bolt it into place.  Silas was to be left alone to deliver and hold the piece of the platform in its location while the sprites came and danced for the city.  Silas wondered how long he would have to hold it before the citizens of the city would give up on waiting for the non-existent sprites to arrive. 
 
    “Silas,” Cover spoke from nearby.  “There seems to be one small problem.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Silas asked, stumped by the comment.   
 
    “You are down here, and the platform is up there.  How can you see it to know if it is correctly in place?  You need to get up there,” Cover pointed out. 
 
    Silas’s head twitched, as he realized that he had somehow managed to miss the obvious matter.  He had known he would have to personally maneuver the piece into its place in order to hold it secure, and he had known that he would stand atop it.  He had just never considered the matter of how he would arrange his own transportation to rise to the crown of the tower. 
 
    “Let me help you,” Cover offered. 
 
    And Silas felt his feet leave the ground. 
 
    There was a cheer from the crowd, a cheer that grew and grew as more and more people saw him rising in the air.  Although there was nothing but air beneath him, Silas trusted Cover to lift him safely and correctly.  But he didn’t look down at the receding ground beneath his feet either; instead, he continued to watch the platform draw closer. 
 
    Cover lifted him above the still-disconnected piece of the platform, the one that Silas himself was still holding in place, then Cover lowered Silas to just a few inches above the surface.  It was difficult to judge the proper place to release an object while viewing it from the ground, Silas knew well. 
 
    Cover released Silas at that moment and he dropped to the surface of the platform, falling the few inches so that his knees momentarily buckled before he steadied, and stood firmly up at the top of the buildings. 
 
    There was a consistent, steady breeze blowing, making the fine fabrics of his outfit ripple.  Silas heard the sound of the crowd below raise a renewed cheer.  He walked to the edge of the platform where he could see the full collection of the eager audience and then waved to them all, focusing on the quarter where he knew that Mata and Cover were standing. 
 
    He was tempted to dance a quick jig, an acknowledgement of the hoped-for purpose of the platform, to see the dance of the sprites, but he was too shy to do such a thing.  Instead, he walked to the seams of the piece, where it hovered inches above the rest of the platform.  Silas walked the two triangular sides of the piece that was destined to match the other pieces, examining the distance the piece needed to drop.  He was proud to see that he was holding it an even and steady foot above the fixed platform; he could lower it all evenly and it would fit in place, as long as he remained engaged and held it in place above the weakened beam beneath it. 
 
    He spread the fingers of one hand wide as he held the hand in front of his body, then he gently lowered the hand as he willed his energy to lower the piece, and it settled into place along the seams, leaving no raised edges.  No one would trip or stumble or fall as a result of his work now; the platform was temporarily complete and ready to be used. 
 
    Silas smiled at the result.  He walked to one of the seams, then stepped across it.  His energy continued to hold it in place as he left it and began to amble about the entire structure, walking the platform perimeter that extended to cover a wide area between the lesser towers and the taller tower that rose above the center of the ceremonial dance floor. 
 
    He looked over the edge as he passed the different points of the compass, waving to the people to the north, then the east, then the south, and finally back to the west side of the heart of Faralag City, viewing the vast crowds that filled the streets and parks and rooftops of the city, all waiting for the spectacle that was foretold to unfold, a spectacle that Silas believed would not occur – he did not believe in sprites. 
 
    He stood and looked, watching the crowd watch him, as the morning unfolded.  No specific time had been foretold for the arrival of the sprites, and the audience began to grow restless as the morning passed.   Food vendors began to enter the heart of the city, selling treats and meals to the crowd, few of whose members had thought to pack supplies for an extended wait.  Silas saw the growing numbers of thin streams of white and blue smoke rising from the grills and small ovens that the vendors carried on their carts to feed their customers. 
 
    The sun rose higher, while clouds began to blow in from the west.  Silas could see the ocean, extending out to the west, beyond the harbor district of the city, the place he had once though would be his gateway to exit the city, so long ago, or really just weeks ago, when he had first arrived in Faralag with Mata. 
 
    The clouds arrived over the city just as the sun approached noon, and the crowds began to run out of patience.  Silas was restlessly walking, sometimes sitting on the platform wondering when he would be allowed to publicly concede that the sprites would not arrive. He watched the shadows of the clouds begin to move across the surface of the city, mesmerized by the sight, until one shadow traveled directly towards the tall downtown towers, and he felt its shade cool his platform.  It was just at the moment when a temple bell began to ring the noontime hour, while the sun was at its clouded zenith. 
 
    And then there was a brazen flourish of brass horns.  Silas jumped to his feet in surprise.  The sound of the horns came from above him, up in the sky, instead of from below, from the temples built down at the human scale of the city. 
 
    He looked around wildly, then fell to his knees in fearful astonishment.  The sky overhead was filling with small blue bodies, dozens, then scores, then hundreds of sprites, all arranging themselves as they arrived in the sky over Faralag, forming concentric rings that circled around and above the entire platform in the sky. 
 
    The horns were blowing flourish after flourish to announce the arrival of the sprites, an announcement that was not at all necessary, as the voices of the crowd below screamed in delight and astonishment, screaming with such vigor that the walls of the city vibrated from the energy of the celebration. 
 
    After a century’s wait, the sprites had returned to Faralag. 
 
    Silas was on his knees, he realized.  He had risen at some point, and then as he watched, he had lowered himself. 
 
    The trumpets grew silent, and a trio of sprites descended from the high group overhead to come down to the level of the platform, where they stopped, indirectly facing Silas, the only human present on the platform. 
 
    “We have come to address the ruler of the humans of Faralag,” one of the sprites spoke in a surprisingly deep voice.  “Let the representative of the king of the land present himself for dialog.” 
 
    Silas was alone.  The words were clearly addressed to him.  He was clearly unprepared to answer. 
 
    In the course of preparing the platform, and in the course of being instructed that he would be on the platform, he had never, ever – not once – ever asked what he might have to say or do with the sprites.  He had never expected that sprites would appear.  He had never prepared for the impossible.  But now the impossible was before him, and he was at a complete loss as to what to do. 
 
    A tall window in the tall tower in the center of the platform opened. 
 
    “I come to speak to you,” A woman’s head leaned out through the window, and then she lithely leaped out of the window and began to walk towards the sprite trio, as Silas watched. 
 
    “Queen Preeanne welcomes the return of the sprites in friendship and alliance,” the woman spoke in a clear voice as she walked forward gracefully. 
 
    She was a large woman, Silas observed, with a face that seemed familiar, especially the strong chin.  She was a very handsome adult, with a self-possessed bearing.  Silas unknowingly rose to his feet once again, and began to approach the spot in front of the sprites where the queen’s lady was heading. 
 
    She was so familiar, Silas thought as he stared at her.  He had met her before somewhere.  She looked over at him and winked, a gesture that confirmed their previous acquaintance – he recognized the wink immediately as a familiar and intimate message between friends.  But he couldn’t for the life of him recollect where he had met the woman before, or who she was. 
 
    “What dialog do you seek?” the woman asked.  She had arrived at a spot on the platform, and the sprites had descended so that they were at an eye-to-eye level with the woman, just a few feet from her.  Silas stopped in a position just a few feet behind the woman, off of her left shoulder, where he could see her face in a quarter profile, a familiar profile. 
 
    “We wish to invite the queen to meet with our princess, to renew the treaty of friendship between our nations for another century of peace,” the spokesman for the sprites replied. 
 
    “Your gracious invitation is gladly accepted,” the human woman replied.  “I invite your princess to speak.” 
 
    “But where is your queen?” for the first time the sprite spoke in a less formal tone, as he questioned the absence of the queen of Faralag. 
 
    Silas had never seen the queen of Faralag either, and wasn’t even aware that Faralag was ruled by a queen.  He looked over at the open window, watching to see the appearance of the queen.  He wondered how well she would slide out of the window. 
 
    “I am the queen,” the woman replied.  “I am Queen Preeanne, daughter of the late King Prista, ruler of Faralag, Protector of the Eastern Lands, and friend of the sprites of the islands,” it was the woman’s turn to speak in a formal, stilted manner, as she replied with the string of titles that she carried. 
 
    “Ah, it is well,” the sprite replied, as the trio of sprites all seemed to stiffen their posture and appear better suited to be in the company of royalty. 
 
    One of the sprites suddenly disappeared, without sound or warning or movement, but was just suddenly gone. 
 
    “Oh, great gods!” Silas inadvertently exclaimed at the astonishing sight. 
 
    “Who is your attendant?” the speaker for the sprites asked the queen, as both sprites turned to look at Silas for the first time. 
 
    “He is a great friend of our nation, a master craftsman of a magical guild, who traveled here to help build this very platform you will dance upon,” the queen answered assuredly, startling Silas with both what she knew about him, as well as the way she phrased it. 
 
    “Only two weeks ago this edifice did not exist, before this young man exercised his great powers to construct it at our request,” the queen explained. 
 
    “He is a most powerful craftsman,” the spokesman deftly agreed with the queen. 
 
    “Look at his eyes!” the other sprite spoke for the first time.  “His eyes!” the feminine sprite broke ranks and floated quickly over to the startled Silas.  “They are the colors of a sprite-friend!” the small blue woman exclaimed. 
 
    “Come back and wait for the princess, Odare,” the head sprite commanded. 
 
    “But his eyes! Stillwater, his eyes!” the female pointed at Silas, nearly poking him in the eye as she did. 
 
    “His eyes tell that he is a sprite-friend!  Look at the purple and gold!” Odare’s face drew frighteningly close to Silas’s as she examined him, while he steeled his resolve not to back away or flinch from the unnerving examination. 
 
    ”Very interesting Odare.  We’ll probe him further after the ceremony,” Stillwater chided.  “Now get back over here.” 
 
    Horns released another flourish. 
 
    “Presenting, her majesty, the most glorious princess of the sprites, Dewberry the Magnificent,” Stillwater pronounced. 
 
    A sprite appeared, wearing a flaming red gown that stood out from the uniforms of all the other sprites. 
 
    The lovely female sprite in the red gown had arrived high in the air but floated down to be level with Queen Preeanne. 
 
    “You did that particularly well, Stillwater,” the princess praised her acting herald.  “You have a bright future as my herald, provided his majesty King Jonson will allow me to have another herald.” 
 
    “You already have seven heralds,” Stillwater sniped back at the queen.  “That is already one for each day of the week.  Why do you need another?” 
 
    “It’s always good to have a spare,” Dewberry spoke airily.  “But enough of these important affairs of state.  Please announce my arrival to her majesty.” 
 
    “I just did,” Stillwater pointed out. 
 
    “Oh indeed,” Dewberry agreed. 
 
    “His majesty the king of the sprites sends his regrets that he cannot be here in person to meet you for this ceremony, but the infirmaries of old age make travel difficult for him.  The princess is his chosen member of the royal family to uphold our portion of the treaty ceremony, because she is so illustrious,” Stillwater intoned in his official voice.  “She is in fact the Queen of the Imps as well as a royal sprite.” 
 
    “My father’s really just so besotted with that nymph he met at Moralogo that he can’t drag himself away,” Dewberry gossiped to Stillwater.  “But you are correct to point out that I am illustrious.  Did you mention that I’m married to the king of the imps?” 
 
    “This is meant to be a political event, and so I did not want to drag your family’s dirty laundry out into the open,” Stillwater chastised Dewberry. 
 
    “Being married to an imp is not dirty laundry!” the princess replied indignantly. 
 
    “No, not that; I meant the part about your father and the nymph,” Stillwater clarified. 
 
    “Oh, yes, indeed,” Dewberry was momentarily abashed. 
 
    “Your majesty,” Preeanne spoke up.  “How would you like to proceed with the ceremony?  We have a city full of people who are waiting anxiously to see the legendary dance of the sprites take place.” 
 
    “You raise a very good point, royal friend,” Dewberry spoke with a high-minded seriousness suddenly.  “Stillwater, tell the troop to begin the dance,” she ordered. 
 
    “Let the ranks take their positions; major-general, you may proceed when you are ready,” Stillwater shouted loudly. 
 
    The sprites in the air suddenly began wheeling about, taking positions, then held still in the air, until a loud whistle blew. 
 
    And the dance began.  The sprites began a synchronized series of movements through the air, rising and falling as they circled around the large platform.   Much of the time they stepped directly upon the pieces of the platform that Silas had created, while at other times they floated in the air as they whirled about. 
 
    Silas and Queen Preeanne moved closer together and moved towards the edge of the platform, as they tried to stay out of the way of the streams of sprites that were moving about, drawing more thunderous applause from the people on the streets below, who looked up and saw the patterns of the masses of sprites moving with precision. 
 
    The dancing seemed to last forever to Silas, but about an hour after it began, the dancers all simultaneously ceased their dancing, and then all but Dewberry, Stillwater, Odare, and a handful of others disappeared. 
 
    “Now, it is your turn to dance for us,” Dewberry announced. 
 
    Preeanne’s head rose in surprise.  Silas was to her side, and in her profile he saw her eyes widen and her nostrils flare, then her eyes narrowed. 
 
    “I was not aware that the treaty called for a dance by the Faralag representative,” the woman announced. 
 
    “Oh, it does not, my queen friend Preeanne,” Dewberry agreed.  “But who can stand and watch all of this without feeling inspired to want to dance on their own?  I offer you this opportunity to release your own dancing passion.” 
 
    Preeanne turned to Silas for the first time during the encounter on the platform. 
 
    “Come to me Mover,” she ordered.  “You will be my partner.” 
 
    Silas felt his own face grow pale and his knees turned weak as he walked the few steps to the queen’s position.  She held her hands out. 
 
    “Have you danced before?” she asked. 
 
    He gave a tiny nod of his head, thinking of the few social events he had joined while he’d been a student in the Speakers Guild.  Nothing had been as intimidating as the prospect he faced at the moment.  He placed his hands against hers, and felt her adjust her fingers to weave between his, grasping them tightly. 
 
    “Good.  Then we must put on a dance to please our friends.  Will you lead?” the queen asked. 
 
    “Please your majesty, perhaps you should?” Silas couldn’t help but reply. 
 
    The queen gave a thin-lipped smile, and Silas felt her hands start in motion as her feet and body began to lead him into the opening steps of a dance. 
 
    The great horde of sprites gave a warm cheer at the sight of the human queen accepting the request to dance for her guests, and Silas thought he heard an answering round of applause from the people of the city on the ground. 
 
    “Silas, I’ve followed reports of your adventures for many months, and you’re growing up quite rapidly,” Preeanne surprised him by speaking to him as they started a stately whirling motion across the platform. 
 
    “Yes, your majesty,” he was at a complete loss of what to say, what savvy reply to give. 
 
    “Would you like to make this dance a special one for the sprites to see?” the woman asked him.  They stood quite close, and Silas could see her eyes searching his face, looking for clues he might reveal about himself.  Her face remained hauntingly familiar, though he dared not ask the queen why he should know her. 
 
    “If I could, I would, your majesty,” he answered belatedly, as he shook off his mesmerized study of her features. 
 
    “You could lift us above the platform, couldn’t you, so that we could dance upon the air?” the queen asked. 
 
    “Why, yes, of course, your majesty,” Silas belatedly realized her request was within his range of abilities. 
 
    “Will you lift us any time soon?” the queen asked pointedly after several more seconds of dancing. 
 
    “Oh, my apologies.  I’m so sorry.  Yes, of course, as once,” Silas realized here was no reason for him not to do as asked.  “Rise,” he commanded. 
 
    “Oh!” a quiet exclamation escaped from the Queen, and her grip on Silas’s hands tightened as their feet left the platform and they began to glide through the air.  A polite round of applause from the sprites indicated appreciation for the unexpected performance, and then distant cheers rose from the audience on the ground as well. 
 
    The pair of dancers circled halfway around the platform.  It was long enough for Silas to feel that he had danced longer without a mishap that his abilities justified; he was ready to end the performance. 
 
    “May we finish now, your majesty?” he asked. 
 
    “I detect that you wish to finish?” the woman asked with a trace of a smile.  “You can have a dance with a monarch any day, ho hum?” she mocked him gently. 
 
    “Yes, you may set us down.  You’ve done well today, once again,” she replied before he could answer, and they drifted down to the surface of the platform. 
 
    “Queen beauty Preeanne, you have shocked and pleased my sprites with your performance!  Well done, I say,” Dewberry praised the queen.  “And your young companion did quite,” the sprite princess left her sentence unfinished as she looked at Silas for a moment, then studied his face intently. 
 
    “He is the one, my princess, the one with the eyes!  Do you now see?” Odare floated in close to Dewberry and the pair studied Silas intently as they drifted closer.  They came so close that Dewberry reached a hand out and lifted Silas’s chin, as the stricken boy failed to say or do anything in protest at the examination. 
 
    “What is it about my subject that you find so noteworthy?”  Preeanne asked.  “I must speak up to protect him, of course,” she came to Silas’s aid. 
 
    “His eyes are the sacred colors.  He is a born and true friend of the sprites,” Dewberry replied, as she pivoted Silas’s chin to the left and the right while she examined him.  “He and we are born to share a destiny, and to be of assistance to one another,” the blue woman explained. 
 
    “Silas, your tale is about to take an unexpected turn, I suspect,” Preeanne spoke. 
 
    “I know!  We can take him to the healing spring, to the marvelous waters!” Odare suggested to Dewberry, grabbing the princess by the shoulder excitedly. 
 
    “Odare, you speak great truth!  We could, and we would not even have to bother that lazy scoundrel Kestrel for a change!  He is so busy being a father, hmp!” Dewberry pouted for a moment. 
 
    “Are you ready to go, Silas Sprite-friend?” Dewberry asked. 
 
    “Go where?” Silas wanted to know. 
 
    “But we haven’t finished the ceremony!” Preeanne spoke up in startled protest. 
 
    “Let us go to the spring of sweet dreams, and we’ll return your young paramour to you in your palace.  The ceremony is complete, the treaty is renewed, we look forward to it, and see you soon!”  Dewberry was suddenly all business about taking Silas on a trip. 
 
    “Odare, Graicus, Inseat, come along,” the princess called.  Silas was startled to find the bodies of the sprites suddenly pressed against him on all sides, and then the world disappeared. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    There was no air, and Silas could not breath.  He was in a strange dimension of cold black nothingness.  He wanted to shout in surprise, but there was no way to shout.  Seconds dragged out into a longer and longer interval of time while Silas was torn by fear and astonishment and anger. 
 
    Then suddenly he was standing in a sylvan glade, next to a pool of water fed by billowing springs of water that tumbled down from rocks off to the side.  Trees and bushes hemmed in the pool on three sides, while a pleasant green lawn fronted the fourth side of the gently rippling water. 
 
    “You will have such fun here, sprite-friend!” Dewberry exclaimed.  She began to disrobe. 
 
    “Where are we?  Why did you bring me here?” Silas sputtered the questions.  “How did we get here?” 
 
    “The sprite-friend does not perhaps know very much about sprites,” Odare whispered loudly to Dewberry, as she too busily undressed.   Graicus and Inseat, one male and the other female, the other two sprites, made the move towards nudity universal among the various shades of blue bodies as they too busily shucked their formal outfits of clothing from the dancing ceremony. 
 
    “We are in the land of the elves, though they do not know we are here of course,” Dewberry spoke slowly, as though speaking to a child.  “This is the great spring, the wonderful water, the liquid that we so desire but cannot master. 
 
    “We have brought you here because we know you are our friend,” the princess explained. 
 
    “Because of the color of my eyes?” Silas clarified. 
 
    “Yes, exactly!” Odare agreed. 
 
    “Why are my eyes so special?” Silas asked.  “I mean, I know why they’re special to me, but why are they special to you?” 
 
    “The colors – our god, who is such a lazy god in so many ways – has always told us that from time to time, sprite-friends may appear among the other races, and they will be able to help us with great problems that arise,” Inseat spoke up as she sat on the grass and pulled her boots off her feet.  “Although, my princess, I do not know that getting to dream in the wonderful spring was the problem he had in mind.” 
 
    “Who’s to say?  I cannot read the mind of a god, especially a lazy one,” Dewberry said airily.  “But I would like for you to perform your duty now,” she had finished undressing and stood before Silas holding her arms up in the air.  “You just be careful where you put your hands,” she said crossly.  “Lord Kestrel was always a gentleman,” she added primly. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Silas asked crossly.  Nothing made any sense, and the explanations only added to his confusion. 
 
    “The waters of this spring are very special.  It is the home of an elven goddess, you know.  When humans and elves drink this water or bathe in it, they are healed of illness and wounds, even some of the most horrific injuries,” Inseat spoke again.  The sprite seemed to be the most sensible of the four small beings who had kidnapped him. 
 
    “So, are you saying you all are injured?” Silas asked for clarification. 
 
    “No, with sprites and imps, the results are different.  Although we too are also healed by the water, we receive other effects from it as well,” she paused, her voice muffled as she pulled her blouse over her head. 
 
    Silas was disconcerted by the casual show of nudity that had broken out.  Although he’d come to appreciate the delightful curves of Mata’s lithe and muscular body, he still was sure that to stare at the contours of the small blue bodies around him had to be inappropriate. 
 
    “When we touch the water, we immediately fall into a slumber,” Inseat continued as she placed her blouse atop her pile of clothing.  “And then we dream the most marvelous dreams!” 
 
    “I can’t help myself for wanting the dreams of the spring water,” the sprite used a confessional voice.  “And when we awaken, we feel refreshed as though we’d had the best night’s sleep ever known!” 
 
    “So would you put me in the water please, now, sprite-friend in name, who hasn’t performed any friendly services yet?” Dewberry sounded slightly whiny.  “And after we fall asleep, you can lay us in the water on that sandy bar over there,” she pointed to a shallow spot in the spring’s pool. 
 
    “Like this?” Silas asked as he lifted the princess carefully, his hands pressed against her ribcage with careful attention paid to their placement.  He waded out into the water as he held her, belatedly realizing that he was soaking his own clothing; he felt a shock of something as he touched the water, but didn’t know if it was something in the water’s alleged energy, or merely its cool temperature.  His whole body seemed to vibrate and he felt a peculiar sensation rattle his brain momentarily before the sensation passed.  Then he slowly dipped Princess Dewberry downward over the water, and when her toes touched the surface of the pool she started to squeal for a fraction of a second, then grew limp in his hands. 
 
    “Now, go lay her majesty in the water over there,” Odare instructed.  “Then come get me!” 
 
    Silas proceeded as directed, laying Dewberry gently on the sand, then subsequently placing Odare and the others in the water.  When he was done, he climbed back up onto the bank and removed his own clothing, which was at least partially still dry, then he re-entered the spring-fed pool and waded into the deeper portion, where the water grew warmer on one side.  He floated and paddled on the water, then floated on his back and let the slight current carry him back towards his pile of clothes on one side of the idyllic spot. 
 
    A horrific roar, frightened him.  He started and jumped and turned to see a creature of indescribably evil appearance burst out of the bushes close to where the sprites lay asleep in the water.  It stood still, rose up on its hind legs, and roared again. 
 
    Silas had never seen anything so intimidating in his life, other than the evil red skull that had resided in the tower cell in Amenozume.  But in its own way, the creature he faced was just as frightening.  It was larger than a man and was shaped somewhere between a man and a dog, looking comfortable on either four legs or two.  It was covered with a shiny iridescent layer of large scales.  And when it roared it revealed a mouthful of sharp teeth, accentuated by two long fangs. 
 
    The creature stared balefully at Silas, then spotted the sprites in the water, and turned its attention to the easy prey. 
 
    Silas scrambled up out of the water and flopped towards the pile of his clothing, drawing the creature’s attention for a moment, before it dismissed him and stepped closer to the sprites. 
 
    It was Silas’s duty to protect the small people, he knew.  They counted on him, even – and especially – when they were helplessly asleep in the water, where he had laid them. 
 
    The creature interpreted Silas’s scramble as an effort to escape and began to reach down into the spring to pick up Dewberry, who was closest to it. 
 
    That’s when Silas grabbed his knife and threw it at the monster.  His knife was the answer, the way to save the sprites.  It’s wonderful magical qualities had gone unneeded and untried for many weeks of Silas’s relatively peaceful life, but he had confidence in its still potent magical abilities. 
 
    Silas saw the blur of the knife spin through the air above the spring, and then he watched it strike the monster in the chest. 
 
    It hit the shimmering scales, and dropped to the ground, to Silas’s horror. 
 
    The monster roared, then glared at Silas. 
 
    “Knife, return!” Silas reached out his hand and shouted the command as panic began to rise in his soul. 
 
    The magical blade shimmied, then rose in the air, but before it could start to fly back to Silas the monster reached out and grabbed it, then wrapped its claws around the quivering blade in a steel cage grip. 
 
    Silas felt greater horror at the sight of his unstoppable weapon being held against its will. 
 
    The monster began to pace along the side of the spring, moving rapidly around the bank of the pond on its way to deal with him. 
 
    Silas wasn’t ready to surrender. 
 
    “Rise into the air!” he commanded, drawing upon his Voice to exercise his Mover’s power, the telekinesis that he had used so effectively in Faralag. 
 
    The monster shook violently, and started to lift from the ground. 
 
    And then it gave a roar, and its feet dropped back to the ground. 
 
    Silas stood by his pile of clothes, stunned.  The monster was immune to his magical knife, and immune to his telekinesis. 
 
    He had no defense against the creature, which began to move quickly around the end of the pool and then approach him.  In a matter of moments, it had gone all the way around the spring-fed pool to avoid the magical water on its way to quickly combatting him. 
 
    The creature had avoided the water, Silas realized. 
 
    It might defeat his magical knife and his magical power, but it couldn’t defeat the defenses of the magical water.  Silas splashed back into the water as the monster closed to within paces of his location, and he plunged towards the center of the pool. 
 
    The monster stood on the bank and gave a plaintive howl of frustration.  It stared at him, then narrowed its eyes in a look of cunning calculation, and began to run back around the pool towards its original spot. 
 
    Silas realized the sprites were still vulnerably close to the shore, within the monster’s easy reach, and he splashed through the water, then grabbed the feet of all four sprites and hurriedly pulled them all out into the center of the pool with him. 
 
    As soon as he had them in a safe place, he juggled them around so that he could hold all their heads above water, while the terrifying creature reached its destination, then sat down on the turf and glared at Silas. 
 
    “What is all this drama about, Kere?” a familiar female voice suddenly spoke from no visible source. 
 
    Silas moaned in terror, as he saw the monster suddenly shimmer, and become a plump old lady, an unusual one with high, arched eyebrows and ears that were sharply pointed. 
 
    “I might ask what is the meaning of finding a human and a gaggle of sprites at the holy spring of an elven deity without an elf or my permission,” the monster-turned-person replied. 
 
    A woman suddenly appeared standing beside her.  She was a woman of unparalleled beauty – Silas recognized the goddess Kai. 
 
    “Oh, it’s just the sprites,” Kai waved her hand carelessly in the air.  “You know how they are; they found a sucker and brought him here to let them taste the bounty of your gift.  No harm done.” 
 
    “No harm at all, and a bit of good for your manling,” Kere replied. 
 
    “What good?  Not that he’s my manling.  He’s actually my husband’s project.  Krusima says that L’Anvien is trying to plant his horrors on our quiet continent; he’s found that Silas is his best weapon to fight the coming battle,” Kai spoke in a matter-of-fact manner about the great evil Silas had witnessed once, and then about Silas himself. 
 
    “Well, if he was his best weapon before, he’s a better one now,” Kere waved negligently towards Silas.  “And you’re welcome for the help.  Consider it my contribution to a worthy cause.  Anything that weakens L’Anvien is a blessing.” 
 
    “What do you mean – your contribution?” Kai asked skeptically. 
 
    “Have you looked at the boy – really looked at him?” Kere was suddenly thirty feet tall, making Silas gasp, just before her great hand reached down and plucked him up by a leg, making him lose his grasp on the sprites as he found himself dangling in the air, giving a startled shout. 
 
    “My goddess!  Help me!” Silas screamed in fear. 
 
    Kai was suddenly just as large.  One hand gently scooped the floating sprites out of the water and deposited them on land, then reached over and plucked Silas from Kere.  The goddess dangled Silas in front of her own face, and closely examined him, her large eyes leaving nothing of him unchecked. 
 
    “That’s outrageous!” she exclaimed.  “How can it have been?” 
 
    “It’s fixed now, thanks to my spring water,” Kere replied.  “I’d say L’Anvien had the advantage of a dark prophecy and tried to subtly sabotage your hero.  It was done long ago, perhaps in his mother’s womb even.” 
 
    Kai placed Silas down on the ground next to the still unconscious sprites.  A moment later, she and Kere were normal-sized, and standing next to him as he lay in a state of stunned incomprehension. 
 
    “Rise to your feet and then bow to the elven goddess, Silas,” Kai directed. 
 
    “She was a monster!” Silas pointed out as he rolled over to his hands and knees, then only rose to his knees as he faced the two goddesses. 
 
    “That was amusing!” Kere smiled.  “And you really did quite well.  I thought your loyalty to your small blue companions was commendable, trying to use your knife and your powers against me as you did, then figuring out to use the water and to still try to protect them.  You could have run to save yourself; you have the heart of a hero.” 
 
    “I believe Krusima chose well with this one,” Kai agreed. 
 
    “Almost as well as you and I choose with Kestrel,” Kere nodded. 
 
    “But this is still an elven place,” the elven goddess lost her smile as she looked down at Silas.  “Either get my permission, or come accompanied by an elf, or at the very least, say some very sincere prayers of gratitude to me, before you come here again.  Don’t let the sprites draft you into trouble.” 
 
    “Yes, your ladyship,” Silas fervently promised.  He bowed his head. 
 
    One of the sprites on the ground beside him began to murmur. 
 
    “Your charges are awakening.  When they’re ready, have them take you home.  You can take one skin of my water with you as a parting gift,” Kere addressed him.  “You’re not a bad sort; if you think you want to put points on those ears, say a prayer to me and perhaps we can make you feel at home here in the Eastern Forest.” 
 
    She disappeared from view, leaving Silas kneeling in front of only one deity, the human goddess Kai. 
 
    “Here you are Silas,” she had suddenly held an empty wineskin on a strap that hung from her fingers.  “Don’t pass up Kere’s generosity.  A skinful of this water could come in very handy,” the goddess said. 
 
    “I’ll go talk to that husband of mine about you.  He’ll have to keep a better eye out for you, I can see, especially if L’Anvien is trying to distort your being,” she spoke in a tentative manner. 
 
    “What did that conversation mean?” Silas asked, made bold by his extreme confusion.  He had overheard a great deal, while only understanding a small portion of it. 
 
    “Within your body, a portion of your destiny is printed on every tiny bit of your flesh and bone, a plan for how you’ll grow and heal and sustain.  That is true of every human ever born.  But something reached inside you and made a few very small, barely-noticeable breaks in the planning for you.  It has had an impact on a number of elements in your growth and life – the inability to track, your problems with using Mover powers, etc.,” Kai told him.  “And now Kai’s wonderful water has set your body on the track to heal itself of those breaks in your body’s plan. 
 
    “Fill your skin, wake the sprites, get dressed, and return to your life.  There are adventure aplenty awaiting you in Ellan Sheeant!” the goddess firmly directed him, and then was gone. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    A half an hour later, all the sprites were awake and getting dressed, while the skinful of healing water was strapped over Silas’s shoulder. 
 
    “Okay, I have to say, I had a serious dream, and I remember it,” Odare spoke up. 
 
    “I had one too,” Inseat agreed. 
 
    “So did I,” mentioned Graicus. 
 
    “And I did as well,” Dewberry even acknowledged.  “All the other dreams were so good and fun.  And then his worshipfulness spoke to me.” 
 
    “He spoke to me too!” Odare confirmed.  “About Silas, our sprite-friend.” 
 
    “That was my very dream!” Inseat concurred. 
 
    “Silas sprite-friend, our god spoke to us, about you,” Inseat pulled her shirt over his head, then spoke. 
 
    “We seldom hear from our god,” Odare interjected. 
 
    “Very seldom,” Inseat agreed. 
 
    “He is a very lazy god,” Dewberry was adjusting her collar, but paused to express her opinion.  “I think he mostly wants to rest and relax and dream in a great god pool of healing spring water in heaven.  He doesn’t usually want us to bother him with prayers or offerings.” 
 
    Silas cocked an eyebrow at the notion of a lazy god. 
 
    “He said that he had to interfere with your life and he apologizes,” Inseat moved the conversation forward. 
 
    Graicus clicked his tongue disapprovingly. 
 
    “Our god knew that only you could build the platform that was needed for the ceremony in Faralag.  The others of that city did not have the ability to accomplish the task,” Inseat explained.  “So, our god made sure that you stayed in Faralag long enough to finish the job.  He threw enchantments at your paramour to develop affection for a man who was in the city, and at you, and at another human woman to be attracted to you, so that you would want to stay in the city and find it inviting.” 
 
    “I cannot see why our god might have thought he needed to ensorcell the woman to like you.   With those sprite-color eyes you are clearly the most desirable of all the human men in the city, despite your other flaws,” Dewberry spoke up.  “Which are many,” she added in a softer voice. 
 
    “What flaws?” Silas asked sharply. 
 
    “The point of the story,” Inseat seemed able to remain focused on the story, “is that now that the platform was built so well, and we danced so well.” 
 
    “Supremely well,” Odare agreed. 
 
    “The mission has been accomplished.  That is why our god dropped the enchantments on all of you and will let you follow your own hearts and fates.  And he apologies,” Inseat finished. 
 
    “It’s an apology in a lazy kind of way, delivered secondhand through dreams, but it’s all you’ll get from him,” Dewberry told him. 
 
    “It’s very forthright for our god,” Graicus added.  “You should feel honored.” 
 
    “But,” Silas tried to digest the convoluted story, “but what if someone’s heart would have been broken, or some mistake made, or passions had run too deep?  That wasn’t right!” he protested. 
 
    “He’s a god, Silas sprite-friend,” Odare shrugged.  “What are you going to do?” 
 
    “I’m sure my god would never do such a thing!” Silas was aghast at the manipulative work of the sprites’ god. 
 
    “Maybe, maybe not,” Dewberry shrugged off the matter.  “But other than the serious dream, this was a delightful, uneventful little journey today.  You should thank us,” she said off handedly. 
 
    “Uneventful!” Silas exploded.  “I tried to fight an invincible monster, who turned out to be the goddess of the elves, while all of you were sleeping!   My goddess came and talked to the elven goddess about the whole thing,” he slashed at the notion of an uneventful visit. 
 
    “Oh there he goes!” Dewberry protested.  “The sprite friend is jealous; we get dreams from our gods, so he makes up a story about being visited by two goddesses!  These humans are so predictable.  But I like this one nonetheless.  His eyes are still the true colors of a sprite-friend. 
 
    “Shall we take him home?” she asked her companions, who quickly joined her in circling around Silas – before he could protest about the honesty of his story – and whisked him back into the dark nothingness of the sprites’ travel. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    When Silas and his companions returned to the platform above the city, they found that both the platform and the sky above were empty.  The first thing Silas noticed however was that the unsecured piece of the platform that he had maintained in place had buckled significantly in his absence. 
 
    The second thing he noticed was a reedy cheer that rose from the ground.  Only a smattering of the earlier crowd remained in place around the city center, but those that remained cheered at the sight of the return of he and the quartet of sprites. 
 
    “We must return to our homes now, sprite-friend, but we thank you for your hospitality.  We’ll be back in one hundred years; will we see you again then?” Dewberry asked. 
 
    Silas grinned, though a part of him wondered if the question was meant to be taken seriously. 
 
    “Oh sprite-friend Silas!” Dewberry laughed a light and bell-like laugh.  “You look so serious! 
 
    “Do not fear, it will not be one hundred years.  I will come visit you someday to laugh with you and admire your eyes and perhaps even invite you to travel with us back to the spring water of great dreams!” 
 
    “I would like that,” Silas said politely, and then he bowed to the princess, not sure what protocol called for. 
 
    “How will you find me?” he asked after he was upright once more. 
 
    “I will visit your queen and ask where her handsome young dancing master is,” Dewberry explained. 
 
    “But I am not likely to be her much longer,” Silas announced.  “As your god told you, he had to try to trick me to keep me here long enough to build the platform.” 
 
    “The platform that you did not build very well,” Odare uttered the comment in a low voice, with a significant nod of her head in the direction of the creased portion of the platform. 
 
    “Let me see your hand,” Dewberry said authoritatively. 
 
    Silas held his hand out in front of him and the sprite floated in close, then took it in her hands for a moment of tender examination, her fingers gently tracing the creases across his palm. 
 
    And then she bit it, hard enough to draw blood. 
 
    “Ow!” Silas jerked his hand free.  “Why did you do that?” 
 
    Dewberry poked her finger onto her lips and left a small smear of Silas’s blood, then started to press the tip of the finger at Silas, who craned his neck backwards. 
 
    “Stop!  Stop being a baby,” Dewberry ordered, then jabbed the finger at Silas’s mouth.  He felt a twinge of a spark as she made contact, then pulled her hand away. 
 
    “There; now I’ll be able to call you, and you’ll be able to hear my voice and answer.  When that happens, we’ll be able to find each other,” Dewberry explained.  “But you have to answer, or it won’t work.” 
 
    Silas shook his wounded hand. 
 
    “Oh, stop being a baby!  Just put a splash of the healing spring water on it and you’ll be fine,” Inseat mercilessly instructed.  “I’m going home now, my princess,” she advised, and then was gone. 
 
    Moments later, the rest of the squad was also gone, and Silas stood alone in the wind that swept across the platform, his damp robes giving him a chill.  He walked close to the edge and looked down at the street level below, then walked over to the creased piece of the platform.  Workers would be able to fix it all after he was gone, if the platform even remained in place.  Its purpose was over, and he’d never asked what would come next. 
 
    He walked next to the windows of the center tower, and decided to climb inside, then descend the building on one of the platforms as everyone else in the city did.  He’d used his energy enough for the day. 
 
    And then, after one stop, he’d return to his apartment and see Mata and they could enjoy each other’s company. 
 
    But he would make the one stop first.  He’d go to a temple, and he’d ask whichever deity it was devoted to to explain the conversation Kai had with the elvish goddess at the spring.  The words had concerned him in particular, and he didn’t understand what the two goddesses had said about him.  They had spoken of L’Anvien, and something the evil spirit had done to Silas, it seemed.  It was confusing, and worrying, and something he wanted to understand better than Kai’s explanation had allowed. 
 
    He pulled the window sash upwards, then stepped over the sill and into the room, the same room Queen Preeanne had used to reach the platform. 
 
    And the queen was another nagging mystery.  He either knew her, or she remined him of someone familiar, but he couldn’t remember who. 
 
    Silas surprised a guard in the hallway of the building when he opened the door and stepped out.  Silas gave a friendly salute and passed by the man, who waited until Silas was several steps down the hall, then peered inside the room, seeking to understand where the boy had come from. 
 
    He walked down a few floors of stairs to the level where an open lobby held the people waiting for the flying platform to come and carry them downward to the ground.  Silas quietly took a stool and sat facing the wall, keeping his eyes averted from any others in the lobby, while he allowed his astonishing memories of the afternoon to replay and he ruminated on the things he had seen. 
 
    He had seen another god, another deity, and one who was an elf as well!  He didn’t think either of his parents or anyone from the village of Brigamme had ever even heard the voice of a god, and now he had seen and spoken with three, as well as apparently been manipulated by a fourth.  Depending on whether the evil entity L’Anvien was a god, perhaps he even had some exchange with a fifth. 
 
    Gods!  His world was one that interacted with gods.  He wished there was someone he could talk to, someone he looked up to, someone who could explain what it all meant, how he should react, what his future held if he was facing the tasks assigned to him by divine powers.  Ruten would have offered some pithy advice, if Silas was still with the caravan, but the wagons were far away, and his role in life seemed quite different. 
 
    There was a subdued banging at the end of the lobby as the platform arrived and gates were opened.  The calm and quiet of the lobby disappeared as arriving passengers disembarked, and the waiting passengers lined up to begin their descent.  Minutes later, Silas was on the ground; he looked over at the Mover who sat in the elevated chair and was watching over the loading dock, then he left the city center and strolled towards his apartment and his opportunity to see Mata once again. 
 
    Until he passed a temple of Krusima by happenstance and stepped inside.  He wanted to ask his questions. 
 
    A priest approached him as Silas stood in the lobby and momentarily adjusted to the dim light of the building interior, but his unique eyes made the transition quickly, and he moved on into the sanctuary before the priest could reach him.  Silas stopped and looked at the large stone statue of the god that the temple held – it portrayed a male figure holding a pickaxe and a shovel, sure representations of the god of the earth, whether it was factual or not, Silas reflected.  He’d not ever seen Krusima to know the god’s appearance, unlike the unforgettable Kai, whose dazzling beauty was seared in the boy’s memory. 
 
    “What were they talking about, my lord?” Silas was barely on his knees a moment later before he submitted his first question to the god of the temple.  “What did Kere and the lovely Kai mean about L’Anvien doing something to me in my mother’s womb, and you picking me as champion?”  Silas recollected Krusima making some vague comments about Silas having a grand future role, but the comments of the goddesses had seemed more matter-of-fact regarding the prospect of Silas facing the hostile evil being in combat.  It was a disconcerting prospect. 
 
    “Kai has communicated the conversation, and your conversion, as Kere termed it,” Krusima’s voice instantly echoed inside Silas’s skull. “I’ve studied you, and see what she means.  It was a timely and meaningful chance that you happened to go to Kere’s spring and experience the healing.  It foretells that fate is on our side. 
 
    “Isn’t that a coincidence?” the god added.  “Fate – Kere is Fate.” 
 
    “But what does it all mean?  What healing?  I wasn’t ill before,” Silas protested. 
 
    “No, not ill, but not able to reach your potential,” Krusima answered.  “Your core, the identity that you were born with, and that shapes you, had been altered, in very small ways, ways that interfered with the potential you could reach.  It was an impressive and terribly intrusive act by someone to prevent you from being all that you might have been,” the god’s voice explained.  “But you must not focus on that.  The healing spring has unraveled the knots that tied you down.” 
 
    “What kind of potential was blocked?” Silas asked, a sinking feeling telling him the answer in a burst of intuition.  “The potential to be a Tracker?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes, that is something that I observed,” the god affirmed. 
 
    “This L’Anvien is the reason that I never developed my Tracker skills?” Silas asked the question in even blunter terms. 
 
    “Yes,” Krusima repeated. 
 
    “But,” Silas struggled to draw his incoherent thoughts together.  His mind was whirling, thinking of his parents, and the village, the mineral springs, and his friends, and again of the masked disappointment of his parents.  Then he thought of the exile to Heathrin and the training to be a Speaker, and the failure there, followed by all that had happened.   
 
    “If the evil one had not touched me, I would have become a Tracker, and I would have been satisfied with that.  It’s all I ever wanted,” Silas thought aloud as the racing concepts in his mind slowly coalesced.  “I would never had gone to Heathrin; I never would have joined the caravan; I never would have fallen into the cave and gained Speaker power and Mover powers and night vision and a magical knife. 
 
    “In a twisted way, I’m stronger than I ever would have been if he had left me alone,” Silas found the conclusion racing up to slap him in the face. 
 
    “It is a most peculiar twist of fate, isn’t it?” Krusima agreed.  “And you must make sure that you do not waste all that has been done for you.  You are the crucial weapon that can contribute so much to the fight against L’Anvien.” 
 
    “I will!” Silas cried aloud.  “I’ll fight his evil!” 
 
    He heard shuffling steps on the floor, perhaps someone disturbed by his outburst in the quiet temple. 
 
    “Your time is approaching, and you will be able to fight, in ways large and small, sooner and later, when you expect to and when you don’t,” the god told him.  “But first you must learn to control your abilities, and your passions.  Learn to be poised and thoughtful in what you do. 
 
    “Now go back to your young lover.  Your call to action is waiting for you,” the god spoke one last time, and then Silas could sense that he was gone. 
 
    He knelt for a minute longer, waiting just in case there was some last instruction, while he let the turmoil within him settle down.  Then he rose and left the temple, and returned to the Movers Guild hall. 
 
    Mata was waiting on the balcony of their apartment and waved when she saw Silas enter the courtyard.  Her wave was urgent, and there was no smile on her face. 
 
    Silas hurried up the stairs, anxious to tell his tales of the day, and anxious to hear Mata’s own story. 
 
    “Silas!” she rushed to him as soon as he opened the door and stepped into the room. 
 
    “It’s okay; I’m back,” he told her.  “Is everything okay here?” 
 
    “It’s Jade!” the words popped out of her mouth in a rush.  “I used the mirror while you were gone with the sprites – I didn’t know if you’d ever come back.  I spoke with Jade.  The invasion is real!  Ivaric has seized control of the city and the palace!  They’ve sent the prince of Ivaric, Jarvis, to rule the island.  He’s trying to persuade the princess to marry him!” the girl was beside herself with emotion, and cried as she spilled out the terrible news. 
 
    “Is Jade herself okay?” Silas asked.  “Are you okay?” 
 
    “She hasn’t been harmed yet,” Mata answered for her sister. 
 
    “We have to leave immediately!  You promised we’d go back and take care of her; now is the time.  Your work here is done, isn’t it?  There’s no reason to stay,” the girl in his arms was anxious to help her sister. 
 
    “No,” Silas agreed softly, “there’s no reason to stay.” 
 
    It was true, totally and absolutely.  The mission to construct the platform for the sprites was done, as was the ceremony, for that matter.  The infatuation spell of the sprites’ god was dissolved.  Silas had received all the training he could accept for his telekinesis. 
 
    And perhaps, he realized, the brokenness within him was the reason why he hadn’t been able to grasp the Mover energy readily and regularly.  Perhaps the visit to the healing spring had fixed that within him as well.  That would be another reason why they might be ready to leave Faralag.  He could perhaps begin to apply all the lessons Cover had made him learn about the arts of the Movers. 
 
    “And this note came for you,” Mata belated recollected a delivery.  She broke from his grasp and picked up a thick, creamy-colored envelope on the table, then handed it to Silas. 
 
    It was sealed with wax, and an imprint, Silas saw as he turned it in his hands.  He broke the seal and opened the flap, then pulled out a card with a crown, a mountain, and green leaves all contained in a seal at the top of the paper. 
 
    “Her Royal Highness, Preeanne, Queen of Faralag, and Protector of the Eastern Lands, summons you to the palace court at your earliest convenience,” the card read. 
 
    Silas let the card slip through his fingers.  “We won’t have time for that,” he shook his head. 
 
    “You must!” Mata’s tears stopped as she knelt to pick up the card.  She was aghast at the thought of ignoring the royal summons.  “Just go in the morning, see what it is, say good bye, and then we can leave,” the girl described matter-of-factly. 
 
    Silas shrugged his agreement. 
 
    “What happened to you today?” Mata managed to turn her attention, and Silas proceeded to amaze her with his story.  They talked and listened, went and ate dinner, and talked and listened more, until after dark as they discussed all the implications of Silas’s news, as well as Mata’s, and how the two might prove to interact.  And then they went to bed, ready to wake up and start an entirely new chapter in their adventure together. 
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